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ABSTRACT 

The is a qualitative study of the middle aged, middle-class, liberal left using 

biographies completed for the researcher and follow up questioning during 2019. 

The English liberal left is concentrated among cosmopolitan, young graduates, in 

large, multi-cultural cities. This study contains accounts of cosmopolitans ageing and 

relocating to the Isle of Wight -a Conservative and Eurosceptic stronghold. There is 

an othering of Islanders by the participants and an inversion of the local status 

hierarchy that confers prestige to long-term inhabitants. There is little affinity with the 

Island -beyond its natural beauty and the participants are charged with logical 

superiority. 

This study uniquely adds to existing quantitative knowledge of political realignment 

by class and reveals the formation and mutability of political identities. It captures 

accounts of participants’ agency in the formation and transitions in political identities 

and the impact of social and geographical mobility. It adds to our knowledge of the 

impact of the immersive experience of higher education and degree holding as a 

source of cultural authority. While there is wealth of evidence correlating degree 

holding with tolerance, here we see graduates highly intolerant of both Leavers and 

Conservatives 

The thesis adds to and develops our theoretical knowledge of social differentiation, 

symbolic boundaries, and the fragmentation of the middle class. Against a backdrop 

of unstable cultural hierarchies. We see a middle-class sample that sees themselves 

as intellectually, artistically, and morally superior to their older, affluent middle-class 

opponents. There is more sympathy and frustration with the working class, and some 

retain an affinity with their roots. However, all political opponents are envisaged as 

victims of a powerful and manipulative elite.  

Brexit is the participants’ main concern. The study provides new knowledge that 

captures the formation, emotions, calcification, and consequences of Remainer 

identities as the affective polarisation emerged 2016-19. It uniquely captures the 

moment that opponents became enemies. It both builds on the existing survey 

evidence and adds to our knowledge by showing how Remainers contribute to the 

polarisation by ostracising Leaver family and friends and refusing to compromise.  

Consequently, the participants are devastated by the double defeat of the 2019 

General Election- where they feel that they have lost their cultural authority to 

uneducated and amoral Leavers. We also see new knowledge of Leavers 

responding to defeat with ageism, anti-democratic sentiments, or redefining who is 

beneath them. There are no signs of the class realignment in English politics being 

reversed and participants seek social democratic policies, electoral reform, and 

measures to address climate change. However, their Remainer identities are likely to 

be retained and influence future actions and affiliations. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION  

A. Background  

The is a qualitative study of the middle aged, middle-class, liberal left (anyone to the 

left of the Conservatives) on the Isle of Wight. Data was collected during 2019 via 

biographies completed for the researcher and follow up questioning. The Isle of 

Wight is located off the south coast of England and it a Conservative and Brexit 

supporting stronghold.  

The impetus for this study was the quantitative polling by political scientists showing 

an inversion of the class alignment 1945-79 whereby most of the working class used 

to vote Labour, most of the middle class used to vote Conservative, and the electoral 

outcome was determined by the number of working-class Conservatives (Evans and 

Tilley 2017: Särlvik & Crewe, 1983}. England is not unique. The western middle class 

used to vote for right / centre right parties Western Europe and the USA and the 

working class used to vote for left/centre left parties, but this is no longer the case 

(Gethin et al., 2021).    

Given this realignment and the ongoing impact of Brexit on British politics (discussed 

in Chapter 4) my goal was to explore the concerns, experiences, and memories of 

the formative influences of a sample of the liberal left living outside of the urban, 

multi-cultural environment where they tend to predominate (Jennings et al., 2017a, 

2017b: Jennings & Stoker, 2016)  

In England, being a Conservative is easy; supporters just submit and recite the latest 

three-word mantras and there will be the pleasure of normally backing the winning 

side (Fisher 2009). In contrast, being left of the Conservatives deviates from a 

dominant English Conservative culture (Earle, 2023: Parkin, 1971). For most of the 

twentieth century, the working class were insulated from this overarching culture by 

their protective institutions such as unions and social clubs (Parkin, 1971). It is the 

decline of such institutions that has contributed to the detachment of the English 

working class from the Labour Party (Rayson, 2020). But what has caused the shift 

in middle class party support?  
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Initially this English realignment was explained by New Labour successfully courting 

the middle class - and thereby alienating some of its core working class vote (Evans 

and Tilley, 2017). However, there has not been middle class defection back to the 

Conservatives since the demise of Blair /Brown. Indeed, the 2017 and 2019 general 

elections were the first time that the majority of graduates / the middle class voted for 

parties to the left of the Conservatives (Ford and Bale, 2021). Of course, these two 

elections may be exceptional and may reflect the impact of Brexit on political 

alignment (discussed in Chapter 4).  

The middle-class liberal left are surprising on two counts, Firstly, the theories of class 

discussed in Chapter 2 conclude that the middle class are unconsciously inclined 

towards self-interest and often seek to distinguish themselves from the working 

class. Hence, for much of the twentieth century, most of the English middle class 

bonded with the Conservatives because they promised to protect and enhance their 

property while also persuading them that they were patriots who had nothing in 

common with those beneath them (Mckibbin, 1999, 1990). Secondly, the 

Conservatives and their allies are so hegemonic in England that their history is the 

nation’s history, The Conservatives been in government for so much of last 150 

years that Britain’s history is their history -particularly when they lay claim to e.g. the 

victories of the wartime coalition government or credit themselves with an NHS 

created by Labour (Earle, 2023). The Conservatives and their values and 

assumptions are so dominant (via England’s private schools, Oxbridge, the 

Monarchy, the Church of England, the House of Lords, the Treasury, the 

predominantly Conservative media, and the neo-liberal think tanks) that it has been 

argued that they are effectively in power even when not in government (Earle 2023). 

Consequently, not supporting them is tantamount to deviance -especially among a 

middle class that prides itself on being careful and respectable (Earle 2023: Parkin 

1971). 

The dominant discourse is that the Conservatives represent Britain. Meanwhile, any 

liberal left opposition is dismissed by Conservatives and their allies as an anathema 

and in league with this month’s folk devil (Earle 2023). The middle-class liberal left 

has long been stigmatised by Conservatives as ‘politically correct do gooders’ or 

‘virtue signalling champagne socialists.’ Individuals are pathologized as having a 

‘chip on their shoulder’ or “motivated by ‘the politics of envy.’ In the recent attempts 
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to instigate a culture war (Nagle, 2017), any educated person concerned with 

universal human rights is dismissed as ‘woke’. While previous folk devils have been 

identified by their violence, sexual activities, or drug consumption, educated liberals 

are stigmatised for their values.  

As we shall see in Chapter 3, some explained English middle-class radicalism with 

reference to a protective umbrella of parental liberalism (Crewe et al., 1975; Parkin, 

1968, Savage, 1992), radicalising occupations (Byrd, 1985; Eckersley, 1989; 

Kitschelt, & Hellemans, 1990), or exposure to a middle-class bohemian subculture 

(Savage, 1992). Both of the latter may have lost much of their potency (Brooks, 

2001: Calcutt, 1998: Gordon & Frank, 1999; Heath & Potter, 2006; McGuigan, 2009) 

Most of the recent data correlates higher education with left liberalism and EU 

support (Ford and Sobolowska, 2020) but we know little about the how and why total 

immersive experience of universities creates this trend (Evans and Tilley, 2017) and I 

sought to excavate this and other formative influences via biographies. I wanted to 

secure the sample’s accounts of their memories of their early socialisation, relations 

with parents, turning points or crises, and any shifts or continuities in their values, 

concerns, and affiliations. While most of the realignment debate relies on quantitative 

polling with the agenda (and often, possible response options) set by the researcher, 

I sought unprompted details of the complexities of the life course such as relocation 

or social mobility.  

Gramsci argues that political dominance is most effective when ideas and values are 

so dominant that they appear as ‘common sense’ – as neutral and natural. 

Consequently, politics becomes so entrenched in everyday life that it is not 

experienced as politics at all (Gramsci et al., 1971) and as we shall see in Chapter 5, 

this is particularly the case on the Isle of Wight. So, I was interested in the 

backstories and experiences of the middle-class liberal left on the Island where there 

is a Conservative Club in most towns and the hegemonic forces – nationalism, 

monarchism, militarism, pastoralism, a romanticised heritage, euroscepticism and 

hostility to outsiders are experienced more intensely. 

B. Research Questions  

1) What are the concerns of the middle-class middle aged liberal left on the Isle of 

Wight? 
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2) What were their main formative influences? How were their views formed and 

when? Have their concerns and views changed? 

3) What are their views of the Isle of Wight? Do they have an affinity with Island? 

Have they experienced the insider /outsider divide? 

4) What are their views of the future? Are they optimistic or pessimistic? Are they 

likely to stay on the liberal left?  

C. Research Questions Unpacked 

There has been very little recent qualitative research into the middle-class liberal left 

in a national context where the majority of them have supported parties to the left of 

the Conservatives since 2015 (Cowley, 2021). My concern is how and why most of 

the present English middle class are supporting progressive parties or causes.  

1) What are the concerns of the middle-class middle aged liberal left? 

The main theories of class (Bourdieu, 1984; Marx, 1858, 2007; Weber et al., 2019) 

conclude that the middle class are primarily unconsciously self-seeking. Hence most 

of the middle class supported the Conservatives throughout the last century in the 

belief that they would enhance or protect their assets (Crewe et al., 1975; Evans and 

Tilley 2017; Särlvik & Crewe, 1983). Furthermore, it is the middle class who still 

provide the leadership and membership of right-wing parties and organisations 

(Stewart, 2016). What is absent in the literature is an account of the expansion of the 

middle-class liberal left since 2010.  

Furthermore, the literature on their motives is contradictory. Many have found a 

range of instrumental motives behind English middle class liberal left activism or 

union action (Bagguley 1995; Berger, 1986; Butler and Stokes 1991; Emberry, 2021 

Fieldhouse et.al. 2019, Gouldner 1968; Rayson, 2020; Reeves, 2017; Savage, 2017; 

Tilley & Evans, 2017a). Similarly, for others, (Ansell, 2023) most middle class political 

engagement is a ‘not in my back yard’ (NIMBY) defence of their own property and 

public services in their immediate locality. Alternatively, others see the middle class 

as materially secure (Inglehart 1971, 1981; Parkin 1968) and able to move on to an 

altruistic concern for the common good. However, the middle class may be facing 

material jeopardy due to a declining work situation and market position (Braverman, 
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1998), the rise of a precariat, (Standing, 2011, 2016) the impact of austerity, (Dorling, 

2018) or subjective feelings of relative deprivation (Young, 1999, 2007) .  

Alternatively some (Nat Cen, 2021; Evans & Tilley, 2017; Rayson, 2020) conclude 

that the whole electorate are ‘cross pressured’ Such surveys find the middle class 

surveys as centrist or on the right on economic issues (public ownership of utilities, 

public spending, welfare payments). This implies a middle class seeking to protect 

their incomes and assets from taxation while  progressive / libertarian on social 

issues (gender, sexuality, immigration, EU membership, prostitution, pornography, 

child rearing, law, and order / punishment).  

Hence, I am interested in what drives a fraction of middle class to support liberal-left 

causes and whether their focal concerns are instrumental or, are an altruistic focus 

on a common good -or both.  

2) What were their main formative influences? 

The quantitative literature fails to provide an account of the trajectories and motives 

of the English middle class liberal left. There are three main models of political 

socialisation and the life course in Political Science. Firstly, parental transmission 

where offspring replicate the values and preferences of parents - if both hold the 

same allegiance. (Butler & Rose, 1999; Butler and Stokes, 1971; Kahan et al., 1966). 

Secondly, there is an inevitable shift to the right with age after an inevitable youthful 

liberalism (Tilley, 2014 and 2015). Thirdly, the cohort model which sees values and 

allegiance formed in young adulthood (under the influence of the party in power) and 

retained throughout life (Grasso, 2014; Grasso et al., 2019; Gray et al., 2019) 

All three models have been jeopardized by recent changes. They involve a 

predictable and over socialised subject with little agency or reflection. Furthermore, 

they fail to note the context in which there is a Conservative hegemony in England 

(Earle, 2023) and floating voters have become the norm (Fieldhouse et.al., 2019). 

The dominant thesis is that the middle class became attracted to the Labour Party by 

Blair making them a centre party (Evans and Tilley, 2017). This is a top-down 

explanation that fails to explore the motives of the middle-class liberal left ignores 

and the long history of English middle-class radicalism that existed before New 

Labour. In addition, the middle class have not returned to the Conservatives since 

New Labour’s demise (Ford and Bale, 2021). 



16 

 

Alternatively, the main current argument is that the expansion of high education is a 

liberalising force that has transformed the middle class (best summarised in Ford 

and Sobolowska, 2020). However, this downplays the impact of other socialisation 

forces and overlooks the diversity of student experiences and the range of graduate 

values and political allegiances. Furthermore, while degree holding strongly 

correlates with liberal social values, accounts of how the total experience of higher 

education liberalises are missing from the literature. Hence, my goal is to gather 

biographical data to explore accounts of prior education, university life and the 

impact of degree holding on the life course and consciousness.  

 3) What are their views of the Isle of Wight? 

The class realignment of party support in England intersects with a situation where 

age and education are greater predictors of political affiliation and Brexit has 

polarised (Fordand Sobolowska, 2020; Ford and Bale, 2021; Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et 

al., 2020). This ‘bifurcation’ has a spatial element (Jennings et al., 2017a, 2017b; 

Jennings & Stoker, 2016) with cosmopolitan liberal left Reaminers concentrated in 

large multicultural cities with a university and older, Conservative Leavers 

concentrated in county towns and villages. Nevertheless, every locality is 

heterogeneous, and some people move between cosmopolitan and non-

cosmopolitan localities, and we know little about these.  

The Isle of Wight is neither cosmopolitan nor multi-cultural. It is a Conservative 

stronghold where the vote for right wing parties outnumbers the combined vote of 

Labour Liberals and Greens and 62% voted Leave in 2016. Local studies (Brailsford, 

2017; Crow et al., 2001; Grydehøj & Hayward, 2011) indicate that nationalism, 

parochialism, localism, monarchism, and militarism are strong - and there is a local 

status hierarchy that privileges those who have been resident for generations. There 

are tensions between long standing locals and visitors / incomers.  

The Conservatives are well organised with a thriving Conservative club in every town 

(except Ryde) and they enjoy the support of both local newspapers. There is also a 

proliferation of organisations inclined to support the Conservatives such as, 

Women’s Institutes, the Masons, Roundtable, and Rotary Clubs. Hence, this is a 

study of the liberal left in a largely rural / small town setting without a university and a 

population that is 97% white English in the 2021 Census (Office for National 
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Statistics, 2022a). The middle class are a group used to power and securing agency 

/ effectivity in several fields (Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 2003). So how do they feel in a 

situation where political victory is unlikely? What do they want? How do they get on 

with locals - particularly if their current concerns are incongruent with local feeling? 

How did living on or moving to the Island impact and compare with the earlier 

formative influences?  

This study of minority opposition has implications for political participation under a 

British first past the post system where most seats are safe seats. Why do members 

of opposition parties persevere and how do local political shifts occur?  

4) What are their views of the future? 

On the Island, the Conservative vote share went up in 2017 and 2019 and 

outnumbered the combined opposition. Given this safe seat location, I was 

interested in the participants’ vision of the future because the middle class are used 

to having agency, getting their own way, and effectively planning for their future lives. 

I also wanted to pursue this issue as sideways way of asking what their concerns are 

/ what concerns are on the horizon? Are the participants modifying their political 

goals and projects to something that does not rely on local electoral success? Do 

they intend to leave the Island? 

D. Summary of Main Findings 

Brexit is central in the findings, but this is a study that also makes new contributions 

to our knowledge of political realignment, lifelong political socialisation, the formation 

of and mutability of political identities, experiences of social mobility, the long-term 

political impact of youth cultures, island communities and culture, political opposition 

in safe seats, and social differentiation. 

This study finds that all except one of the participants are graduates who lived in 

urban, cosmopolitan communities prior to their migration to the Island. As a result, 

they feel out of place and disempowered. They respond to this by othering locals as 

backward – thereby inverting the local status hierarchy that confers a lower status to 

newcomers. They also seek homophily, to restrict contact to their own kind – 

normally defined as educated, moral and cultured / arty. We see a subjective 

fragmentation of the middle class. Their main vitriol is directed at a perceived older, 
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affluent non-graduate middle class who are well organised on the Island via 

Conservative Clubs and other affinal organisations.  

The study uniquely captures accounts of the participants’ memories of their political 

socialisation and their agency in the formation and transitions in political identities -

with education identified as the key formative influence. The narratives present 

political socialisation as a complex process involving innovation, reflexivity, and 

transitions not normally evident in polls or panel studies that track /compare 

snapshots of affiliation over time. We also see qualitative accounts of experiences of 

social mobility to compliment a very quantitative research arena.  

The accounts in the study challenge the above orthodoxies in political science that 

either forecast an inevitable shift to the right with age or, hold views that are fixed in 

early adulthood. Half of the participants commenced as supporters of the 

Conservatives and moved left in response to circumstances that prompted an active 

reconsideration. We also see some ambivalence towards New Labour - rather than 

Blair prompting their conversion. Their identification of higher education as a key 

formative influence supports the literature that identifies a growing divide between 

graduates and non-graduate values that also aligns with Leave/ Remain (Ford and 

Sobolowska, 2020; Ford & Jennings, 2020; Jennings & Stoker, 2016). Furthermore, 

a graduate identity (Stubager, 2013) is evident, and education and culture are the 

source of the participants’ cultural authority and inform how they socially differentiate. 

However, the participants had ‘good sense’ liberal left leanings prior to university, 

and we see accounts of complex relations with parents and details of the impact of 

the total immersive experience of university and life after graduation.  

With the data collected in 2019, Brexit is the main concern of all the participants and 

the study captures the formation, calcification, and consequences of Remainer 

identities as the affective polarisation emerged after the 2016 Referendum (Hobolt et 

al., 2020). Motivated by a mix of altruism and instrumentalism, the participants speak 

in almost religious terms of finding a just cause in opposing Brexit. However, their 

actions -homophily and ostracising Leavers- only serve to contribute to this 

polarisation.  

A key feature of affective polarisation is that opponents are envisaged as enemies 

and neither side seeks to compromise. While extensive literature (Chapters 3 and 4) 
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correlates education with tolerance, here were see graduates highly intolerant of 

Leavers.  

For most of the twentieth century, most of the middle class were wed to the 

Conservatives because the Party convinced them that they were patriots who had 

nothing in common with those beneath them – especially the working class and 

‘union barons’ (McKibbin, 1990, 1999). My argument is that because of the political 

realignment and the affective polarisation arising from Brexit, some of the liberal left 

middle class have become ambivalent about patriotism and have redefined who is 

beneath them as the affluent, uneducated, and artless Daily Mail reading Leaver.  

Thus, the participants are devastated by the double defeat of the 2019 General 

Election. The defeat sees the participants feeling that they have lost their cultural 

authority to what they perceive as an alliance of the uneducated and uncultured 

faction of the middle class and the left behind working class- with both manipulated 

by a sinister elite in league with owners of the tabloid press. For most, Brexit had 

triggered their increase in activism and by the end of 2019, most are threatening to 

withdraw from politics. However, despite their wounds, the participants have the 

social, material, and cultural capital to resume their normal lives. 

There are no signs of the class realignment in English politics being reversed and 

participants seek a return to liberal left social democratic policies, electoral reform, 

and measures to address climate change. However their Remain identities are likely 

to stay permanent and are likely to further fragment the English class structure – 

particularly in the middle.   

People like the participants who have migrated from urban liberal strongholds to non-

cosmopolitan Conservative / Leaver stronghold may become more common. 

Working from home, the prohibitive cost of housing in big cities and relocation after 

childbirth may displace more urban graduates to gentrify the southwest or coastal 

towns with cheaper housing.  

E. Main Conclusions 

The data was collected during the stalemate 2019 when the tensions over the type of 

Brexit deal and the campaign for a second referendum were at their peak. For Hobolt 

et.al, 2020) Brexit produced an affective polarisation. This is a divide greater than 
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conventional political disputes because of the intensity of emotions involved and 

where opponents divide into enemy camps who do not trust the other side. My data 

confirms the affective polarisation thesis (Hobolt et al., 2020) but is original in that it 

contains unprompted qualitative data. It also uniquely moves the argument on to look 

at how Reaminers have responded after the moment of fissure 2016. The study 

participants are emotionally charged because conventional fissures centre on the 

outcome of a general election in which there can be a re-match in four- or five-years’ 

time. However, Brexit has consequences and a lifespan that will last far longer than 

one term of office. My qualitative data uniquely compliments a later quantitative 

study (Tilley and Hobolt, 2024) of the anger felt by Reaminers years after 2016 and 

2019. Both studies reveal the fragility of democracy during periods of affective 

polarisation.   

While there is an enormous wealth of data correlating degree holding with liberal 

attitudes on a range of issues and tolerance of diverse lifestyles. Here, we uniquely 

see graduates aware of the polarisation and intolerant of their enemies. Furthermore, 

we see original data on how the participants are reinforcing the division by 

ostracising Leaver friends and relatives.  

The affective polarisation thesis depicts two emotionally charged camps but often 

overlooks that one side has lost, and this study makes a unique contribution by 

adding how the liberal left middle class respond to defeat in both 2016 and 2019 via 

asserting their logical superiority, questioning the legality of the referendum, seeking 

a second referendum or questioning the universal franchise. Because they see 

education as their main formative influence (in the context where discourses about a 

qualifications-based meritocracy predominate (Jones, 2015; Littler, 2017; McNamee 

& Miller, 2018)) the participants perceive the middle class to be subjectively 

fragmented into graduates and non-graduates.  

The participants feel that they are losing their cultural authority to what they perceive 

to be those less moral, less educated, and less tasteful than themselves: the non-

graduate middle class and the left behind working class. Their backlash response to 

defeat is to question whether these groups should be enfranchised, Alternatively, 

they question whether the electorate should be consulted on important national 

issues.  
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In addition to the rich detail revealing the role of emotions in political engagement, 

this study adds to our knowledge of a fragmented English middle class. Faced with a 

loss of cultural authority, the participants assert the value of their cultural capital and 

create a symbolic boundary between themselves and those with material capital but 

less cultural capital. They see themselves as having superior morals, tastes, 

knowledge, and wisdom than the affluent non-graduate middle class and these are 

prioritised over differences in material capital. In sum, this study makes an important 

contribution because while supporting the affective polarisation thesis, for the 

Reaminers in this study, the middle class are divided by something greater than 

attitudes to Europe.  

 F. Guide to Chapters 

Chapter 2 sets out my theoretical position which sees the middle class as the 

privileged section of the proletariat who are inclined towards using their resources 

and cultural authority to pursue self-interest. It also looks at changes in the English 

middle class and concludes that they are a fragmented class affected by social, 

economic, and cultural changes.  

Chapter 3 looks at the history and features of English middle-class radicalism / 

liberalism and the legacy of bohemianism and Non-Conformism from the nineteenth 

century. It also evaluates reasons for the middle-class liberal left, and how their 

motives are a mix of self interest and concern for the common good.  

Chapter 4 explores how the 2016 EU referendum has produced an affective 

polarisation in England that has left Leavers and Remainers in hostile camps – 

opponents have become enemies. This polarisation may involve a graduate /non 

graduate divide. 

Chapter 5 looks at the heritage, recent political history and features of the Isle of 

Wight that make it an unlikely place to find a middle-class liberal left. It also 

highlights a buried history of radicalism and points to current local socio-economic 

problems to dispel the public image that it is an affluent fantasy island. The Chapter 

highlights the localism and the local status system that others Island visitors and 

newcomers.  
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Chapter 6 sets out my epistemology and justification of the biographic method and 

details of my follow up questioning. It looks at the history and strengths and 

limitations of the method and explains its appropriateness for my study /participants. 

The Chapter looks at my sampling, pilot study, and use of thematic analysis to 

rigorously identify commonalities in the dataset. 

Chapter 7 looks at the participants’ memories of their formative experiences. The 

main themes are the influence of parents, youth culture, schooling, and higher 

education and early knowledge of class difference. Their biographies highlight 

memories of a process involving agency and transitions that is missing form survey-

based models of political socialisation. There is no evidence of indoctrination at 

university, and it is the totally immersive experience of university and graduate life 

that impact. Because higher education is recalled as significant, it is central in their 

identity, cultural authority, and their social differentiation. 

Chapter 8 looks at how the participants identify themselves and people like 

themselves. The main themes are an identification with being educated, cultured and 

moral. There is also some ambivalence about class identity and what class involves -

particularly among those who have experienced upward mobility and /or see class as 

a collection or morals or artistic tastes. 

Chapter 9 looks at how these identities are deployed on the island. In particular, the 

main theme is that of the elderly, affluent Conservative section of the middle class 

being identified as their main enemy / the main obstacle to local progressive politics-

particularly as they are politically well organised. Political opponents are seen as 

amoral, uncultured, ignorant, and vulnerable to manipulation by the Daily Mail and 

The Isle of Wight County Press. The Island status hierarchy is inverted so that 

participants view themselves as superior to locals and there is no signs of any 

compromise. 

Chapter 10 looks at how the national affective polarisation over Brexit is enacted and 

lived on the Island. It is an important historical document of the hardening and 

crystallisation of Remainer identities during 2016-19. Leavers are othered and 

resented. It also documents how the participants are active agents in contributing to 

this polarisation via homophily, self-censorship or ostracising Leaver friends and 

relatives. Island Leavers are identified as the elderly uneducated affluent. Nationally 
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they are perceived as mainly the working class left behind – for whom there is more 

sympathy. Brexit is seen as the product of a powerful manipulative elite controlling 

Leavers via the tabloid press.  

Chapter 11 looks at the double defeat of the December 2019 election. During 2019, 

Remainers hoped to stop Brexit via a second referendum. So the outcome of the 

election is devastating, and the Chapter documents the raw emotions of the defeated 

that are absent in electoral polls. At this point, the participants have lost their cultural 

authority to what they see as the ignorant and uncultured. The latter are viewed ad 

empowered and they fear this will increase racism, and dilute human rights and 

democracy. However, there are also some undemocratic sentiments as some 

participants question the right of the uneducated to be consulted on important 

national decisions. While devastated, the participants infer that they have the class 

resources and resilience to eventually resume their lives and assume new political 

interests. 

Chapter 12 summarises my conclusions and the implications of events 2016-19 for 

the left. There are also some suggestions for further research to compliment this 

study. 
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Chapter 2 

WHO ARE THE MIDDLE CLASS? / CHANGES IN THE 

ENGLISH MIDDLE CLASS 

A. Introduction 

This Chapter sets out my theoretical position and argues that class involves 

economic, social, and cultural dimensions. It concludes that that the middle class are 

the privileged section of the proletariat with an ambivalent relationship to other 

classes. Classes are dynamic groups with changes in their composition, position, 

culture, and identity. So, this Chapter also looks at the features of, and changes in 

the English middle class to conclude that they are a fragmented class where a 

middle class-lifestyle has become unaffordable for some. Such changes have 

decoupled sections of the middle class from the Conservative Party. 

B. The Middle Class in Theories of Class Stratification 

A class is a socio-economic group with commonalities. However, the membership 

and size of each class depends on definition. Class has been conceptualised via 

permutations of income, wealth, education, status, power, occupational skill, culture, 

consumption, knowledge, aesthetics, and social networks. Hence, there is no 

consensus about the middle class - other than locating them at the centre of a socio-

economic hierarchy.  They have been conceptualised as: part of the business owning 

bourgeoisie, part of the proletariat, a contradictory class location, a decomposing / 

fragmented class, and as a totally separate class (Mann, 1993). Nevertheless, most 

sociologists see the middle class as unlikely liberals by depicting them as 

unconsciously instrumental, socially and economically secure, and holding some 

form of authority. However, as we shall see. this authority may be under threat. 

Marxist Analyses of the Middle class 

The core Marxian conception of structure of capitalist society still has some validity.  

We live in an international system of wage labour and profits where the return on 

capital exceeds the rate of economic growth (Piketty, 2018.) The bourgeoisie still 

own most of the means of production, live off the returns on their assets and the 
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proletariat are still those waged employees who need to sell their labour (Marx & 

Engels, 1848). However, other authors (below) present a more fine-tuned 

understanding of contemporary classes.  

Marxists vary in their discussion of the middle class. Some (Engels, 1908) identify 

the middle class as the nascent bourgeoisie during late feudalism. Elsewhere (Marx 

& Engels, 1848) the middle class are the petit bourgeoisie - a transitory class of 

small business owners. However, the middle class are also seen as follows:  

An industrial army of workmen, under the command of a capitalist, 

requires, like a real army, officers (managers) and sergeants (foremen, 

over-lookers) who, while the work is being done, command in the name 

of the capitalist. (Marx, 1959, p332)   

The latter view of the middle class as controlling overseers has influenced more 

recent Marxian analyses. Some identify ‘contradictory class locations’ that fall in 

between the bourgeoisie and proletariat (Olin Wright,1978). Others locate a 

professional managerial class (e.g., senior managers, teachers, journalists, doctors, 

social workers) who are salaried workers whose main function is to reproduce 

capitalist culture and ensure a productive and compliant workforce (Ehrenreich & 

Ehrenreich, 1977). Here, the middle class are ambiguous; they are a class of 

controllers serving a bourgeoisie of which they are not a member (Ehrenreich & 

Ehrenreich, 1977b; Olin Wright, 1978, 1989; Urry, and Abercrombie, 2014). Less well 

known is Theodor Geiger’s (Geiger, 1969) argument that their ambiguous structural 

location makes the European middle class ambivalent, vulnerable, insecure, and 

defensive. Consequently, they are susceptible to irrational or extreme ideologies 

(e.g. nationalism or fascism) that claim to transcend class interests or, claim that 

class has disappeared. All the above Marxist authors conclude that that the middle 

class has no progressive potential, and this verdict needs reinvestigation. 

Weberian Analyses of Class  

Weber correctly notes that capitalism involves inequalities and resource conflicts, 

within the two main classes. The bourgeoisie and proletariat are overlaid with a fluid 

interplay of differences in "class", "status" and "power" to facilitate an understanding 

of capitalism’s complexities and the ways in which the middle class can dominate 

and exploit the working class (Weber, 1927). Weber redefines class as market 
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position (differences in income and wealth) and differences in work situation such as 

level of autonomy, job security, and contractual and physical conditions (Weber, 

1927). His dynamic model is still useful because conflicts and strategies within the 

bourgeoisie and proletariat (e.g., the exercise of professional or union power) mean 

that any group can make gains or losses in any of the three dimensions of 

stratification. With Weber, we can see the middle class as a privileged section of the 

proletariat who expanded via the growth of the state and industry bureaucracies. 

They enjoy higher level of skills, qualifications, pay, and pensions. They have 

secured greater job security, shorter working hours, longer holidays, promotion 

prospects, fringe benefits, and incremental pay scales and act to defend such 

privileges via unions or associations (Goldthorpe, and Marshall, 1992). They are 

more likely to travel extensively, enjoy better health, and live longer (Marmot, 2020; 

Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). The middle class are more likely to own their own house, 

they are less likely to be arrested or charged, and their children are more likely go to 

attend university and remain in the middle class (Goldthorpe, 1996; Hout, 1993; 

Neckerman,& Torche, 2007; Savage, 2021). However, as we shall see, these 

privileges and enhanced life chances are not guaranteed as permanent.  

While Weberians improve on Marx, they have less to say about class cultures. It is 

Bourdieu who provides insights into class as a social phenomenon (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Bourdieusian Analyses of Class Cultures 

For Bourdieu, social hierarchies combine different types of capital, and each form  

can be advanced and /or converted into other forms (Bourdieu, 1986). Economic 

capital is assets that are convertible to money. Social capital is the useful / high 

status contacts and cultural capital refers to assets that arise form socialisation, e.g., 

competencies, demeanours, skills, tastes, and qualifications, which enable holders to 

mobilise cultural authority (Bourdieu, 1984) (1). The middle class are seen as those 

with higher levels of material and / or social and /or cultural capital than the working 

class and make gains in fields such as work, education, and health.  

For Bourdieu, some behaviours and tastes are arbitrarily deemed sophisticated and 

superior while other forms are decreed vulgar, uncouth, and lacking decorum 

(Bourdieu 1984). As with Marxist conceptions (Marx & Engels, 1976), bourgeois 

knowledge, tastes, deportment, elocution, and manners are decreed to be the only 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Money


27 

 

qualities worth accruing - and Bourdieusian sociologists see the middle class as 

closer to these bourgeois dispositions (Bourdieu, 1987; Lawler, 2005). Bourdieusian 

hierarchies are consonant with Weberian conceptions of status - as knowledge of 

Royal History, financial instruments or Classics are considered superior to 

knowledge of childcare, bricklaying, or cam belts. So, Bourdieu provides insights into 

the arbitrary and subjective hierarchies of knowledge that underpin the occupational 

status hierarchies that are codified and reified by academics and civil servants 

(Bourdieu, 1984, 1985; De Keere, 2018) . 

The strength of Bourdieu lies in his analyses of how classes are formed and 

reproduced in both economic and socio-cultural relations (2) (Bourdieu, 1984, p.86). 

Habitus usefully refers to the ingrained habits, skills and dispositions that determine 

what’s reasonable action in particular circumstances for each class / fraction. It is 

where people feel comfortable/ they have a ‘feel for the game’ such as an academic 

conference, or a car boot sale. Hence, the middle-class habitus normally involves 

being educated and spending time and having relationships with their own kind.  

However, Bourdieu’s identification of the middle class varies. In Distinction, 

(Bourdieu, 1984), the middle class are a fragmented but privileged section of the 

proletariat -with proximity to upper class culture. Elsewhere, the middle class are the 

‘dominated fraction of the dominant class -the bottom of the bourgeoisie (Bourdieu, 

1977). In Distinction, the middle class are also seen as the petit bourgeoisie, with a 

culture characterised by ‘allodoxia’ – a counterfeit / diluted version of upper-class 

culture such as Andre Rieu’s light classics. Despite this ambiguity, Bourdieu can help 

us to understand a middle class fragmented by the various permutations of the three 

types of capital. Some studies (Jarness, 2015, 2017; Jarness et al., 2019) found a  

conflict inside the middle class between those with high economic capital and low 

cultural capital and those with low economic capital and high cultural capital. The 

affluent faction is averse to the ‘artsy’ faction and mock their pretentious outfits, 

asymmetric hairstyles, and ‘kooky’ spectacles. Those with high cultural capital see 

the affluent as making immoral choices with their lavish cars, clothes, accessories, 

and cocktails that flaunt their wealth. Both sections carried notions of their own and 

their opposite’s territory -such as particular bars, clubs, restaurants, and localities.   
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Bourdieusian approaches to English Middle-Class Culture  

For Bourdieu, each class fraction is socialised into their own dispositions, and 

aesthetic preferences (Bourdieu 1984, p447). These guide behaviour and cultivate 

an aversion towards other tastes and behaviour. The symbolic presentation of 

aesthetic dispositions (e.g. clothing, voice, home décor) both depicts the status of 

higher classes and distances them from lower groups. Thus, the English middle 

class are seen to embark on symbolic practices that distinguish and distance 

themselves from the working class and also, hold cultural authority over them 

(Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 1997a, 1997b, 2003).  

For such Bourdieusians, the English middle class are unlikely left-liberals as they 

seek to dominate, exploit, and distinguish themselves from the working class. Most 

authors view them as a self-assured and privileged section of the proletariat 

(Hastings & Matthews, 2015; Lawler, 2005; Reay, 2020; Skeggs, 1997a, 2003; 

Stewart 2016 ) They reveal an English middle class using their greater levels of 

material, social, and cultural capital to secure better life chances at the expense of 

the working class. They have a greater degree of agency, effectiveness, and self-

assurance that they use to secure lucrative access to education. legal, health, and 

local authority services – particularly when users and service providers share the 

same habitus (Lawler, 2005).  

There is debate whether the English middle class are closer to the upper class or the 

working class in their culture and tastes. While some (Lawler, 2005; Leddy-Owen, 

2019) found the English middle class contemptuous or mildly disdainful of the 

working-class, Skeggs notes their ambivalence because the English middle class 

also take what it considers cool, exciting, and authentic in working class culture 

(Skeggs 2003).(3) However, there is a ‘constrictive limit’ (Skeggs 2003) as some 

aspects of working-class culture remain stigmatised and untouched. So, the English 

middle-class habitus can also be delineated by what they avoid - such as 

extravagant outdoor Christmas decorations (Back, 2012, 2015).  

Overall, Bourdieusians have deepen our knowledge of the English middle class as a 

group deploying cultural practices of distinction and symbolic boundaries, and as a 

class using their capital stock across a range of different fields. Their resources 
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facilitate a sense of entitlement that governs their behaviour. The inclination of the 

middle class to distinguish themselves from the working class is politically significant 

because for much of the twentieth century, most of the English middle class bonded 

with the Conservatives because they were persuaded that they were patriots who 

had nothing in common with those beneath them (Mckibbin, 1999, 1990) and / or 

swayed into believing that they were under threat from working class trade unions 

and /or ethnic minorities (Hall et al., 1979).  

In Bourdieu, culture is a field for domination in which groups only compete for 

symbolic advantage (Bourdieu, 1984). In contrast, Gramscian formulations 

(discussed in Chapter 3) help us to see culture as an arena of resistance, and 

conflict. Nevertheless, the Bourdieusian paradigm can offer useful insights into 

relations between the middle and working class that may mitigate against class 

alliances. However, we still face the issue as to how and why some of the middle 

class come to use their capital stock and authority to support progressive causes.  

The next section looks at how English middle-class culture has changed and 

possibly broken the bond between them and the Conservative Party.  

C. Changes in English Middle-Class Culture Since the 

1950s 

The core English middle class values from the mid-1800s to mid-1960s were 

deferred gratification, self-help, temperance / moderation, education, individualism, 

and suburban homeownership (Gunn and Bell, 2003). Indeed values of: duty, public 

service, reticence, chastity, decorum, honour, valour were common to the entire 

Western middle class (Brooks, 2001). Sociological studies 1950s-1970s found a self-

restrained, respectable and aspirational English middle class with a careerist sense 

of overseeing one’s own destiny (Lockwood, 1958). The English middle class were 

identified by their valuing of qualifications and careers, high quality pre-school 

parenting (Newsom, 1950), their high aspirations for their children, and support for 

their studies (Douglas, 1964). Others found work as a central life interest in the 

(male) middle class that included career enhancing leisure e.g., dinner parties with 

colleagues, self-improvement reading or, mixing business and pleasure on the golf 

course (Parker, 1976). Overall, the English middle-class culture was aspirational, 
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competitive, sensible and careful with time and money, planning for the future, and 

living in suburbs with ordered homes and gardens (Raynor, 1981; Sugarman, 1970, 

1973). This was the middle class wed to the Conservative Party. 

Some lament the decline of this culture because the English middle class had been a 

virtuous stabilizing force between two less diligent classes (James 2008, West 2013, 

2020). For these authors, the middle class kept the economy healthy via its industry, 

brainpower, and savings /investments. Its values of hard work, honesty, thrift, saving, 

home ownership and self-help provided the nation’s moral character, and these 

authors lament that the backbone of England has been lost. However, West’s deeper 

concern is that the English middle class is increasingly detached form the 

Conservative Party.  So, what drove the cultural change? 

For some, (Hall, 1968) middle class restraint and parsimony were destabilized in the 

UK and USA by the 1960s easing of credit restrictions and consumer boom. For both 

Hall and Rozak (Rozak, 1969), the middle class hippie subculture arose from this 

crisis to invert the culture of the 1950s middle class via excursions into anti-

establishment protest, pacifism, environmentalism, sexual politics / feminism / gay 

rights, vegetarianism, religious and chemical experimentation, and an aesthetic 

revolution in clothing and décor (Miles, 2010 and 2013),  A new English middle-class 

culture replaced suburban parsimony and respectability with an emphasis on 

individual liberty (Miles, 2010 and 2013),  Its values were cosmopolitan, 

individualistic, and anti-establishment and were inherited, remixed, and extended by 

1970s punks (Savage, 2021) and late 1980s and 90s rave culture - the ‘second 

summer of love’ (Rutherford, 2019). 

The decline of old middle-class values accelerated in the 1980s (Beck, 1986). 

English Christianity had previously legitimated middle-class parsimony and restraint 

(Bruce, 2002) but the rapid decline in mainstream English Christianity in the 1980s 

paralleled an emergent culture of Thatcherite selfish acquisitiveness (Bruce, 2002 

and 2011). The 1980s ‘yuppie’ values of greed, instrumentalism, urban living, and 

conspicuous consumption replaced suburban middle-class culture of restraint and 

commitment to public service (Redhead,1990). The new maxim was to ‘work hard 

and play hard’. Yuppie ushered in a new cultural hierarchy based on material 

success, physical fitness, technical proficiency, personal attractiveness, and sexual 
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prowess. Modest self-restraint was out, shopping, stimulants, self-improvement and 

recreational sex were in (Redhead, 1990).  

Meanwhile, by the 1980s, the those who dabbled with hippie in the 1960s and 70s 

retreated into individual self-improvement via alternative medicines and therapies  

(Bruce, 2002, 2011; Heelas, 1996, 2009). From the 1980s onwards, the English 

middle class have been the main adherents to a ‘new age’ spirituality that rejects 

rationality and modernity in favour of a belief that change can only come from the 

aggregation of individual self- improvement (Bruce, 2002, 2011; Heelas, 1996, 

2009). New age spirituality, alternative medicines and self-improvement are now 

central in English middle class culture and consumption (Heelas, 2009).  

In the 1980s and 90s, English management took the Thatcherite assumption that low 

productivity was due to workforce indolence.  Earlier notions of a middle class 

motivated by a commitment to public service (especially in the public sector) were 

replaced by the discipline of market forces, a compliance culture and adherence to 

the corporate mission statement (Fisher, 2009). Thatcher and Major’s governments 

unleashed a policy of privatisation, outsourcing and marketisation that have been 

pursued to a greater extent in England than anywhere else in the West (OECD, 

2019). This resulted in an intensification of work, job insecurity, surveillance and a 

micro managed target setting culture -especially in middle class occupations (Dorey, 

2019; Fisher, 2009, 2018a, 2018b).  

Furthermore, the 1980s and 90s saw a split emerging in the middle class (Savage et 

al., 1995) between an ‘old’ non graduate middle class working in the production of 

material goods and a mostly graduate, ‘new’ middle class working in the knowledge 

economy that had been forecast earlier (Bell, 1976; Berger, 1986). By the 1990s, it 

was also apparent that there was a growing divide in the middle class between those 

in secure full time employment and those in part time and or insecure employment 

(Hutton, 1996). This division between graduates and non-graduates and the impact 

of a growth in the precariat (Standing, 2011) are discussed more fully in the Chapters 

4 and 5. 

During the noughties, the 1960s bohemian counterculture and yuppie culture fused 

to produce a new dominant bourgeois bohemian (‘bobo’) hipster culture (Brooks, 

2001) that has been exported by US global corporations and media (Calcutt, 1998; 
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Gordon & Frank, 1999; McGuigan, 2009) to become the dominant culture in the 

younger, western middle class (Brooks, 2001). For Brooks, the bobo emphasis on 

self-actualisation has extended the work ethic to all life spheres. The norm is to work 

out at the gym, work on your looks and wardrobe, work on your garden and home 

decor, work on your parentcraft, lovemaking and cooking skills, work on improving 

your book, music, and film collections. Hence, pace Bourdieu, leisure is now a 

means of enhancing social and cultural capital, securing authority, and advancing 

careers. Holiday travel is a means of enhancing a C.V., and parties, concerts, and 

festivals are arenas for networking and building up contacts. Shopping is a means of 

achieving self-actualisation and securing status and cultural authority by following or 

leading the latest rules of consumption. Meanwhile, the new bobo middle class sees 

work as play, as a means of self-expression and self-actualization (Brooks, 2001). A 

shift that has resulted in presenteeism and a long hours culture - fuelled by 

fashionable coffees and energy drinks. 

The above changes may have produced a middle class prone to political 

engagement if they have experienced a worsening work situation / market position.  

However, at the same time, changes have made left-liberal engagement less likely 

due to the turbo capitalism of Yuppie values, the focus on individualism, self-

improvement, a retreat into ‘spirituality’ and among the young, securing cultural 

authority via ‘hip’ consumption. Most likely, we will see a heterogeneous English 

middle class that varies by generation, the extent to which their work situation has 

changed, and the extent to which they embraced the above cultural shifts. What also 

divides the English middle class is their level of material capital. 

D. Middle Class Lifestyle as no Longer Achievable.  

Most of the above see middle class culture as changing via a changed work 

situation, secularisation and new forms of consumption. An alternative view sees 

neither conspicuous consumption nor orthodox middle-class culture as affordable- 

particularly for the young. 

English middle-class culture once consisted of: ‘doing the right thing’ – studying hard 

at school and university, getting a respectable job, getting married, saving up, buying 

a suburban home, taking care of your health, and eventually retiring on savings and 

a good pension (West, 2013). Such a lifestyle was available to anyone with an 
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average wage in the latter half of the last century – but this is no longer the case 

(West, 2013, 2020). The large suburban home, and private education are 

increasingly the preserve of those employed at the top of financial services 

(McGuire, 2020; West, 2013) .The housing market and development projects mean 

that there are fewer distinct middle class neighbourhoods that previously sustained a 

distinct culture and identity (Dorling, 2019). Meanwhile, music and arts centres -the 

bastions of middle-class taste and distinction - have been badly hit by austerity, 

Brexit, and the pandemic (McGuire, 2020). 

The norms of thrift and saving have been undermined by the Bank of England 

keeping interest rates below the rate of inflation (West, 2013). Furthermore, self-

restraint, and deferred gratification are undermined by cashless transactions, instant 

downloads, online shopping, and easy credit (West, 2013). In addition, the 

introduction of student loans / tuition fees broadsided the old English middle-class 

norm of avoiding personal debt and has left the young middle class (‘generation 

rent’) trapped into paying escalating rents (Fieldhouse et al., 2019; Reeves, 2017; 

Savage, 2017; Tilley & Evans, 2017a). The English middle class have been unsettled 

by changes at work, reduced career opportunities and an inability to accumulate 

transferable organisational skills  (Bagguley, 1995a).  

The political impact of changes at work and any decline in middle class living 

standards and cultural authority are explored in the Chapter 3.    

.E. Fragmentation and Internal Conflicts in the English 

Middle Class  

It can be concluded that the above changes are affecting the middle class in varying 

degrees and are producing a fragmented middle class -with some sections no longer 

aligned to the Conservative Party. By the mid-1970s, the English middle class was 

already objectively and subjectively fragmented by values, employment sector, level 

of education and level of material capital (Robers,1977). The BBC TV Comedy ‘The 

Good Life’ (1975-78) effectively captured one such divide by contrasting two Surbiton 

households; the ‘Goods’ (post-hippie back to the land self-sufficiency, dropping out of 

the rat race, joint conjugal roles) and the ‘Leadbetters’ (unreformed old middle class, 

segregated conjugal roles).         
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There is presently a fundamental divide between professionals (bearing cultural 

capital and degrees) and managers who are less qualified, have less cultural capital 

but more material capital. Despite living in the same locality, there were marked 

differences in their leisure, media use, home décor, furniture, and holidays (Wynne, 

1998). Furthermore, patterns of social mobility 1950-1990s have created a 

heterogeneous English middle class containing a mix of those who had been in the 

class for generations and new recruits  (Goldthorpe, 1980, 1987; Savage, 2015;). 

Thus, while the upper and working classes are self-recruiting and cohesive, the 

middle class is so diverse because it contains some who have middle class for 

generations and recent arrivals who still identify with their working-class origins 

(Savage, 2015;  Savage, & Barlow, 1995). Furthermore, the English middle class are 

fragmented by regional differences and the mode and extent of the economic and 

cultural shifts discussed above (Savage, 2015). 

Some also identify a split between ‘omnivores’ (liberals who consume outside of 

established class patterns) and ‘non-omnivores’ (Chan, 2010; Peterson and Kern, 

1996; Thornton 1995). These are discussed more fully in Chapter 4. Similarly, the 

English middle class is split into the ‘Herbivores’ who work in public services 

(especially education and welfare) and tend to be a benign, conscience-laden and 

follow following liberal-left / environmental concerns. In contrast, the ‘Carnivores’ are 

those who have embraced and benefitted from Neo-liberalism and tend to work in 

the private sector (James, 2008). Although this identifies an important political fault 

line – discussed in the next Chapter- this oversimplifies the fragmentation (Stewart, 

2016).  

The splintering of the middle class involves complex differences in work situation, 

market position, values and political affiliations of the public and private sector 

middle class  (Butler & Savage, 1995; Savage et al., 1995; Savage, 2015). We see a 

cultural and age divide between those who seek a rural idyll, those aspire to or 

reside in suburbs, and those living in gentrified or regenerated parts of cities. 

However, Savage also found vertical cultural divisions such as those in the public 

and private sectors, between those who worked in finance and those in culture / 

knowledge-based employment and between humanities and science graduates. In 

addition, these were overlaid with leisure and cultural differences such as drinking 

habits, sporting interests and housing preferences. Others have found the middle 



35 

 

class to be fragmented by generation, employment, and tastes (Stewart, 2016)  . 

However, with Stewart, the political affiliations of each fragment are not fully traced -

whereas Savage notes a political and status divide between those on the right who 

work in finance & business, and those among the liberal left working in education, 

media, and culture that may provide the key to understanding the political 

realignment. The political implications of this fragmentation are explored more fully in 

Chapter 3.  

F. Conclusions  

In the debates about dealignment and realignment (discussed in Chapters 1, 3 and 

4), many political scientists have an untheorized conception of class. They treat 

classes as a variable (usually an occupational category) to correlate with party 

membership and support, and social attitudes. Hence, any political realignments are 

often seen as driven by changes in the political arena class is held as a constant. It 

is far more useful to see classes as dynamic with changes in their composition, 

forms of capital, market and status position, work situation culture, and identity.  

The middle class are best conceived as the privileged section of the proletariat and 

can be theorised via an intersection of Weber and Bourdieu. They are those waged / 

salaried workers with a superior work situation and market position, hold greater 

status and power who have greater levels of material, social and cultural capital that 

increase their life chances and enable them to make gains across a range of fields. 

They are economically in the proletariat but are socially and culturally different from 

the working class. However, they are a class in flux because their privileges can be 

enhanced or lost to varying degrees and technology may impact on their work / 

market situation. Furthermore, as the tertiary sector and HE participation have 

expanded, the English middle class has fragmented economically, socially, culturally, 

and politically - and thus may be losing the distinctiveness and cultural authority 

found in studies 1940-80. 

Thus, the English middle-class culture changed generationally due to secularisation, 

changes in the economy, the rise of Yuppies and hipsters, and a succession of 

middle-class involvement in anti-establishment sub-cultures and bohemian lifestyles 

(such as hippie, punk, raves and grunge) and the extension of youth culture into -

adulthood (Calcutt, 1998). Each generation of middle-aged middle class not only 
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more secular than the previous generation (Bruce, 2002, 2011) they also grew up 

with and hold a different set of tastes and practices to their parent culture such as: 

feminism, music festivals, cohabitation, serial monogamy and recreational drugs.   

As cultural hierarchies have changed, we have seen challenges to the core norms 

and values that were identified in the Conservative supporting English middle class 

in the 1950s and 60s. Future orientation, deferred gratification, a work ethic, and a 

public service ethos have been challenged by generational changes, the legacy of 

hippie, workplace changes, the privatisation and outsourcing of public services, the 

emergence of a precariat, secularisation, a consumer credit culture and the pleasure 

principles of yuppie and rave. Such changes have reinforced a fragmentation of the 

middle class that requires further investigation. 

Sociologists have often paid more attention to establishing middle class boundaries 

than to the more important issue of whether the middle class is a progressive or 

conservative force (Bagguley, 1995 b). Given that it is the former that is evident in 

the current conjuncture, the key issue is how and why a middle-class liberal left has 

emerged. Most of the theoretical positions discussed above see the middle class as 

either inclined to preserve or enhance their privileges (and averse to the working 

class) or acting as servants of the upper class. However in Weber, Bourdieu and 

Gramsci we see a depiction of classes as complex and holding a mix of logic, 

ideologies, and emotions and carrying a range of identities and motives. This 

contrasts with rational choice theorists (Hirschi, 1969) that sees human action as 

being based on a cost -benefit analysis and consciously maximising advantage in 

any situation.  

Nevertheless there is a gap in our knowledge as to how and why a significant 

fraction of middle class are the leading figures in progressive campaign groups and 

mostly vote for parties left of the Conservatives. The enhanced social and cultural 

capital of the middle class can be used for progressive /anti-establishment causes 

and for protest or innovation in popular culture and we know little about their 

backstories and motives. In an age when the floating voter is the norm – switching 

allegiances between and even during election campaigns, this is a study of the 

fraction of middle class identified (Fieldhouse, et.al., 2019) as consistently supporting 

parties and causes to the left of the Conservative Party. 
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In the next Chapter, we will explore the possible forces leading to a middle-class 

liberal left. 
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Chapter 3  

THE ENGLISH MIDDLE-CLASS LIBERAL LEFT 

A. Introduction 

Labour used to receive less than a quarter of its votes from the middle 

class and from those with any education beyond minimum school 

leaving age. Today two thirds of its votes come from those groups -

Evans and Tilley, 2017   

 

In chapter 2, we saw the middle class as a fragmented, but privileged section of 

proletariat who use their assets to gain advantage in fields such as education, 

health, and employment. So, how and why do sections of the middle class use their 

capital stock to drive liberal left causes? This chapter explores the roots of English 

middle-class values and campaigning methods in European Bohemia and English 

non -conformism and evaluates accounts of the English middle class liberal left since 

the 1960s.  

The realignment in England has inverted the class alignment 1945-79 whereby most 

of the working class voted Labour and most of the middle class voted Conservative 

(Särlvik & Crewe, 1983, Evans and Tilley 2017}. In the 1960s, the working class 

made up over half of the population and Labour could rely on 67% voting Labour on 

every occasion) while 75% of middle class regularly voted Conservative. (Butler and 

Rose 1960, Butler and Stokes 1974. This alignment broke down in the 1970s and 

accelerated in the 1980s.as a large proportion of skilled manual workers were voting 

Conservative on a regular basis (Crewe, et.al.,1999: Crewe and Thompson 1999: 

Sarlvick and Crewe, 1983).  Later, the emergence of ‘New Labour’ from 1994 saw 

the repositioning of Labour into the centre ground in a manner that gained middle 

class support and alienated many of its working-class supporters (Evans and Tilley, 

2017).  

However the realignment intensified after the Blair / Brown New Labour years. 
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Tables 1 and 2: Voting by class and level of education in the 2017 General 

Election (Both tables form Curtis, 2017) 
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Table 3: Voting in by class in the 2019 General Election (From Curtis and 

McDonnell, 2019) 

It should also be noted that the relative size of the classes has changed- the manual 

working class has shrunk, and the middle class has expanded since the mid-1980s 

ABC1 Classes 

 1987 2019 

Number of workforce in 

ABC1 

9.5 m 14.1 m 

Percentage of workforce 

in ABC1 

38% 67% 

Labour votes from ABC1 2.2 m 6.2m  

Conservative votes from 

ABC1 

7.1m 7.9m  

Conservative lead over 

Labour in ABC1  

4.9 m 1.7m  

 

 

C2DE Classes 

 

 1987 2019 

Number of work force in 

C2DE 

14.4 m 10.2 m 
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Percentage of workforce 

in C2DE 

62% 43% 

Labour votes from C2DE 7.8m 4.1m  

Conservative votes from 

C2DE 

6.6 m 6.1 m  

Conservative lead over 

Labour in this class 

n/a 2.0 m 

Labour lead over 

Conservatives in this 

class 

1.2 m n/a 

 

Tables 4 and 5: Voting by class in the 1987 and 2019 General Elections (From 

Kellner, 2021) 

Despite a hegemonic Conservative Party, (Earle, 2023) much of the English middle 

class have not supported parties of the right since 2017 and they provide most of the 

leadership and membership of liberal left parties and progressive causes. This 

phenomenon may have broader relevance because England is not unique. The 

western middle class used to vote for right / centre right parties Western Europe and 

the USA and the working class used to vote for left/centre left parties, but this is no 

longer the case (Gethin et al., 2021).  

B. A Brief History of the English Middle-Class 

Liberal Left  

The literature points to English middle-class radicalism originating from a mix of 

European bohemia and English non-conformist denominations. Furthermore, strands 

of their values (e.g. the focus on creativity) and their political methods (e.g. petitions) 

have endured and regularly resurface. 
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Bourgeois Values Bohemian Values 

Business / market Art/ nature 

Numbers / logic Intuition 

Organisation Autonomy 

Conformity Non-conformity 

Machines Pre-industrial crafts 

Tangible improvements – roads, buildings, 

railways, canals 

Expansion of the self – passions, feelings, 

emotions -art, poetry, music,  

Foresight /planning Spontaneity 

Success Anti -success – celebration of failure and/ or 

addiction 

  

Table 6: European Bourgeois and Bohemian Values in the Nineteenth Century 

(from Grania ,1964) 

From the 1850s onwards, a bohemian proportion of the Western European middle 

and upper class rejected industrial capitalism, science, and materialism in favour of 

art, nature, creativity, poetry, and a pastoral arcadianism. Such values have endured 

and regularly re-remerge in new form such as the challenges to Victorian rectitude 

by Art Nouveau and the Arts and Crafts movements (Grania, 1964). Among the 

English middle class, bohemian values resurfaced after the New Left’s rejection of 

the Soviet Union after the 1956 invasion of Hungary (Miles, 2010, 2013). The English 

New Left also drew on US intellectuals’ popular rejection of post war capitalism’s  

marketing, advertising, planned obsolescence, and the expected corporate 

subservience among the middle class (Riseman, 1950: Packard, 1957,1959 and 

1960; Whyte,1956). Consumerism and popular culture were seen as barriers to 

bohemian priorities such as: craft, creativity, and the spontaneous expression of 

genuine emotion. This New Left culture intersected with a similar bohemian lifestyle 

the re-emerging with 1950s middle class Beats / beatniks and anti-nuclear 

movement  in the UK and USA (Calcutt, 1998). Again, here we see a rejection of the 

industrial in the preference for acoustic instruments in the trad jazz and folk revivals. 

This Beat subculture begat the hippy counter culture of the 1960s and 70s that 

transformed the English middle class on a greater scale (Hall, 1968; Miles, 2010, 

2013: Rozak, 1969). Despite its rejection of hippie, the same values (but not the 

hairstyles and trousers) were central in punk in the 1970s/ 80s (Savage, 2021)  



43 

 

1950 / 60s Bourgeois Culture  1960 /70s Counterculture 

Affluence Spiritual and personal growth 

Politeness, elegance, decorum Rawness, authenticity 

Neatness of dress, homes Haphazard dress and homes 

Short hair Long Hair 

Technology Naturalness 

Career Oriented Experience Oriented 

Espousing chastity Espousing promiscuity /sexual freedom 

Conspicuous consumption Conspicuous non-consumption 

Work Pleasure 

Deference to authority Anti-authoritarian 

Meat and processed foods Natural food – vegetables, pulses, 

 and organic food 

Dressing up  Dressing down 

  

Table 7: Values of the old Middle class and the counterculture (Based on 

Rozak, 1969) 

The 1960s counterculture drew on the older bohemian values to reject and invert the 

established middle-class culture discussed in the last chapter (Rozak 1969). The 

valuing of nature and creativity was merged with an individualised pleasure principle 

that involved dressing down, sexual freedom and drugs. As with the 1950s the 

movement drew on popular intellectual rejection of mass production and 

consumption in favour of creativity and crafts (Goodman, 1960; Marcuse, 1964). A 

new middle class arose who a rejected of the old conformity, flirted with voluntary 

poverty / deliberately dressing down. It sought a pastoral arcadianism or, a mystic 

withdrawal through drugs and appropriation of eastern religions. Hippie was more 

broadly political than the old bohemia focused on changing gender / sexual norms 

and politics through flower power (Hall 1968). This shift did not impact in the UK 

outside of a small London elite till the mid-1970 as English hippie added a dash of 

whimsical pastoralism and found a home in the expansion of universities in the 

1960s and 70s (Miles 2010, 2011, 2013). Again, the bohemian quest for the natural 

over the mass produced re-emerged and informed 1970s /80s second wave 

feminism in England with its political rejection of shaving, high street fashion, 

cosmetics and commercially produced sanitary wear (Rowbotham; 2015, 2021.) 

Indeed, bohemian and hippy values still inform current middle class 
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environmentalism and new age spirituality (Bruce, 2011; Heelas, 2009) and continue 

to resonate in sections of the UK and US middle class today in their valuing of 

natural fibres and cleaning products, wholefoods, organic fruit and vegetables, real 

ales, short run ‘craft beers’, artisan breads, and ‘home cooking’ over mass produced 

products and ready meals  (Brooks, 2001; Rayson 2023; Rutherford, 2019) .   

Nineteenth century Non-Conformist protest is the other key ingredient in English 

middle class liberal culture. This commenced with mid-1800s campaigns for prison 

reform and the abolition of slavery (Gunn and Bell, 2003). In the last century, this 

intersection of Non-Conformism and middle-class radicalism continued with the 

suffragettes, rights of way campaigns, the League Against Cruel Sports, and the Left 

Book Club. Later, the founders of Greenpeace, Amnesty International, and Oxfam 

were all middle-class Quakers (Gunn and Bell, 2003). Such groups established an 

enduring repertoire of middle-class non-violent protest – petitions, letters, boycotts, 

pamphlets, placards, marches, songs, and meetings (Gunn and Bell 2003). In 

addition to campaigning methods, the Non-Conformists left an enduring legacy of 

semi-puritan norms among sections of the liberal left – the preference for second 

hand clothes, workwear, jeans and work boots over high street fashions, smoking roll 

up cigarettes, real ale pubs and other aspects of left frugality that intersect with the 

bohemian naturalism and voluntary poverty of the hippies (Lee, 2011; Rayson 2023).  

Drawing on bohemian values and non-conformist protest techniques. English middle 

class radicalism expanded in the 1970s, and 80s - evident in their growing 

membership of left parties and trade unions , the growth of radical theatre groups, 

support for the miners’ strike, Troops Out, the squatters movement, the rebirth of 

CND, and the anti-apartheid movement (Bagguley, 1995a; Butler & Savage, 1995; 

Jessop, 1984; Perkin, 1989). However, such authors theorised the 1980s resurgence 

it as a temporary reaction to the Conservatives’ treatment of the public sector middle 

class. Alternatively, it was suggested that an (unexplained)  “abnormally liberal 

cohort” of graduates came of age in 1980s (Brint, 1984). However, the latter may be 

an early sign of the impact of the expansion of higher education (discussed in 

Chapter 4).  

English middle-class radicalism endures. Since 1972, thier participation in left-liberal 

political parties, liberal campaign groups, trade unions, and community organisations 
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groups, has increased or remained stable -while working class participation has 

fallen (Li, et.al., 2003). Middle class graduates form the leadership and core 

members of left and centre left parties and movements such as LGBT rights, 

Amnesty International, anti-nuclear protests, feminism, animal rights and 

environmental groups  (Byrne, 1988; Cotgrove & Duff, 1980; Eckersley, 1989; Eder, 

1993; Kriesi, 1989; Rudig, 1999; Urry, and Abercrombie, 2014). (1)  

Labour’s new membership since 2010 is mainly middle-class, public sector, 

Guardian readers, in Southern England (Bale et al 2019). Outside of London, many 

reside in constituencies where the party has little chance of winning – like the Isle of 

Wight. Similarly, most members and supporters of the Greens and Liberal Democrats 

are also middle class (Bale 2019). Reasons for joining include instrumental motives 

(e.g., a desire to be with like-minded people, to enhance careers inside or outside of 

politics) and altruistic aspirations to make the world a better place (Bale 2019). 

Members are attracted by policies / the leader, a strong dislike of other parties and 

their policies and a feeling that it is important to be involved (Bale 2019). So, why 

have the middle-class liberal left been on the rise?  

  C. Possible Reasons for an English Middle Class Liberal 

Left 

i. Explanations from Political Science  

 

This realignment by class has been explained by political scientists in a variety of 

ways in different European contexts; the rise of educated voters who no longer align 

in predictable ways (Frankiln, 1992) , the rise in catch-all parties that do not court a 

particular support base (Katz, 1995), the rise of the floating voter (Bélanger, 2008; 

Fieldhouse et al., 2019; Green-Pedersen, 2019 ), the breakup of two-party systems 

and the rise of ‘cross pressured’ voters (Rayson, 2020), the rise of green and anti-

immigration movements (Gethin et al., 2021), and the growth of voters influenced by 

their perceptions of party leaders (Clarke, 2004; Green & Jennings, 2017). While 

there is some intersection of arguments of political scientists and sociologists, the 

former have tended to emphasize changes on the political stage while sociologists 

tend to prioritise changes in the middle class.  
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Generational Reproduction 

The main historic explanation of middle class radicalism within political science has 

been family socialisation and inherited preferences (Butler & Rose, 1999; Crewe et 

al., 1975). This was also the argument advanced by some sociologists (Parkin, 1968; 

Savage,1992). The earlier literature quantitatively demonstrated that offspring 

inherited family allegiances where both parents shared a party preference. However, 

there is little exploration of how and why preferences (and, values) are replicated 

across generations. Furthermore, inherited and fixed party affiliations have declined 

this century as the ‘floating voter’ who switches affiliation has become the norm 

(Fieldhouse et al., 2019) and household composition is now more fluid and diverse 

(Allen and Crow, 2001) - thereby complicating generational transmission. 

Nevertheless, while ‘floating voters’ have become the majority, it is only, the English 

middle-class liberal left who retain a constant political preference (Fieldhouse et al., 

2019) and this requires exploration. 

For sociologists, primary socialisation is important because it involves a habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1984) and has a lasting impact on aspirations, expectations, and one’s 

sense of self and the other (Lareau, 2011). Alternatively, early political socialisation 

contains attitudes to inequality (Mijs, 2021; Mijs, 2016) and learning from parents 

(and elsewhere) an ideology that society is meritocratic, while developing of an 

affection for celebrity entrepreneurs (Littler, 2017). However, we know little about 

how primary socialisation trajectories translate into a broader political 

consciousness, political identities, and affiliations (Mijs, 2016a).  

Family transmission was so strong in the 1970s, that middle class Labour support 

was concentrated in the upwardly mobile who stayed loyal to their parents’ Labour 

roots (Butler & Rose, 1999). However, some sociologists (Dahrendorf, 1959; 

Goldthorpe, 1987) found that the upwardly mobile moved right - believing the 

ideology that those left behind are lazy / talentless. However, the experience of 

upward mobility is complex, and sociologists point to how those from a working-class 

background experience habitus clivé (Bourdieu, 1987; Friedman 2014 and 2016) 

where social mobility disrupts one’s sense of ontological cohesion. The upwardly 

mobile find themselves caught between two schools. no longer fitting into the 
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working-class habitus while uncomfortable among their new habitus and social circle. 

Like Bourdieu, Sennett and Cobb see class as an emotional state and in addition to 

levels of economic survival, there are games of hierarchical respect (Sennett and 

Cobb 1977). The upwardly mobile in their study are unsure if they have really moved 

onto something better and often bored and frustrated by ‘pen pushing’ or ‘paper 

pushing’ occupations. As with Friedman, we see an ambivalence about fitting into the 

middle class and a lack of confidence in their ability to move any higher. Despite 

such ambivalence about class allegiance, recent longitudinal research has supported 

the argument that the upwardly mobile middle class liberal left remain loyal to their 

working class roots (Jerrim & Kaye, 2024) . 

New Labour 

The much-quoted argument (Evans & Tilley, 2017) is that New Labour 1995-2010 

caused the present class realignment by making Labour ‘safe’ for the middle class, 

targeting their votes, and removing ‘class’ from political discourses. In moving to the 

centre, Labour won over sections of the middle class but alienated the working class 

– who abstained or switched to the BNP or UKIP. Hence, Blair is seen as triggering 

both sides of the class realignment in UK politics.  

However, this is a top-down explanation is devoid of the motives, concerns, and 

political histories of the middle-class support. Furthermore, the middle class did not 

return to the Conservatives after New Labour (Reeves, 2018: Ford and Bale, 2021). 

Middle class support for the Conservatives has fallen considerably since 2015 (Ford 

and Bale, 2021). Also, Evans and Tilley overlook the tradition of middle-class 

radicalism (discussed earlier) that existed before Blair’s leadership 1995 and is not 

confined to voting.  

Higher Education  

Recent Political Science has correlated higher education with liberal values and 

opposition to Brexit (Ford, and Sobolowska, 2020). This is discussed more fully in  

chapter 4, and the argument dovetails with data showing that voters are “cross 

pressured” (Rayson, 2020). The working class are authoritarian on social issues 

while being centre left on economic issues. The middle class are liberal in their 

attitudes to social issues while centrist on economic issues -with higher education 
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seen as both creating liberal values and leading to their predominance in electoral 

choices (Ford and Sobolowska, 2020). 

Inglehart argues that the expansion of higher education is leading to successive 

cohorts that are more liberal than the previous one (Inglehart, 2008). His core 

argument is that the middle class are financially secure and concerned with ‘post 

material issues’ such as the environment or sexuality on behalf of the common good. 

In contrast, the rise of a precariat (Standing, 2011, 2016), a ‘squeezed middle’ and 

austerity suggest that sections of the middle class are increasingly economically 

insecure (Dorling, 2018) and may be instrumentally seeking to restore their position. 

There are numerous gaps in the literature here, we do not know how higher 

education liberalises and why some graduates are supporters of right-wing 

organisations and parties. Furthermore, pre-existing political views may determine 

students’ choices of courses (Lancee and Sarrisan, 2015)  - with degrees merely 

reinforcing the pre-existing views held by students (Jacobsen, 2001; Searle 

Chatterjee 1999). In addition, we do not know if it is degree study or degree holding 

that liberalises – as graduate status changes the life course. 

ii. Explanations form Sociology. 

In the 1950s and 60s, class alignment was so strong that sociologists referred to 

those who did not vote in the expected way for their class as “deviant voters” (Butler 

and Stokes, 1971). Hence many of the sociological explanations of the middle class 

liberal left are rooted in deviancy theory – particularly the paradigm established by 

Merton (Merton, 1938) whereby deviating from the predominant culture and norms is 

rooted in some form of discontent. However, both Merton and later variants of this 

thesis (Lea, 1984) face the problem that liberal left political action is only one of 

several various possible responses to displeasure.  

Consequently, we often see the deployment of sub-cultural theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 

1966) which argues that specific responses to dissatisfaction are shaped by who the 

discontented comes into contact with – so that an ‘apprenticeship’ transmits attitudes 

and techniques (e.g. how to roll a joint, or participate in a demonstration) that are  

learnt and normalised. The contact may be someone at work as the middle-class 

liberal left are concentrated in social work, higher education, acting, music, writing, 

journalism, and junior ranks of the civil service (Savage, 1992). Recent evidence 
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(Bale et al 2019 and 2020) shows that it is the ‘new middle class’ working in the 

‘knowledge economy’ that hold the most socially liberal views (Bale et al.,2020).  

However, in the literature (below) is varied; either occupations shape political identity 

via creating dissatisfaction, or work colleagues function as liberalising agents, or the 

occupations are politicised career choices based on pre-existing identity and values, 

Furthermore the more recent accounts have focused on the impact of higher 

education. 

Sources of middle-class discontent 

Rejection of the Myth of Meritocracy  

The middle class may be discontent with the polarising class inequalities. For Marx, 

religion legitimated class inequities as the will of God and left the proletariat in a 

state of false consciousness (Marx, 1970) while more recent Marxists (Bowles & 

Gintis, 2011) have argued that class inequalities are legitimated by beliefs that 

inequalities are a just reflection of levels of talent and effort. For both Marxists and 

non Marxists, this myth of meritocracy (including the belief in an indolent underclass 

living on benefits) is the main means by which unjust inequalities and benefit cuts  

are legitimated in Britain (Jones, 2015; Littler, 2017; McNamee & Miller, 2018). 

Similarly, Bourdieu refers to ‘doxa’ to explain the unconscious acceptance of 

(arbitrary) social differences and hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1977).  

All the above provide theories of order and legitimation of unjust inequalities. To 

understand resistance, change and the complexities of consciousness, we must 

return to the earlier Neo-Marxist work of Gramsci (Gramsci et al., 1971). For 

Gramsci, there are moments of hegemony (political and cultural dominance by the 

bourgeoisie) when most of society consent and support organisations, ideas and 

policies that are contrary to their interest. However, the norm in capitalist society is a 

range of social and economic debates and conflicts and progressive social change is 

the product of humans fighting against injustice. Both the state and civil society are 

thus arenas of cultural and ideological debate and struggle that involve class 

fractions and power blocs in shifting alliances.  

Contrasting with much Marxism, (Althusser, 1974; Poulantzas, 1973), Gramsci sees 

the state as an arena where elections and the party in power have historic impact. 



50 

 

Rather than the state necessarily serving only the bourgeoisie, groups can win gains 

and concessions from the state (e.g., establishing an NHS). But any gains can be 

both lost and their withdrawal ideologically justified. For example, the Coalition’s 

Austerity policies 2010-15 were legitimated via ideologies about ‘balancing books’ 

and a ‘bloated state’ (Littler, 2017). For Gramsci, history involves struggles of varying 

waves of intensity, victories, retreats, and defeats for progressive forces because 

people either believe or do not believe ideologies in varying degrees at different 

conjunctures. Gramsci sees human consciousness as capable of resistance 

because it contains ‘good sense’ insights into social conditions and exploitation 

borne out of the lived experience of capitalism (Gramsci et al., 1971). This 

knowledge of injustice combines with the received ideologies that legitimate social 

inequalities that are most effective and convincing when presented as common 

sense. Either good sense or common sense prevails in separate groups in different 

periods. My main concern is discovering insights into how and when good sense 

prevails in the English middle class. 

The ideology that inequalities reflect differences in talent and effort is the main 

means by which inequalities in Britain are legitimated  (Jones, 2015; Littler, 2017; 

McNamee & Miller, 2018). Both the espousal of the myth (Littler, 2017) and belief in it 

have accelerated since the 2008 crash (Mijs, 2019 and 2021 ; Mijs & Savage, 2020). 

The liberal left may be motivated by a concern that polarising inequalities are unjust 

and / or that the consequences of this polarisation are impacting on their quality of 

life.  

However, the data is inconclusive and the process how people reach their verdict 

about inequality is unexplained. Belief that inequality is fair is strongest among those 

on the right and lowest among the left (McNamee & Miller, 2018; Napier & Jost, 

2008; Taylor,Funk, & Craighill, 2006). It is also strongest among the richest 

(McNamee & Miller, 2018)) and lowest in the middle class (Langsæther and Evans, 

2020).  So, the middle-class liberal left may be motivated by concerns about rising 

inequalities. Alternatively, their political activity may be what cultivates such 

concerns.  

However, the data is contradictory. Others have found that most of the middle class 

see society as meritocratic and hold individualised explanations of inequalities (Lindh 
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& McCall, 2020; Roex et al., 2019). This is because they have secured / retained  

their own position via academic credentials and explain their position with reference 

to their superior intelligence, diligence and morals (Brantlinger, 2003; Khan and 

Jerolmack, 2013; Khan, 2011; MacAdam, 1988). Thus, the ideology of meritocracy is 

a self-justifying ideology among the privileged (Jost et. al., 2004). It is the poorest 

who do not believe in the myth, they are more egalitarian and aware of how 

structures shape  opportunities (Lind & McCall, 2020; Roex et al., 2019) 

 

Beliefs about inequalities impact on contentment. Western conservatives are happier 

than liberals because they are comfortable with inequalities (McNamee & Miller, 

2018; Napier & Jost, 2008; Taylor, Funk , & Craighill, 2006). The left wing affluent are 

not as content as the right affluent and the right-wing poor are happier than the left-

wing poor. (Butz et al., 2017; Schlenker et al., 2012). However, other studies have 

found that the heightened materialism and acquisitiveness of those on the right 

breeds anger, frustration, and anxiety because they feel unsatiated (Kasser, Ryan, 

Couchman, & Sheldon, 2004). Meanwhile, the altruism of liberals is coupled with 

them feeling at ease with both themselves and social position (Kasser, Rosenblum, 

and Sameroff, 2014). 

Overall, we have abundant quantitative data on knowledge and perceptions 

inequality, but there is less unprompted qualitative data on whether inequalities are 

seen as based on merit  -and we do not know whether such beliefs inform political 

preferences (Han, Janmaat, Hoskins, & Green, 201; Janmaat, 2013;  Mijs, 2016b; 

Roex et al., 2019). What is missing from the literature is conclusive data on whether 

the middle-class liberal left believe in the myth of meritocracy. We know that there 

are diverse beliefs about inequality among middle class (Roex et al., 2019) but we 

do not know how this correlates with political leaning.  

Relative Deprivation 

Rather than a broader concern about inequality, the middle class may be concerned 

about their own position. For some, middle-class Labour support is concentrated in 

occupations such as social work where staff feel relatively deprived- they may be 

affluent but feel that their rewards and prestige are lower than their peers in more 

lucrative and highly respected occupations (Raynor, 1981). Such status frustration 
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may be relevant today as many recent younger members of the Labour Party are 

graduates  who had not received their anticipated rewards (Bale et.al., 2019).  

However, employment in ‘low status’ occupations such as teaching are often 

politicised career choices - where liberals seek to work alongside the like-minded 

and avoid careers that compromise their values (Parkin, 1968; Savage, 1992). 

However, today’s restricted opportunities make politicized job choices less likely and 

public services are no longer a refuge from commerce and market pressures. 

(Fisher, 2009, 2018a, 2018b) . 

For others, the middle class middle-aged often feel that life as a whole has not lived 

up to youthful expectations (Wallis, 2020; Bruce 2011). However, rather than political 

activism. They resolved this by seeking meaning via religious sects. Similarly, the 

disappointed middle aged former hippies in the UK and USA who dreamt of world 

peace have turned to new religious groups offering self-improvement (e.g., 

Scientology, New Age) rather than liberal politics (Wallis, 2020).  

However, all of the middle class feel that their living standards are below average 

(Young, 2007). This is because the British media present an above average lifestyle 

as the norm and globalisation has led to greater awareness of international luxury 

brands. Consequently, even those on very high incomes feel impoverished, unhappy, 

or below average  (Alesina et al., 2004; Oishi et al., 2011; Shah, 2022; Young, 2007). 

According to Young, such relative deprivation is resolved via crime, political activism, 

religion, consumer borrowing, gambling, escape via drugs / alcohol or letting off 

steam via acts of violence. However, he fails to explain is how and why people turn 

to each resolution. This is important because the disaffected middle-aged middle 

class in the England have mainly turned to the mystical self-help of New Age beliefs 

and practices (Bruce, 2011; Heelas, 1996, 2009; Wallis, 2020) or, they have 

retreated into nostalgia and curatorship of collections of cultural artefacts (Reynolds, 

2011).    

While the above focus on subjective feelings of deprivation, middle class 

dissatisfaction may result from an objective decline in circumstances. Sections of the 

middle class may be moving left because they (or their offspring) have lost or are 

losing the superior work situation and market privileges. This is compounded by the 
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impact of austerity since 2010, and a crisis in the housing market - so that a middle-

class lifestyle can no longer be afforded.  

For some, this change is due to Proletarianisation (Braverman, 1998; Savage, 2015) 

reducing middle class market rewards and job security via, casualisation, Taylorism 

(fragmenting and deskilling tasks) and outsourcing services (e.g. call centres, 

accounting) to the Global South. In addition, the de-layering of management systems 

and reductions in  staffing levels via new technology have led to reduced job security 

and career opportunities while intensifying the workload among remaining staff  

(Fisher, 2009, 2018b, 2018a) Furthermore, McDonaldisation’ s control culture across 

all sectors involves standardising the product, close supervision and surveillance, 

prioritising staff compliance, and target setting - all removing employee autonomy 

(Ritzer, 2007a, 2021).  

There are many UK studies showing a decline in the work situation / market position 

of middle class occupations such as: NHS Doctors and FE College staff (Esland, 

1996), ICT staff (Lainer, 2014), public sector office staff (Oppenheimer, 1997), 

accountants (Johnson, 1972) private sector managers  (Savage, 2015),  clerical 

workers (Compton , 1984),  and sales staff, and secretaries and receptionists 

(Marshall , Newby, Rose, and Vogler, 1988). Increasingly, digital technology is 

affecting teachers and librarians  (Hoyle, 2001; Larson, et.al., 2010), social workers  

(Carey, 2002), data analysists, lawyers, and bankers  (Kritzer, 2001) and pilots  

(Ferris et.al.,2010). Such studies reveal that middle class occupations are now less 

stable and secure. Organisational restructures, frozen incomes, and performance 

targets / reviews are the norm. Redundancies, retraining and career changes have 

replaced a steady job for life. Work is now more supervised, for longer hours, and 

with fewer opportunities for promotion.  

In addition, opportunities for social mobility have changed. Some (Goldthorpe 1987) 

found that the expansion of the service class in the post war period led to a period of 

extensive upward mobility that favoured those form a middle-class background but 

still involved some movement out of the working class; However In the UK, social 

mobility declined towards the end of the 20th century as professional job growth 

slowed, and skilled manual jobs decreased (Crompton, 2008). Compared to children 

born in the 1970s, children born into manual working-class families in 1958 had a 
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higher chance of advancing into higher occupations. In the last 20 years, upward 

social mobility has ceased, and occupation expansion has been confined to the self-

recruiting higher tiers of financial services (Ayoub and Samar, 2020). So except for 

its upper echelons, we see an English middle class and their offspring facing 

contracting opportunities 

 While a ‘squeezed middle’ are common to all western societies, they are more 

intense and apparent in the UK than the rest of Europe (OECD, 2019) due to the  

UK’s greater embrace of neo-liberalism and austerity, and the economic impact of 

the  loss of Empire. Hence the UK has witnessed more intense privatisation of  

public services, greater cuts in public sector pay, greater outsourcing of public 

services, and more extensive workforce casualisation, deregulation and austerity 

policies  (Dorey, 2019; Fisher, 2009, 2018a, 2018b). For most British middle-class 

occupations, real wages have fallen this century (OECD 2019, Dorling 2018). All 

except those working in finance and business have experienced real terms pay cuts 

since 2008 (Evans, Jung, Parkes, and Narayanan, 2023). In sum: 

 

much of the middle class – public and private sector – has been 

subjected for two decades to increasing workplace monitoring and 

micromanagement, bureaucratic control, corporate compliance 

obligations, target-chasing, constant appraisals and monitoring, the 

loss of automatic pay increments based on length of service, hot-

desking in battery-farm open-plan offices, “presenteeism” and attacks 

on “unaffordable” occupational pensions… Much of the middle class 

used to enjoy relative autonomy, creativity, and professional discretion, 

based on expertise and trust, in performing their jobs; not anymore. 

Now they are treated as automatons, with any sign of individuality or 

personality viewed with suspicion by management. (Dorey, 2019) 

The ‘standard employment relations’ in the west (secure full-time work) that were 

won via the collective bargaining power of unions and professions are proving to an 

anomaly in the history of capitalist employment (Breman, and van der Linden, 2014). 

After a protracted assault on organised labour, we are now retuning to a ‘normal’ 

situation where the majority are in some form of precarious employment. (Breman, 

and van der Linden, 2014). By the mid-1990s, only 40% of UK adults (aged 16-65) 
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were in secure, full-time work (Hutton, 1996, 2015). Casualisation has intensified this 

century with the rise of self-employment arrangements, temporary or zero hour (or 

similar) employment contracts - thereby creating a precariat (Standing, 2011, 2016) 

Many occupations traditionally classed as middle class (e.g. education, design, or 

journalism) are now often temporary, part time, sub-contracted, or staffed by interns. 

Before the pandemic, there were already 4.9 million in precarious work (Partington, 

2019). This is an expanding group living without predictability or security across the 

full range of occupations and bearing the subsequent economic and psychological 

costs (Kallberg, 2018).  

However, while many have seen their market position eroded, some senior 

managers and high-status professions have retained their market privileges and 

remain close to an upper-class lifestyle (Goldthorpe, 1995). Furthermore, those 

sections of the middle class with assets such as homes, shares, pension funds, or 

art collections have seen above inflation increases in wealth - while younger others 

are often locked in ‘generation rent’ (OECD. 2019). Such polarising changes are 

accelerating the fragmentation of the middle class by the extent to which they have 

enhanced, retained or lost their privileges. 

Young members of the English middle-class graduate with student debts and are no 

longer guaranteed a secure job with a good salary and pension (West, 2013). UK 

housing costs have risen more than inflation -with an average home costing over 7-8 

times the average salary (Cribb, Hood, & Hoyle, 2016). In most parts of the country, 

buying a property is unaffordable. Home ownership among 25–34-year-olds is lower 

now than it was in 2004 and increasing numbers of those aged 20-34 are living with 

their parents. Rents are increasing faster than inflation and those on a median salary 

in London are typically paying 50% of their gross salary in rent (Elliott, 2019).  

Permutations of pension cuts, stagnant wages, unaffordable housing, increased 

costs of childcare, HE tuition fees and student loans and insecure employment mean 

that an English ‘squeezed middle’ is increasingly apparent – even to conservative 

commentators (Griffiths, 2016; West, 2020, 2013). Furthermore, commuting costs 

and travelling distances and times are longer. The suburban home idyl may no 

longer provide sanctuary after work as suburban optimism has been replaced by 

overcrowding, loneliness, and anomie (Dorling, 2019). Suburban poverty and 
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unemployment are increasing and life expectancy is falling among a class who 

previously enjoyed enhanced life chances (Dorling, 2019). In addition, austerity 

closures and cuts to public services since 2010 have impacted because the middle 

classes make the most use of the NHS, public transport, public libraries, local sports 

centres, public parks, and the welfare system (Mckibbin, 1999).   

So a worsening economic situation may explain the rise of a middle-class liberal left, 

and  growing ‘white collar’ union membership and industrial action. (Li et.al., 2003). 

However, given a habitus inclined towards self-interest, rather than initiating broader 

liberal concerns, proletarianisation and austerity may trigger an instrumental 

sectional defence of market position and work situation by a single occupational 

group. Similarly, cuts in local services can produce an instrumental ‘NIMBY’ 

response (Ansell, 2023) restricted to opposing a single local closure or service cut. 

Experience of cuts in pay and services can also be translated into scapegoating and 

radicalisation by the right (Littler, 2017) or Euroscepticism (Antonucci et al., 2017). 

Cuts or hardship can be legitimated by ideologies claiming that ‘modernisation’ is 

necessary, will produce jam tomorrow, or ideologies that ‘we are all in this together’ 

(Littler 2017). Material discontent can also lead to other responses apart from left 

liberalism (scapegoating, cynicism, retreat, or conspiracy theories) and the process 

whereby dissatisfaction translates into ‘good sense’ explanations of society and 

progressive political activity / identities requires investigation.  

Loss of Cultural Authority 

As we saw in Chapter 2, for Bourdieu, aesthetic hierarchies reproduce, legitimate, 

and camouflage class privilege. They also give the middle-class cultural authority 

over the working class that enables them to gain advantage across a range of fields 

such as education and public services. We also saw how English middle-class 

culture has changed and fragmented. However, others claim that the hierarchy of 

class cultures is in flux, and this may be diluting the cultural authority of the middle 

class. 

 For some, western consumption and culture have been individualised (Bauman, 

1988; Giddens, 1991) or less closely aligned to class (Peterson & Kern, 1996). 

Meanwhile, others point to a blurring caused by the influx of the upwardly mobile 

working class since 1945. Furthermore, boundaries are fuzzy due to the working-
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class youth raiding the wardrobe styles of the upper and middle classes Hall and 

Jefferson,1976; Thornton 2003) and the middle class plundering the cooler aspects 

of working-class culture (Skeggs, 2003). We also see a growth in omnivores; the 

middle class consumers of high culture who also consume the culture of other 

classes or groups  (Bennett,  Savage, Silva, Warde, Gayo-Cal, and Wright, 2009; 

Bunting, Chan, Goldthorpe, Keaney, and Oskala, 2008; Chan, 2010; Peterson &  

Simkus, 1992; Peterson & Kern, 1996). For some, (Peterson and Simkus, 1992) 

omnivores challenge and corrode aesthetic hierarchies – thereby challenging middle 

class cultural authority. 

Alternatively, it may be globalisation’s homogenising of cultures that is diluting middle 

class cultural authority. The rise in multicultural societies, global products and 

capitalist marketing, and the wealth of cultural material available via digitised media 

and the internet have disrupted previously distinct national cultures and their cultural 

hierarchies (Strinati, 2004). Capitalism also corrodes aesthetic hierarchies by selling 

cultural products to the maximum number. Lego, Star Wars, Disney, Adidas, and 

Apple products are targeted at all classes. Cultural hierarchies are also destabilised 

by a capitalist system that relies on planned obsolescence, disposable products, and 

a seasonal turnover of fashions (Pope, 2017). While cultural authority was rooted in 

a hierarchy of class cultures, globalisation leads to a homogenised global American 

culture ( Klein, 2000; Ritzer, 2021; Strinati, 2004, Devereux, 2007) rooted in a fusion 

of the 1960s US counterculture, UK post-war subcultures and the enterprise values 

of the 1980s (Calcutt 1998, Brooks 2001). This homogenisation is compounded by 

monopolisation creating high streets or online outlets selling the near-identical 

products (Ritzer, 2007b, 2021). In most developed states, ‘youth culture’ is now the 

culture of adults across all social classes (Calcutt, 1998; Gordon & Frank, 1999; 

Heath & Potter, 2006; McGuigan, 2009) This includes marketing a faux rebellion, and 

faux defiance against an imagined conformity among the other. This channels 

rebellion away from the political arena into competitive individual style consumption 

that mitigates against any form of collectivism and goes hand in hand with a neo-

liberalism that favours privatisation, deregulation, and shrinking of the state (Gordon 

and Frank, 1999; Fisher 2009, 2013). For Brooks, the middle class are unlikely 

liberal political activists because they involved in a new aesthetic hierarchy; they are 
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more concerned with securing cultural capital and authority via hip consumption 

(Brooks, 2001).  

The changes above are diluting the distinctiveness, self-assuredness, and cultural 

authority of the middle class. However, they may have compounded a loss of 

confidence rooted in a decline in their work situation and living standards discussed 

above. This is especially the case where employment relations based on trust and 

autonomy have been replaced by surveillance and a compliance culture (Fisher, 

2009, 2018a, 2018b). Furthermore, we see a changed relation between the middle 

class and the public that involved a decline in public deference. The empowered 

‘customers’ of marketized and outsourced services no longer respect expertise and 

authority- rather, the middle class service providers are often challenged or abused 

(Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018). In addition, a previously confident English middle class 

feels increasingly insecure and sensitive to a broader decline in deference and the 

weakening of its cherished institutions -the Church of England, the monarchy and the 

BBC (Cole, 1995). 

 

However, as with the above discussion of deprivation, any loss of middle-class 

cultural authority, left liberalism is only one possible response to a dilution in one’s 

confidence and ability to make gains in several fields. Responses to a loss of cultural 

authority may be shaped by whoever those affected encounter.  

Contact with a bohemian sub-culture / Locality.  

A liberal left response to dissatisfaction can be shaped by an apprenticeship in liberal 

left techniques and values from encounters with liberal left persons in education, 

work, and locality. Employment in caring and welfare occupations has been found to 

foster liberal values among those who did not hold them on entry (Byrd, 1985; 

Eckersley, 1989; Kitschelt, & Hellemans, 1990). Furthermore, public sector 

employment can further radicalise by providing greater access to networks 

containing those involved in new social movements (Bagguley, 1995b, 1997; 

MacAdam, 1988; Rootes, 1995).  Contact with such networks further radicalises as 

involvement in a single-issue campaign often acts as a gateway of broader liberal 

concerns (Bagguley, 1995a; Parkin, 1971) 
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Locality is also important. Middle-class CND members in the 1960s had their politics 

reinforced by the critical thinking developed in their humanities degrees and 

intellectuals in CND (Parkin, 1968). More importantly, their politics was reinforced by 

encounters with a supportive bohemian sub-culture derived from beatniks and left 

intellectuals. Furthermore, CND provided a gateway to a broader activism such as 

anti-apartheid, the free school movement, gay rights, animal rights and 

environmentalism which further radicalised via contact with like-minded bohemians. 

Similarly,1970s middle class Labour supporters were influenced by contact with 

working class trade unionists in their locality (Butler and Stokes, 1971). Labour’s 

core support in the 1980s was among middle class bohemian clusters in inner cities 

– many of whom adhered to the 1960s/70s counterculture and became active via the 

resurgence of the cold war and CND (Savage, 1992). However, bohemian 

subcultures may be less significant today as the 1960s /70s countercultures may 

have since been neutralised, their localities gentrified and their features incorporated 

and sold to all adults as faux rebellion (Gordon & Frank, 1999; Heath & Potter, 2006; 

McGuigan, 2009). Furthermore, bohemia may have merged with Yuppie enterprise 

values to produce acquisitive ‘blue jean conservatives’ (Brooks, 2001)  

Nevertheless, political affiliations have spatial element. Much of the debate since the 

2016 Referendum has posited binary geographical groupings resulting from uneven 

economic development. (Goodhart, 2017 Jennings & Stoker, 2016)  All identify a 

mobile, educated, liberal left concentrated in large cities with a university and 

Conservative Leavers residing elsewhere. It is claimed that location affects politics  

because residents “come to see the world through a similar lens “ (Jennings & 

Stoker, 2016) and perceptions of inequality are determined by a mix of social class 

and local social network (Langsæther & Evans, 2020; Langsæther, et.al., 2022).  We 

will return to this in Chapters 4 and 5. While locality can shape values and politics, 

the literature points to a clustering of English middle class liberal left graduates in 

large cities with a university (Jennings & Stoker, 2016).  So, education may be at 

least as important as geography. 

D. Summary of Gaps in The Literature 

As Bagguley suggested nearly 30 years ago (Bagguley, 1995b), we know little about 

the mechanisms in the development of a liberal left sensitivity to particular issues, 
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how and why these transform identities and possibly lead to politicised career 

choices. He suggested that we explore how involvement in social networks can 

reinforce political views and inform a desire to live and /or work alongside the like-

minded.  

There are numerous gaps and contradiction in the literature regarding how a middle 

class liberal left consciousness and identity are formed. Are parents still a key 

influence – if so, how? Was the middle-class liberal left attracted by New Labour 

1995-2010 and what has influenced their politics since 2010? Does experience of 

higher education and degree holding liberalise – if so, how? The research into how 

the total immersive experience of higher education impacts on political 

consciousness is limited and inconclusive. Furthermore, pre-existing political views 

may determine students’ choices of courses (Lancee and Sarrisan, 2015) with 

degrees merely reinforcing the pre-existing views (that need to be explained) held by 

students. (Jacobsen, 2001; Searle Chatterjee 1999,). 

We need to know more about the key grievances that the middle-class hold (and 

how these concerns were translated into activism / party support such as personal 

contact with a member of the liberal left. Social circles can be important because 

political preferences are often based on reference groups and identifying / 

discovering how people like themselves intend to vote (Gerber & Green, 1998). 

However, we need to understand how people develop a political self-identify and 

then how they identify and differentiate ‘people who are like me’ from ‘people not like 

me.’ In addition, events after graduation may be significant as involvement in a 

single-issue can lead to a gateway of broader concerns (Bagguley, 1995a, Parkin 

1971) 

So, I seek to add to our knowledge of the process of liberal left value formation, 

political self-identification, and ageing.  

E. Discussion: What Motivates The English Middle 

Class Liberal Left? 

The main theories (Bourdieu, 1984; Marx, 1858, 2007; Weber et al., 2019) discussed 

in Chapter 2 conclude that the middle class have an unconscious instrumental 

inclination. Hence, for most of the last century, the English middle class voted 
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Conservative because they believed that had nothing in common with those beneath 

them (Mckibbin, 1999, 1990) and / or believed that they were under threat from 

working class trade unions and /or ethnic minorities (Hall et al., 1979). Furthermore, 

they supported the Conservatives because the party promised prosperity and 

security, would protect their assets, or enhance their income and wealth (Crewe et 

al., 1975; Särlvik & Crewe, 1983). Similarly, the middle class allegedly became 

attracted to New Labour from 1995 onwards because Blair promised social 

improvements funded without threats to their economic well-being (Evans and Tilley, 

2017).  

Today much middle-class activism and protest is not liberal left; rather, it has centred 

around defending property interests and defending (often imagined) rural lifestyles – 

evident in the Countryside Alliance and the Campaign to Protect Rural England 

(Stewart, 2016). Indeed, the middle class still provide the core membership and 

leadership in the Conservatives and far right organisations and much middle class 

political engagement is a ‘not in my back yard’ (NIMBY) conservative defence of 

property, privileges and services in their immediate locality (Ansell, 2023). However, 

we still need to investigate the motives for middle class support and involvement in 

progressive causes. For some (Inglehart, 1971, 1981 Parkin 1968), an altruistic 

concern for the common good only arises once material needs are met and 

transcended. However, as we have seen, the material security of sections of the 

English middle class are in jeopardy. Hence the instrumentalism found among public 

sector workers joining unions and supporting Labour to secure greater public 

investment to enhance their salaries and careers (Butler and Stokes, 1971) may still 

be relevant. Further, Labour’s promise under Corbyn to abolish tuition fees attracted 

middle class parents and students (Fieldhouse et al., 2019; Reeves, 2017; Savage, 

2017; Tilley & Evans, 2017a). Also, middle-class support for the EU is motivated by 

membership facilitating travel, holiday homes, and career opportunities (Kilcoyne 

and Ledwith, 2019; Leddy-Owen, 2019).  

Others see a more subtle form of instrumentalism that means that middle-class 

liberals are problematic. Some suggest that Labour has a mostly  middle class 

membership who prioritise foreign policy concerns and niche issues – to suppress 

any discussion of domestic economic issues that could financially jeopardise (Swift, 

2019). Articulate graduates who treat politics as an entertaining hobby dominate 
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party meetings -thereby alienating other members. For Swift and others, (Embery, 

2021), it has been the patronising middle-class graduate take-over of grass roots 

constituency parties rather than New Labour that has driven out the party’s working 

class support. 

However, instrumentalism may not explain the liberal left’s support for organisations 

and campaigns where there is no obvious or immediate personal gain - such as 

human rights, animal rights, or species conservation. Nevertheless, successful 

campaigns against discrimination or, for increased state support for organisations 

can the enhance career prospects of beneficiaries. Furthermore, involvement in all 

campaign groups enhances social capital and facilitates careers via accessing wider 

networks (Gouldner, 1979; Berger, 1986).  

In this chapter, we see an incomplete and inconsistent picture of the formation and 

motives of the English middle class liberal left. So, I wish to use the biographical 

method to further our knowledge of their histories, meanings and motives. We know 

that the middle-class liberal left are concentrated in large multi-cultural cities with a 

university and a large population of young graduates. The Isle of Wight is interesting 

because it is a mirror image of such strongholds. I am interested in the participants’ 

backstories, motives, and encounters on the Isle of Wight where (as we shall see in 

Chapter 5) the forces that facilitate a Conservative hegemony are more intense. 
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Chapter 4 

THE IMPACT OF BREXIT AND THE INFLUENCE OF 

HIGHER EDUCATION  

In this Chapter, we see how Brexit has exacerbated the class realignment in British 

politics and has divided Britan into Leavers and Remainers to create an affective 

polarisation (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020). We also see level of education as 

central in this polarisation and that emotional attachment to Leave / Remain is 

strongest in the middle class (MORI, 2021).  

Leave support in 2016 was high among the elderly and those with few qualifications -

suggesting a graduate Remainer / low qualified Leaver is the main cleavage (Ford 

and Sobolowska, 2020). However, it must be noted that middle class ‘Comfortable 

Leavers’ provided the majority of Leave vote (Menon, 2021) .  

A.  Possible Causes of Brexit 

Leaving has a combination of economic and cultural motives. As the ringmaster 

claimed: 

Would we have won without immigration? No. Would we have won 

without £350m / NHS? All our research and the close result strongly 

suggests No. (Cummings, 2017) 

Europe became more of an issue with the launch of the Euro (1999) and UKIP’s 

campaign to ‘keep the pound’. However, Europe was a minority issue until 2016. In 

the 2005 British Social Attitudes Survey, only 15% expressed anti-EU attitudes, and 

in the 2015 General Election (where Cameron offered a referendum) only 10% of 

voters reported Europe as an issue (Hobolt 2020).  

For some, Brexit is an anti-globalisation backlash by the economically left behind, 

(Coyle, 2016; O’Rourke, 2016; Runciman, 2016), the consequence of austerity 

policies, (Becker, et.al., 2017; Sandbu, 2020), the result of economic and 

demographic divides (Goodwin & Heath, 2016), or a combination of social and 

geographical divides (Dorling & Tomlinson, 2020). Alternatively, Brexit is seen as a  

provincial backlash against a detached and privileged ‘metropolitan elite’ (Oliver, 
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2017). Overall, Brexit is seen here as a working-class protest vote with Leavers 

attracted by promises such as:  

the NHS will be stronger, class sizes smaller and taxes lower. We’ll have more 

money to spend on our priorities, wages will be higher and fuel bills will be 

lower. (Johnson, et.al., 2016) 

However, working class voters only made up 2.2 million of the 17.4m who voted 

leave (YouGov, 2016) and the Leave vote was highest was among affluent southern 

regions (Menon, 2021) and among the well off elderly (Chan et al., 2020). Hence, 

Brexit also has cultural origins as a backlash against the progressive value changes 

and as part of a rise in English nationalism – particularly among the elderly, non-

graduates and those living in small towns (Hobolt, 2016; Inglehart & Norris, 2017; 

Jennings & Stoker, 2016; Kaufmann, 2016). Support for Leave correlates with 

authoritarian social values among non-graduates (Kaufmann, 2016) or is rooted in 

the loss of Empire and feelings of post-colonial melancholy among Leavers in all 

social classes (Dorling & Tomlinson, 2020; Gilroy, 2019; Valluvan., 2019; Virdee & 

McGeever, 2018). This was coated with a masochistic envy of Germany mixed with 

(received) memories World War Two (O Toole, 2019). The strength of the cultural 

argument is that immigration and the iconography of World War Two were central in 

both the Brexit campaign and the later ‘war against coronavirus’ and subsequent 

vaccine nationalism (Kulz, 2022). However, the focus on culture downplays the 

impact of the 2008 crash and subsequent austerity.  

Overall, Leavers comprise an alliance of affluent Eurosceptics, the working-class 

elderly, and a smaller group of low income, anti- immigration voters. They have a 

strong national identity, a nostalgia for the past, a belief that Brexit would reduce 

immigration and a disbelief in any economic risks posed by departure (Swales, 

2016).  

B. Brexit and the Middle Class 

Comfortable Leavers made up over half of the Leave vote (Menon, 2021). Given an 

English middle-class habitus inclined towards self-interest, their support for the self-

imposed sanctions and restrictions arising from departing the EU requires 

explanation. As we have seen in Chapter 3, sections of the middle class are losing 
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their privileges and / or are affected by public service cuts. Hence, middle class 

holders of intermediate level qualifications supported Brexit because of the impact of 

austerity and the promises of cheaper food and extra NHS funds (Antonucci et al., 

2017). Alternatively, the middle-class (former) hippies were the key cohort that voted 

for Brexit in 2016 as their anti-establishment sentiments begat a rejection of the 

establishment’s support for Remain (Rutherford, 2019). The 1960s/70s libertarianism 

evolved into a quest for freedom from imagined the ‘restrictions’ imposed from 

Brussels. While this may be a coincidental feature of Leave demographics, it has 

some credence. While older working-class supporters of Brexit romanticise Dunkirk, 

Churchill, and Spitfires, ‘Comfortable Leavers’ pine for the years just before Britain 

joined the EEC in 1973 (Menon, 2021). However, rather than being enduring hippies, 

Comfortable Leavers are mostly Conservative, anti-welfare nationalists 

unsympathetic towards immigrants and the unemployed (Menon, 2021). They are 

typically self-seeking: both anti austerity and anti-welfare, and seeking higher 

spending on infrastructure via recycling EU membership fees - but not via higher 

taxation (Surridge, 2021).  

Less is known about the motives of Remainers -except that the core Remain vote 

was middle class liberals and young Labour voters (Swales, 2016). Before the 

referendum, we see the middle class supporting EU membership to facilitate travel, 

overseas property, and education / career opportunities (Leddy-Owen, 2019; Tilley & 

Evans, 2017). Staunch Remainers after 2016 are graduates on above average 

incomes with liberal views on social issues (MORI, 2021). 

However, middle class Leavers and Remainers both want more regional devolution 

and more public service investment - but without higher personal taxes (Menon, 

2021). This is consistent with the English middle class depicted so far - as extensive 

users of public services while seeking to retain their incomes and assets. Both want 

to continue trading with the EU, both seek a points-based system of immigration 

(Menon, 2021). Both seek self-sufficiency in agriculture and value ethical 

consumption : both want to buy high-quality local produce rather than deregulated 

imports (e.g. US chlorinated chicken) (Menon, 2021). Where they differ is that middle 

class Leavers seek more opportunities at home while middle class Remainers seek 

more opportunities abroad (Kilcoyne et.al., 2019). Comfortable Remainers support 

increased welfare spending, while comfortable Leavers subscribe to ideologies of 
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welfare dependency. (Nat Cen, 2021). While English middle class Leavers are 

optimistic, nationalistic, and define themselves as ‘English’, Remainer counterparts 

are pessimistic, not nationalistic and define themselves as ‘British’ or ‘European’ (Nat 

Cen, 2021). We do not know whether education correlates with this divide. What we 

do know is that both hold contempt for the other side.  

C. Brexit and Affective Polarisation  

While much political science assumes rational and instrumental actors, emotions are 

often powerful determinants on political beliefs and behaviour (Huddy et. al., 2007; 

Mac Kuen et. al., 2010: Valentino et. al., 2008; Webster, 2020). The period 2016 

onwards involved highly charged debates (Osnabrugge et. al., 2021) as complex 

policy problems were reduced to a stark remain-leave choice (Rose, 2019). Brexit 

has produced an affective polarisation since 2016 (Hobolt and Tilley, 2020) that is 

greater than conventional political divides because it involves emotional attachment 

to in-group partisans and hostility towards out-group partisans (Iyengar, Shanto and 

Sood, 2012; Iyengar and Shanto, 2015). Put simply, opponents have become 

enemies. Each side is certain that they are doing the right thing, and compromises 

are shunned because there is a questioning of the motives and views of the other 

side. Furthermore, both believe that the enemy have more power, influence, and /or 

wealth than ‘us’ - at our expense (Hogg, 2021). 

In England, Leave / Remain identities cut across the left -right divide, are stronger 

than party identities (Fieldhouse et al., 2019) and have redistributed support for the 

two main parties (Evans and Schalfner, 2019; Ford and Sobolowska, 2020; Hobolt et 

al., 2020). Since 2016, Leave and Remain camps have been locked in mutual 

hostilities and mutual suspicion (Hobolt, 2020). Abuse and emotional conflict has 

replaced rational debate  (Ford, 2022; Hobolt et al., 2020) and Brexit has divided 

families (Carter. & Davies, 2019; Davies, 2019). Brexit identities have become one of 

the main lenses through which politics and economic trends are viewed (Hobolt 

2020) and social attitudes correlate with leave and remain camps (Nat Cen, 2021). In 

addition, Remainers are still angry with both the conduct and outcome of the 

referendum (Nadeau et. al., 2021) and with both the referendum and the 2019 

election (Tilley and Hobolt, 2024).  
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Brexit either created or revealed and reinforced a pre-existing social division. The 

2011 Great British Class Survey (Savage, 2015) pointed to a cultural bifurcation that 

existed before 2016 that can be shown as a table of opposites.  

 

   Cultural orientation Family A Cultural Orientation Family B 

Liking fish and chips  Going to the theatre 

Eating out rarely Going to the opera, ballet, and classical 

music concerts 

Not going to restaurants Going to museums and art galleries 

Not liking pop music Going to the gym 

Disliking Indian Food Going to rock gigs 

Not going out with friends Playing sport 

Disliking jazz Going to arts clubs 

Disliking world music Liking French and Italian restaurants 

Not going out for a walk Watching live sport 

Disliking reggae music Liking world music  

 

Table 8: Cultural polarisation in Britain 2011 (from Savage. 2015 page 

104)  

The table reveals a 2011 polarisation in leisure and taste. For example, those who 

dislike jazz do not attend arts centres, those who do attend them like jazz. Those 

who dislike world music also dislike French and Italian restaurants while those who 

attend them enjoy world music. Those in “Family A” seem to stay at home, eat fish 

and chips, and reject globalised culture. They would probably be attracted to Brexit 

promises of sovereignty and a restoration of ‘British culture,’ while those in “Family 

B” are omnivores who embrace global culture and would embrace the goals of the 

EU. 

 

Polling since 2015 has found a similar Brexit cultural divide with Leavers leaning 

towards Family A (Asthana, 2018). Leavers like eating meat (especially well-done 

steaks) do not watch Prime Minister’s Questions, want to ban the burqa, do not think 

that ‘gollies’ (sic.) are offensive, like Donald Trump, want to leave the Paris climate 
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change agreement and the Eurovision Song Contest. They are sure Gibraltar is 

British, seek to reduce the time limits on abortions, or ban them altogether. They 

think that Doctor Who votes Tory. They are less likely to think prison is about 

rehabilitation and think that the BBC should be privatised. They think the Royal 

Family have shown Princess Diana’s memory too little respect. They think that our 

schools are well funded, and that fracking is safe. Almost half of leave voters 

consider gay sex unnatural, and they dislike facial hair. In addition, one study found 

that Leavers enjoy the BBC’s comedy, ‘Mrs Brown’s Boys; while Remainers hate it 

(Smith, 2018).  

Elsewhere, the polarisation of Remainers and Leavers can be mapped out- but with 

three important similarities (in italics) (Clarke, 2019).  

Leavers Remainers 

Have lost trust in broadsheet papers 

as a source of news.  

Trust broadsheet papers 

See society as divided between 

ordinary people and a corrupt elite 

See society as divided between 

ordinary people and a corrupt elite 

Optimistic about the future Pessimistic about the future 

See globalisation as culturally 

damaging to Britain  

Supportive of globalisation 

See the USA as having a positive 

effect on Britain 

See the USA as having a damaging 

effect on Britain 

Believe that being British involves 

speaking English and having both 

parents born in Britain 

Do not hold this view 

Seek to restrict immigration to skilled 

and or qualified workers    

Seek to restrict immigration to skilled 

and or qualified workers    

Mix of a neutral and anti-refugee 

stance 

Neutral attitude to refugees 

Sex outside of marriage seen as 

acceptable   

Sex outside of marriage seen as 

acceptable   

See it as acceptable for a man to 

‘wolf whistle’ at a woman 

Do not see it as acceptable 

Think that women’s rights have ‘gone 

too far’ 

Support the extension of women’s 

rights 

 

Table 9: Core Beliefs and Values of Remainers and Leavers (Clarke, 2019) 
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As with the data from 2011, we see Leavers in Clarke’s 2019 data rejecting 

globalisation (USA excepted), but we also see a political divide over asylum seekers 

and the value changes since the 1960s. The overlaps are interesting: both leavers 

and remainers support a points-based immigration system and sex outside of 

marriage. More importantly, both see society as divided between ordinary people 

and a corrupt elite -with their tribe of Leavers/ Remainers being the ‘ordinary people’ 

and ‘the elite’ leading and supporting their enemy.  

Although affective polarisation is a very useful concept, 20% do not hold a view on 

Brexit and another 15% are totally disengaged on all social /political issues – 

however these two groups are exclusively working class people with few 

qualifications – it is the middle class Leavers and Remainers who are feeling, 

experiencing and expressing the affective polarisation the most (MORI, 2021).   

Overall, while affective polarisation is evident in surveys, much of the data is 

researcher led such as  providing lists of words for remainers to describe themselves 

and their opponents (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020) or measuring emotional 

responses to pre-determined issues via ratings scales (Tilley and Hobolt, 2024). 

There is little spontaneous or naturally occurring evidence of world views. 

Furthermore, we know little about how and why Brexit identities were formed and 

hardened after June 2016. Hobolt argues that it arose because of the wording and 

binary choice in the referendum. However, as we shall see in Chapters 10 and 11, 

the polarisation and mutual abuse intensified during a hung Parliament form late 

2017 onwards. 

D. Brexit and Omnivores  

As we saw in Chapter 2, omnivores are those who consume outside of established 

class patterns. Some find omnivores as childless, urban dwellers working in high-

status occupations (Chan, 2010). In contrast, most of the evidence shows that 

omnivores are concentrated in the educated middle class (Peterson and Kern, 1996: 

Thornton, 1995). So, we may be witnessing long standing members of the middle 

class adding lowbrow tastes and genres to their repertoire (Skeggs, 2003)  and / or, 

the upwardly mobile are adding high or middlebrow culture to their habitus.  
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Their emergence may be significant because they propel liberal politics in Europe 

and USA (Chan, 2017 & 2019). In Britain, omnivores are far less likely to support 

Brexit (Chan 2019), are more tolerant and liberal (Bennett, 2009; Chan, and 

Goldthorpe, 2007a, 2007b; Warde, et.al., 2008), are less deferential to authority and 

more open to new experiences (Chan, 2019). However, rather than being a 

progressive force, omnivores mark the emergence of a new aesthetic hierarchy and 

new symbolic boundaries (Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007a, 2007c, 2007b). So the 

omnivore middle class gain new forms of cultural capital that grant authority and 

serve to distinguish the holders from others (Coulangeon, 2017; Jenkins, 1992; 

Khan, 2011; Lamont & Molinar, 2002; Ollivier, 2008; Warde et.al., 2008).  

It is argued the open psychological traits lead to omnivore experimental consumption 

and open-minded politics (Choma, & Hanoch, 2017; Gerber, et.al., 2010; Sible & 

Duckitt, 2008). However, how open traits are developed is not explored and we are 

not sure whether liberalism is cause or a consequence of being an omnivore. 

Furthermore, British omnivores are unconcerned with economic issues - their politics 

is limited to ecological concerns (Chan, 2019). Omnivores may be a by-product of 

the abundance of cultural artefacts in a global digital age – with  broad superficial 

consumption mirrored by a similarly superficial politics (Reynolds, 2011). In the UK 

and USA, Omnivores are more trusting, liberal and greener than the general 

population – but so are all Western graduates (whether omnivores or not) (Chan et 

al., 2020). British graduate omnivores see politics as important while non-graduate 

omnivores do not (Chan, 2019). UK omnivores are more likely to be graduates – 

however, most graduates are not omnivores (Chan, Henderson, Sironi, & 

Kawalerowicz, 2020). Since politically engaged omnivores are a subset of all 

gradates, we may be looking at a small group liberalised by higher education and 

their experimental consumption – with HE more important than the consumption 

choices. 

 

E. Brexit and Higher Education,  

 

For some, the main British social division since the 2016 Referendum is between 

graduate Remainers and non-graduate Leavers -aka ‘School Leavers’  (Ford and 

Sobolowska, 2020) (15). Graduate Remainers are younger, open- minded, 
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cosmopolitan, and support Labour, the Greens, and Liberals Democrats. 

Furthermore  British graduates are less influenced by the ideologies of Empire. 

(Davies, 2021). Ford and Sobolewska’s thesis has some credence, but it underplays 

the variation in HE experiences and overlooks past and present graduates on the 

right and /or Eurosceptics. It overlooks the long history of radicalism and anti-racism 

in the working class, and the cultural and political influence of English Art schools -

mainly populated by ‘school leavers’ (Frith & Horne, 1988; Roberts, 2018). The 

thesis assumes that a low level of formal qualifications inevitably produces angry and 

intolerant authoritarian personalities so, one is left wondering how a Labour 

government ever became elected when ‘school leavers’ were the majority.  

 

Nevertheless, recent  British data correlates voting with age and education (Cutts 

et.al., 2020a; Ford and Sobolowska, 2020; Surridge, 2021b) . Conservatism is 

concentrated among those over 55, and/or those with a low or medium level of 

education, while left-liberalism is concentrated among the under 55s,and /or those 

with a high level of education  (Evans, 1996; MacAdam, 1988; Mattausch, 1989; 

Stubager, 2008, 2010, 2013). However, the explanations of the concentration of 

Conservatism in the over fifty-fives are contradictory. One model assumes that all 

young adults commence with liberal values and inevitably shift to the right due to the 

impact of parenthood, asset acquisition, and senescence (Tilley,  2014 & 2015). 

However, few longitudinal studies confirm this, and the account generalises from the 

current distribution of votes by age. The alternative model claims that political values 

and party allegiances are formed at around age 16-19 (mainly under the influence of 

the party in power) and retained through life. (Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Grasso, 

2014; Grasso et.al.,  2019; Gray et.al., 2019; Neundorf & Niemi, 2014). So, within the 

former model, the middle-aged middle class liberal left will be shifting right. In the 

latter model, they have retained political outlooks formed during their late 

adolescence. Hence, my biographical approach seeks to uncover any nuances and 

complexities of the political life course. 

The present distribution of support by age is partly due the greater number of 

graduates among younger age groups. Britain is not unique. US and Western 

European young adults are less likely to support parties on the right (Ford and 

Sobolowska, 2020; Ford & Jennings, 2020; Surridge, 2016). Increased economic 
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security and expanded higher education are allegedly producing successive cohorts 

of young adults - each more concerned with “post material values” such as  

individual rights, racism, sexuality, and gender diversity  (Inglehart, 1971, 2008). 

Graduates everywhere in the developed world tend to shun right wing policies  and 

parties (Guth and Nelsen, 2019; Stubager, 2010), are more progressive in relation to 

gender norms and roles (Inglehart and Norris, 2004) and hold stronger democratic 

values (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005). They support ethnic diversity and individual 

rights and freedoms, and do not support conformity and authority  (Lancee and 

Sarrisan, 2015; Messen et.al., 2013; Surridge, 2016; Weakliem, 2002). Graduates 

are more likely to support LGBT+ rights (Ohlander et al., 2005; Scwartz, 2010), or 

seek to fight discrimination ) and seek to establish anti-racist norms (Weiler and 

Hetherington, 2009). Graduates are more likely to support policies to promote equal 

opportunities (Hooghe. and de Vroome, 2015). In contrast, non-graduates embrace 

social hierarchies and prioritise conformity and order (Inglehart & Flanagan, 1987; 

Kitschelt, 1994) and have strong attachments to national identities (Hjerm and 

Schnabel, 2010). This is a notable change as Conservative support among Britain’s 

universities used to be so extensive that undergraduates had two votes in general 

elections until Labour abolished this in 1948 (Earle, 2023).  

 

F. Gaps and Issues in the Literature 

 

Graduates have distinct interests, lifestyles and values; they can hold a graduate 

identity stronger than class identity (Stubager, 2013). However, is it degree study or 

degree holding that has the biggest impact? Events after graduation may be 

formative because a degree changes the dynamic of the life course. Graduates 

settle down and have children later and spend their work and leisure with other 

graduates (Surridge, 2016). However, student debt, graduate unemployment, 

internships, and precarious work may be changing the trajectories of those English 

graduates without economic support from relatives. We may see an English middle 

class divided by graduate / non graduate status, cohort, and level of economic 

security. 
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Evans and Tilley conclude that the expansion of HE has had a significant radicalising 

impact in the UK but  we do not know how or why this happens. (Evans & Tilley, 

2017). There are further complexities, they note that graduates surveyed in 2013 are 

more authoritarian in their social attitudes than those in 1963. This is attributed to the 

growth in undergraduates living at home and that: 

If we think about the ways that higher education may liberalise people 

then it is likely to prove less effective when higher education is no 

longer such an immersive experience. As more students work and 

study part time or live at home rather than on campus, it seems likely 

that these socialisation effects may weaken (p 173) 

What is it about the total immersive experience of leaving home for university that 

affects political socialisation? Does studying from home have the same impact as not 

attending university at all? What is the impact of combining a degree with part-time 

employment? (What was the impact of undergraduate home study /blended learning 

during the Covid pandemic?)  

Simply leaving home may have a salient impact. In all developed societies, those 

who reside with their parents into their 20s and 30s are more right wing than those 

who fledge earlier (Rockey, 2009). For Ford and Sobolowska, non-participation in 

higher education leaves the working class with authoritarian personalities (Adorno, 

2019) that value conformity and nativism. Those aged 18-21 who do not attend HE 

move right in their early adulthood to embrace jingoism, nationalism, and xenophobia 

(Surridge, 2016) but we do not know what drives this shift. Does University introduce 

a progressive political socialisation, or does it insulate from the unknown malign 

forces that socialise those young adults outside of higher education?  

One problem is that some graduates are very right wing. Furthermore, around half of 

graduates in their 20s did not vote in the 2016 referendum (Dorling & Tomlinson 

2020). In addition, most English graduates voted Conservative until 2017, and 30% 

still voted Conservative in 2019 (Ford and Bale, 2021) We do not know whether 

university inculcates or merely reinforces pre-existing views.  

 

It may even be those holding progressive values are more likely to enter HE, or 

choose specific subjects, or do not hold instrumental motives for study. Biographical 
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studies indicate that liberal values and identities are established prior to university. 

This includes males who support feminism (Christian, 1994), the middle class left, 

feminists, and environmentalists (Searle-Chatterjee, 1999) and supporters of far-left 

groups and terrorist organisations (Della Porta, 1992; Della Porta & Mario, 1998). All 

conclude that the political orientations were established earlier than 18-19. 

Participants reported a combination of family socialisation and other formative 

influences such as specific books, films, news items, school research projects and 

particular school / college teachers. In most cases, a unique collaboration of 

individual experiences prior to higher education shaped consciousness -with few 

common influences identified.  

The emphasis on HE downplays the impact of family transmission / primary 

socialisation that dominated earlier literature. Furthermore, Inglehart’s core thesis -

based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 2013) -  is that economic security 

enables the educated to focus on ‘post material’ concerns. These arguments pre-

date the impact of the 2008 crash, changes in student finance, a housing crisis, and 

increasingly precarious graduate employment. It also wrongly assumes that the 

financially secure are inevitably liberal and that the financially insecure have no 

opinion on matters such as sexuality, the environment, or immigration. Higher 

education may only impact on attitudes to gender / sexuality and have no impact on 

attitudes to taxation, nationalisation, or welfare (Cutts et al., 2020). Income level has 

a bigger impact on social attitudes than all other variables -including education 

(Surridge, 2021)  Since a high income correlates with Conservative / Brexit support, 

either high salaries negate any progressive impact of education or, courses leading 

to high salary careers neither radicalise nor attract liberals. 

 

Higher education is far from a homogenous experience and any political socialisation 

depends on institution and course. In Britain, social class still determines 

participation, type of course, mode of attendance, and institution attended. 

Participation rates by those from those from working-class background have not 

changed since 1990 (Ayoub & Samar, 2020). Differences in material, social and 

cultural capital mean that class determines graduate experiences in the housing and 

job markets (Surridge, 2016b). Far more research is needed into the impact of higher 

education on political consciousness. It may be that for some, higher education 
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develops knowledge and critical thinking skills that impacts upon how experiences 

and ideologies that justify the status quo are reflected upon. However, those who 

follow elite schooling with an elite university are unlikely liberals -as they are 

socialised into a superiority complex, a sense of entitlement and contempt for others 

(Althusser, 2006; Bowles & Gintis, 2011). Such a trajectory is particularly pronounced 

in England  (Beard, 2022; Earle, 2023; Kuper, 2022; Kynaston, 2019; Verkaik, 2019) 

Nevertheless. non-graduates are more likely be socially and politically unengaged 

(MORI, 2021). Non-graduates are more likely to be floating voters, influenced by 

party image or party leaders - while degree holders are more likely engage with 

issues, manifestos and political debates (Fieldhouse et al., 2019). However, rather 

than being ardent supporters of Brexit and the right (as Ford and Sobolewska claim) 

they are more likely to abstain or not register to vote (MORI, 2021).  

Given that there are so many gaps in our knowledge of the formation of liberal 

political consciousness and identity, I have chosen self-completed biographies to 

access accounts of this process, and this is discussed in Chapter 6. The next 

Chapter details how the Isle of Wight is the most unlikely place to find a middle-class 

liberal left – but it also uncovers a radical tradition that is hidden from official 

histories.  
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Chapter 5  

STUDY CONTEXT: THE ISLE OF WIGHT   

A. Introduction    

This Chapter highlights why the Isle of Wight is an unlikely and difficult location for a 

liberal left presence. As we saw in the last Chapter, Brexit revealed and amplified a 

split between urban, educated, and mobile cosmopolitans and those less qualified, 

and ‘left behind’ nationalists in economically declining regions and small towns 

(Jennings, et. al., 2017; Jennings, & Stoker, 2016; Chan et al., 2020; Inglehart & 

Norris, 2017). Varying polar categories are deployed to discuss this divide; 

‘somewheres’ and ‘anywheres’ (Goodhart, 2017), graduates and ‘school leavers’  

(Ford and Sobolowska, 2020), nationalists and liberals (Goodwin, 2014; Goodwin & 

Heath, 2020). Others identify similar divisions across Europe - those with materialist 

and with post materialist values  (Inglehart, 1971 and 1981; Inglehart & Norris, 

2017), Green-Alternative-Liberals and Traditional-Authoritarian-Nationalists (Hooghe 

& Marks, 2018), the ordered versus open mindset (Kaufmann, 2016) or the winners 

and losers in a globalised world (Kriesi, et.al., 2006; Kriesi, 2008). Despite such polar 

categories, all localities are heterogeneous and there is population movement 

between respective strongholds.  

Socialisation is lived out at the level of the locality as it shapes patterns of 

interaction, social networks, and social institutions. Emotional responses to situations 

and social concerns are often shaped by locality (Bottero, 2004a, 2004b).  The Isle 

of Wight’s heritage, culture, demographics, and politics are the inverse of liberal-left 

urban strongholds. It is one of the least likely places to find a liberal left. The 

participants in this study are educated cosmopolitans living in a non-cosmopolitan 

setting. 

In contrast with its marketing and public image, there is local poverty, a fragile 

economy, high male unemployment, a housing crisis, outward migration of the young 

and an ageing population (Clark et al., 2007). Also, central government support has 

been cut by £93,000,000 since 2012 (Hill, 2022). Until 2024, the Island’s 

Conservative MPs have enjoyed large majorities and 62% supported Brexit in 2016 

(BBC News, 2016). However, as we shall see, there is a submerged history of 
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radicalism that incorporates, Marx, Russian Revolutionaries, and Greenpeace. There 

is a liberal-left presence on the Island, and I am interested in their back-story, 

motives, and experiences in a constituency where Conservatives are hegemonic. 

.   

B. Context and History (1)  

The Island (located off the English south coast) is a popular holiday destination, with 

much designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. But there are also gap-

toothed high streets, derelict hotels, and decaying seaside towns. Nevertheless, it 

remains a playground for the affluent devotees of sailing, bloodsports, and Michelin 

stars (2). Visitors are a mix of working-class holidaymakers and very rich second 

home / yacht owners (Grydehøj & Hayward, 2011). Despite overseas travel denting 

visitor numbers (Hjalager, 1996; Norman, 2004), there are still 2.6 m visitors per year 

(3) and 20% of Island jobs directly depend on tourism (Grydehøj & Hayward, 2011). 

The Island has a reputation for music festivals - rooted in over 700,000 attending in 

1970, (4) and many remaining as permanent residents (Hinton, 1996; Miles, 2011, 

2013). Since revival in 2002, the annual festival attracts around 60,000 (5) and other 

boutique festivals have developed. (6)  

The Island’s liberal left faces an Island culture that is traditionalist, hostile to 

outsiders, and averse to diversity and change (Brailsford, 2017; Crow et al., 2001; 

Grydehøj & Hayward, 2011). It is unreformed; some shops still sell gollies (sic) and 

every town’s underage ‘Carnival Queens’ are paraded be-throned on flat-bed trucks.  

Everyday nationalism (Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008), heritage obsession, and 

monarchism are commonplace, and have been satirised in Island-set novels 

(Barnes, 2008; Waidner, 2022). A monarchist led nostalgia (7) pervade the Island’s 

ambience and tourist marketing. It became Queen Victoria’s permanent home (1851) 

making the Island fashionable and triggering the development of coastal towns and 

railways. (8) 
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Militantism also predominates. 

Heavy fortification during the 

Napoleonic wars and the 1860s, 

escalated during both world 

wars. Ventnor provided the main 

RAF radar station and Sandown 

provided fuel supplies to the 

Normandy landings (Bull, 2022). 

Munitions stores, pillboxes and 

gun batteries are still cover roads 

and coastlines. (9) 

 

Picture 1: Victoria’s Island (Isle of Wight Tourism, 2022). (10)   

 

 

Picture 2: Everyday Nationalism and Militarism: Permanent Display at the Co-

op Funeral Offices, Lake, IOW. (Photograph by Gary Clarke) 

Given the Island culture, the abundance of Conservative clubs, and the absence of a 

university, the liberal left are against the grain. However, there is a hidden history of 

political radicalism such as the ‘primitive rebellion’ (Hobsbawm, 2017) of local 
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wreckers and smugglers, French republican settlers during the Napoleonic wars (Bull 

2022), and Alexander Herzen and Ivan Turgenev 1855-1860 plotting to overthrow the 

Russian monarchy from Ventnor (Ronan, 2022). Shipworkers downed tools to 

support Garibaldi’s visit in 1864 ( Sawyer, 2019), and the Freshwater Circle (11) 

around Tennyson (Dimbola Lodge, 2021). Both Darwin and Dickens wrote works in 

Sandown and Karl Marx was resident on the Island during the whole of 1874 and 

most of 1881-83, and Marcus Garvey also visited during his exile  (Laurence and 

Insole, 1981; Laurence, 1985). Hallie Selassie visited in 1937 (Downing, 2017), J B 

Priestly resided during the 1950s (Wainwright, 2019) and Amnesty International set 

up one of its first global branches on the Island in 1962 (Amnesty, 2022). Cowes ship 

workers re-fitted the Sir William Hardy free of charge 1977-78 as the Greenpeace 

‘Rainbow Warrior’ (Yachting News Editorial Team, 2021).  

 

Pictures 3 & 4: Karl Marx’s former home, St Boniface Road, Ventnor, IOW.  

(Photographs by Gary Clarke) 

This radical history of the Island is subsumed under a Conservative hegemony. The 

dominant representation of the Island involves royal sailing clubs, patriotic proms,  

pheasant shooting, country life, chic hotels offering spas and holistic therapies, 

manor houses, regattas, garden fetes, black tie balls, artisan gins, and fine dining 

curated by signature chefs. This is the public image in magazines portraying the 

leisured local elite (e.g., Style of Wight, Isle of Wight Living, Island Life, and Island 

Business). It is also the fantasy sold nationally. 

Four miles south of mainland Britain sits a diamond in the Solent. An 

island paradise blessed with golden beaches, verdant forests, ancient 
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villages, and chalk-white cliffs. It’s a land steeped in rich history. Farmed 

by ancient civilisations. Favoured by kings and queens and today, home to 

a thriving community proud of their heritage and traditions. Every year 

millions visit these shores and step back in time to immerse in the culture 

and experience the raw power of nature. Welcome to an island of old 

memories and new stories. Welcome to the Isle of Wight.  

-Alan Titchmarsh’s voiceover introduction to “Isle of Wight: Jewel of the 

South,” a Channel 5 TV series broadcast March 2023 

Charmingly vintage with its seaside promenades, quaint towns and 

villages linked by narrow country lanes, model villages, tea rooms and 

Victorian pleasure piers, the island is in no rush to embrace the 21st 

century, well, apart from broadband. Offline, everyone embraces this 

natural playground: the sailing clubs are centred on Cowes; the rolling hills 

and clifftops are crisscrossed by trails. With cliff walks, sailing, swimming, 

and sandy beaches, the 60 miles of magnificent coastline are the ultimate 

playground for anyone who enjoys the water. Arriving by ferry across 

Southampton Water feels like an exhilarating escape from the drudgery of 

the life on the mainland over the past 12 months. - Sunday Times 28/3/21  

(Sunday Times Team, 2021) 

Here, the bourgeoisie are typically assuming that everyone shares their opulent elite 

lifestyle (Marx & Engels, 1976). There is another bourgeois discourse expressing 

fear of an underclass mob. So, the Island is depicted both as a fantasy playground 

and as the den of the unwashed:  

They think of it as holiday land. But it is shocking…it's a ghetto; there has 

been inbreeding. Seven state schools were all less than good. There is a 

mass of crime, drug problems, huge unemployment … I have a house 

overlooking the Isle of Wight and often over a dinner party, someone will 

ask ‘How is education?’ I say, ‘Fantastic, I love doing what I am doing. 

We’re really going to make a difference.’ But I say, ‘We’re living seven miles 

away from the second worst local authority when it comes to secondary 

education and the third worst when it comes to primary education’. And I 

say ‘Where is it? Portsmouth? No. Chichester? No. Bognor? No. We’re 
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seven miles away and you don’t know we have a ghetto seven miles away’. 

British, white, poor, living on the Isle of Wight. Most people go there for 

sailing for two weeks a year. There’s a sailing club that is one of the best in 

the world, where there’s champagne. But just within inches, there are 

people who live in a ghetto and we’ve allowed it to happen. - Former Ofsted 

Chair David Hoare in 2016. (My emphasis) (Vaughan, 2016) 

This Janus-faced depiction is due to the bourgeois worldview and because extremes 

of wealth and poverty co-exist. In addition, there is a local culture war. 

C. Insider - Outsider Statuses  

I would trust an Islander more than I would trust a person from the 

Mainland and that is totally irrational, but that’s the way I feel -

participant 4 in Brailsford, 2016  

If you come across caulkheads they’d soon tell you -An ‘overner’ 

quoted in Crow, 2001 

The Island has a localism that sees mainland culture as both inferior and intimidating 

(Grydehoj & Hayward 2011). There is also a local status system that deems 

residents of several generations (‘caulkheads’) as superior to incomers and visitors 

(Crow 2001). It is key organising principle as Islanders go about their daily life (Crow 

2001). (20) The local status hierarchy contains: -  

1. Caulkheads -those born and bred on the Island for at least 3 generations 

have the highest status -regardless of class.  

2. Islanders -those born and bred on the Island for less than 3 generations.  

3. Overnors /overners – those who have moved to the Island from the 

mainland. (Aka blow-ins - with the assumption that they will not stay long.)  

4. Grockles / grockels -tourists; seen as both vital and a nuisance. 

5. DFLs (Down from London) aka DFTs (Down from town) – rich mainlanders 

with second homes and /or yachts.  

6. Ethnic minorities in any of the above categories - regardless of class or 

occupation. (Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011)  
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Picture 5: Isle of Wight Mugs 2021 (photograph by Gary Clarke) 

However, this is a contested hierarchy. Overners often define themselves as 

superior, with locals labelled as ‘inbreds’ - slow, backward and lacking in aspiration 

(Brailsford, 2016) (12). In addition to the insider /outside divide, the island has an 

extreme “self-contained-ness” (Caws & Brinton, 1988) involving an affinity with one’s 

(rarely left) immediate town or village and a hostility to those in other Island localities  

(Brailsford, 2016: Clark, et.al., 2007: Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011). Furthermore, 

these found that all Island residents perceive life on the mainland as worse than the 

Island- but we do not know if this motivated incomer migration. Such insularity feeds 

a desire for a cultural fortress -most evident in those opposing a fixed link  

connecting the Island to the mainland (Little, 2019b). (13)    
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Picture 6: Opposition to the Re-introduction of Wildlife. Alverstone, IOW 2022. 

(Photograph by Gary Clarke)  

Despite the strong localism, there is a weak sense of community ownership and 

minimal public engagement in local policymaking and cultural initiatives (Grydehoj & 

Hayward, 2011). Local demographics and placidity mean that the Island is the least 

likely place that an active and campaigning liberal left would be found. 

Given the hostility to outsiders and the prevailing conservative culture, being on the 

liberal left may result in suspicion and stigmatisation -with progressive values defined 

as ‘bad habits’ imported form the mainland (Crow 2001). As we saw in Chapter 4, the 

liberal left middle class often hold weaker attachments to their present locality. 

Additionally, their affinities and concerns (e.g. anti racism, anti-sexism, gay rights, 

human rights, the environment) go beyond prioritising sentiments towards their 

immediate town /village. However, there are many Island problems to draw their 

attention. 

D. Employment and Inequality 

Due to its tourist economy and migration patterns, the Island has fewer in full time 

employment, but far more part time staff, self-employed, unemployed, or retired than 

the mainland (Office for National Statistics, 2011, 2022a). Despite a public image of 
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classless opulence, there is widespread poverty, food banks, and derelict premises. 

In the Index of Multiple Deprivation of 2019, (Ministry of Housing Communities and 

Local Government, 2019), the Isle of Wight was ranked the 80th most deprived of 

317 English localities. In most indices, the Island is among the 25% most deprived 

localities in England and 198 Island postal districts are among the poorest 10% in 

England and Wales. (14) 

Average incomes are lower than those nationally and in the SE of England (Office for 

National Statistics, 2020) (15). However, this data only covers full time permanent 

staff when much Island work is seasonal or part time (Grydehoj and Hayward 

2014,.2019, Office for National Statistics 2020, 2022). Low incomes mean that both 

child poverty and free school meal eligibility are much higher than in England (Dyer, 

2020; Perry, 2021) (16). The Island middle class is smaller than nationally and 

regional levels and are concentrated in local government, health, care, and 

education (17) (Office for National Statistics, 2022b).  As we have seen in Chapter 3, 

liberal left support is higher among the UK public sector.  

 

E.  Local Demographics  

As we saw in Chapter 3, the liberal left are young and concentrated in large multi-

cultural cities with a university. In contrast, the largely rural Island has an ageing, 

white population that tends to vote Conservative.  

Age 

The Island’s population is 140,400 (2021 Census) It is an ageing population; in 2021, 

its median age was 51 years compared to 40 in England. One in four Islanders is 

over 65 and by 2028, the number of over 85s will increase by 40% (2021 Census).
 

Annually, over 2000 people aged 61-74 migrate to the Island and there is a net 

outflow of over a thousand 15–29-year-olds leaving for education, training, or 

employment (Isle of Wight Council Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, 2018) (18), 

This outflow of the young drives the unique insularity, peripherality, and conservative 

heart of Island culture (Grydehoj and Hayward, 2014) The retired  migrants to the 

island are affluent but have the lowest level of formal qualifications (Grydehoj and 
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Hayward, 2014). Thus, the Island has an above average proportion of the age group 

most likely to support the Conservatives and / or Brexit - and it is growing. (19)
 

Ethnicity 

 The Island lacks cultural diversity. When 62% voted Leave in 2016, less than 2% of 

residents were migrants from the EU (ONS Census 2011). In 2021, 91.5% were born 

in England and only 1.2% identified themselves as "Asian, Asian British or Asian 

Welsh" The largest groups born outside of England are from Scotland 1.1%, Poland 

0.5 %, and Germany 0.5% (2021 Census, ONS 2022).  

Impact of Demography 

People’s knowledge of inequality is mainly derived and generalised from their own 

local social circle (Dawtry et al., 2015; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018). Mixing with 

people from different social positions leads to a deeper knowledge about social 

structure and inequality and greater empathy with others (Bottero, 2004a, 2004b) .  

The Island thus lacks the long term cultural, and economic benefits of immigration 

and cultural diversity (Putnam, 2007) (20). In national data, areas with a low ethnic 

minority population were more likely to vote Leave (Chan et al., 2020). In addition, 

the Island hosts a traditionalism, a localism that views the mainland as a nest of ‘bad 

habits’, a quintessential Englishness, and a hostility to outsiders from all 

backgrounds - that intersects with racism and nationalism (Grydehoj & Hayward, 

2011).  

As we saw in Chapter 4, the graduate liberal left are more likely to support cultural 

and ethnic diversity, support equal opportunities policies, and are less influenced by 

the ideologies of Empire -that pervade on the Island. Any liberal-left Europhile 

graduates are swimming against a strong Island tide. Features of a location 

intersects with class to impact on consciousness (Crossley, 2001, Sayer, 2005, 

2013). Perceptions of inequality are determined by a mix of social class and local 

social network (Langsæther & Evans, 2020; Langsæther, Evans, & O’Grady, 2022). 

Such perceptions are derived from, and generalised from their own local social circle  

(Dawtry et al., 2015; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018). Those living in homogenous 

localities (like the Island) see inequalities as fair while accurate perceptions of 

inequality arise from heterogenous communities (Merolla et al., 2011; Newman et al., 

2015; Wu & Chou, 2017). Mixing with people from different ethnic and social 
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positions leads to a deeper knowledge about social structure and inequality and 

greater empathy with others. Those on high incomes are more likely to support 

redistribution if they lived in a deprived area. Furthermore, support for redistribution 

was higher in localities (unlike the Isle of Wight) with a more ethnically mixed 

composition (Bottero, 2004a, 2004b).  

So, the Island is worthy of study because it is unique in a having an ageing, mostly 

white, insular population and it is the only English country without a university and 

the liberalising effects of higher education on the locality.  

F. Other Local Problems  

Despite being marketed as a haven retreat, life is not easy for many Islanders, and 

the growth in second homes may be feeding the insider-outsider divide. 

Housing 

 

Type IOW England and Wales 

Social Rental 6.8% 13.9% 

Private Rental 17.6% 18.0% 

Non-Rental 75.6% 68.2% 

 

Table 9: Housing tenure on IOW in June 2020 (Little, 2021a; Miinistry of 

Housing, 2021) 

There is a chronic shortage of affordable housing for many local people. Owner 

occupancy rates are higher than in England and Wales and many properties are 

owned outright by retired migrants. As with similar locations, (e.g., Cornwall) homes 

are unaffordable to many locals. In 2021, the median property price was 9.5 times 

the median income and a one bedroomed flat was 8 times the median income (Little, 

2021a).  

Social housing rentals are at much lower than national levels and below 1% of 

homes are authority provision. In 2023, there were 2,470 Island applicants on the 

social housing waiting list (Hill, 2023) and no new social housing properties has been 

built in the last 10 years  (BBC NEWS, 2022). (21) During 2022-23, an additional 804 
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local households (most with children) were placed in temporary ‘B&B’ 

accommodation at a cost of £2.2m (Hill, 2023). Meanwhile, one in 20 Island 

properties are permanently empty, or occupied for just a few days a year. (22) There 

are 2,946 second homes on the Island (BBC News, 2022) and 28% of annual sales 

are for holiday homes or buy to lets (Kirk, 2018) . 

Average rents are higher than the mainland -at £700 per calendar month (Sunday 

Times 28/3/21)  -way above capped level for welfare assistance (Isle of Wight 

Council, 2018). Rented properties are in short supply because landlords are either 

selling up or, finding holiday lets / Airbnb rentals more profitable (Little, 2021b). In 

2023, 80% of the entire private rental sector properties were only available as short-

term holiday lets (Hill, 2023). In October 2023, there were 124 properties for rent on 

Zoopla (range £550 -£3,750 pcm). Only 6 are available at below £600 pcm -all are 

one bed flats or a single room in a shared house. (23) Low incomes and damp, poor 

condition properties meant that fuel poverty was a problem even before recent  

energy price hikes (24)  

Education  

The percentage of Islanders whose highest qualification is below GCSE or 

equivalent is higher than regional and national levels. This is partly because most of 

the elderly migrants to the Island have no qualifications (Grydehoj and Hayward 

2014). However, the percentage of the working age population whose highest 

qualification is either a degree or A levels (or equivalent) are both lower than both 

regional and national levels (ONS, 2021 Census). In 2022 and 2023, Island GCSE 

and A level results were the worst in England. This due to the elevated levels of SEN 

pupils and child poverty. There are 20% more SEN pupils than nationally, and 5% 

more pupils eligible for free school meals. (Morgan, 2022) (27) 

 

Transport. 

 

Rural areas are poorly served by public transport, and ferries are irregular and 

expensive. The Government’s Fair Funding Review 2017-19 noted that Solent 

crossings add to the price of Island goods, services, and transport (Ministry of 

Housing, 2017).  
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Crime  

 

The island has a reputation for low crime levels- robbery, theft from the person, 

burglary, shoplifting, anti-social behaviour, vehicle & bicycle crime are all way below 

national rates. However, public order offences, possession of weapons, drugs 

offences, and violence are all way above national rates (The Police, 2022). Violent 

crime is the most common Island offence – and is way above national levels. This 

trend is common English coastal towns, but Island is among the worst rates for 

violence resulting in death, injury, or hospitalisation (Swann & Stephenson, 2021).  

Health problems 

Island children have a worse diet, lower levels of daily exercise, higher levels of 

obesity and lower levels of self-esteem than national levels (Public Health England, 

2021). Healthy Life Expectancy at Birth is lower than England and the Southeast.  

Rates of child vaccinations, pregnant mothers smoking for the full term, non-

accidental injuries for children aged 0-4, hospital admissions of under 18s for mental 

health problems, self-harm requiring hospital admittance among those aged 18-24 

and rates of hospital admission for alcohol among under 18s and are all worse than 

those of England (Public Health England, 2019, 2020, 2021). Furthermore, 1,600 

people on the Island have a mental health problem at any one time. This is attributed 

to:  

multiple factors including low educational attainment, social isolation, 

unemployment and financial and relationship problems. Added to this is the 

issue of those adults and young people with coexisting severe mental illness 

and problematic substance misuse use. These people have some of the worst 

health, wellbeing and social outcomes. (Isle of Wight Council, 2022 p17) 

Poor quality life and poor physical and mental health are endemic in England’s 

coastal towns and the availability and quality of NHS provision are much worse than 

elsewhere (Whitty, 2021). In addition, Island poverty is so severe that many cannot 

afford either hot water or shampoo / soap (Price, 2024). 

Faced with the above problems, the response of most voters is to support the 

Conservatives and Brexit. The Island fits the profile seen in Chapter 4 where Brexit 

support involved an alliance of the rich and the economically left behind united in 
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their scapegoating and toxic nostalgia. On the Island, such sentiments are spiced 

with a hostility to outsiders and a tourist economy that trades on a fantasy of English 

heritage.  

 G. Island Politics 

Island MPs 

Until it split in 2023, the Island was the largest constituency in the UK (26). 

Period Party holding the seat 

1900-02 Conservative 

1922-24 Liberal 

1924-74 Conservative 

1974-87 Liberal 

1987-97 Conservative 

1997-2001 Liberal 

2001-2024 Conservative 

 

Table 10: Island MPs 1900 – 2024  Source 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isle_of_Wight_(UK_Parliament_constituency) 

Since 1900, the Conservatives have held the seat for over 100 years. Labour did not 

stand until 1922. There is a submerged Liberal tradition – the party held the seat 

1974-87 and 1997-2000 (27). The combined Labour, Green and Liberal Democrat 

support has declined since 1997, and did not exceed the Conservative vote on the 

Island 2001-2019  

In the 2024 General Election, the Conservatives won the seat in East while West 

constituency selected the Island’s first ever Labour MP – a popular local councillor 

and chip shop owner who secured 36.6% of the votes - benefiting from a divided 

right (Perry, 2024). Despite this Labour victory, the character of the Island has not 

dramatically changed. Both the Conservatives and Reform enjoyed a higher vote 

share than nationally in both seats. The Labour West vote share (36.6%) was lower 

than the national level (41%.). Overall, a Brexit polarisation is still evident with 

combined Reform and Conservative support of over 50% of votes (Perry, 2024). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isle_of_Wight_(UK_Parliament_constituency)
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Local Government  

Town and Parish councils are predominantly Conservative but also contain some 

Labour members who often stand as independents in the belief that they would not 

win otherwise (28). Local authority elections have been more varied in outcome and 

the robust performance by independents and Island parties (Island First, Vectis 

Party, Empowering Islanders) is further evidence Island localism.  

Election 

Year 
Incumbent Party/Parties 

1973 Independent 

1977 Conservatives 

1981 Liberals 

1985 Liberal/Social Democrats 

1989 Liberal Democrats 

1993 Liberal Democrats 

1995 Liberal Democrats 

1998 No Overall Control (Liberal Democrats largest grouping) 

2001 
No Overall Control: (Liberal Democrats and Independents in alliance acted as controlling 

group.) 

2005 Conservative Party 

2009 Conservative Party 

2013 Island Independents 

2017 Conservative Party 

2021 
No overall control (Alliance are the controlling group – a mix of Independents, Vectis Party, 

Greens, and Liberal Democrats) 

Table 11: Isle of wight Councils 1973-Present 

Source https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isle_of_Wight_Council 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isle_of_Wight_Council
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Dominant local issues include public transport, Cowes’ floating bridge, the PFI roads 

contract, wind turbines, education, sewage dumping, lack of dentists, NHS 

reorganisation, new housing development and the ferries / fixed link proposals. (29)   

Political Culture 

The Conservatives are culturally dominant and are supported by the local press. 

Every town (except Ryde) has a large Conservative Club offering subsidised drinks 

and free entertainment (Conservative Party, 2023). Other organisations reinforce the 

Conservative hegemony. 

 

Picture 7: Shanklin Conservative Club, IOW, 2024 (Photograph by Gary Clarke) 

Conservatives predominate at the seven sailing clubs and the exclusive Royal 

London and the Royal Victoria Yacht Clubs. There are seventeen Masonic Lodges, 

four Rotary Clubs, Two Lions Clubs, and a branch of the Round Table. There is one 

Liberal Club (E Cowes), and no Labour Clubs anywhere. My own perceptions are 

that active Conservatives gather (and appear in the local media) at events involving 

sailing, 1930s /40s fancy dress, trad jazz concerts, formal charity balls, business 

awards evenings, middle brow concerts, ‘non-PC’ comedians, military band shows 

and Gilbert and Sullivan performances. In contrast, the liberal left tends to 
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congregate in local arts centres, comedy clubs, gigs in pubs, local theatres, 

vegetarian cafes, Ventnor Fringe Festival and the smaller music festivals. 

In sum, the Island is conservative with a big and small C, there is an othering of 

mainlanders and the EU, and localism pervades. But these sentiments are not 

universal, and change is adrift. While there has been a fall in Liberal Democrat 

support since 1997, Green and Labour support has grown since 2010. More people 

voted Labour on the Isle of Wight in 2019 than they did in Sedgefield -Tony Blair’s 

former constituency (BBC NEWS Staff, 2019a). Labour gained its first Island MP in 

July 2024.  

In the 2021 local elections, the Conservatives were defeated. A Labour councillor 

and two Green councillors were elected in previously safe Conservative seats (Hill, 

2021). There have been large demonstrations against austerity. The first Gay Pride 

took place in 2016 and then expanded in 2017 (Staff Reporter, 2017a). The local MP 

was forced to resign in 2017 after his homophobic comments to school children 

(Staff Reporter, 2017b). The National Gay Pride took place (and sold out) in Ryde in 

2018 - and thousands applauded the parade (Staff Reporter, 2019a). Coaches were 

taken to the four marches for a second EU referendum in 2018 and 2019 (Staff 

Reporter, 2018, 2019b). There were several all-party street protests when Parliament 

was prorogued in 2019 (Silverwood, 2019a), Extinction Rebellion are still active, and 

there was a demonstration supporting Black Lives Matter in June 2020 (Kureen, 

2020). Campaigns to end period poverty, support Ukraine, house asylum seekers, 

provide essential needs to babies, expand food bank services, end foxhunting, 

Surfers Against Sewage, save the NHS and campaigns against oil drilling are 

presently in full swing. Rallies were held in support of public sector strikes during 

2022-23.  

As we saw in the previous Chapter, progressive action mainly involves the educated 

middle class. Since there has not been an influx of graduates and there is an outflow 

of young adults (and an influx of pensioners likely to support Brexit /the 

Conservatives), this galvanising of the Island’s liberal left requires greater 

investigation. How and why some of the middle-aged middle class seemingly 

insulated against the dominant local culture? And how does it feel to be swimming 

against the tide- particularly during the affective polarisation discussed in Chapter 4? 
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H. Brexit Island 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictures 8 and 9: Brexit Party Posters (Images form the Portsmouth Brexit 

Party Website 2019) 

In the 2016 EU Referendum, leave secured 62% of Island votes (BBC News, 2016).   

100 out of 120 English coastal localities voted for Brexit – each contains a mostly 

white, older population with a low level of formal qualifications- just like the Island  

(Kilcoyne, Clodah & Ledwith, 2019).(30) Brexit was an issue for some Islanders 

before 2016. The Referendum Party / UKIP combined secured 8% of Island votes in 

1997. UKIP came second in the 2015 General Election (BBC News, 2015). UKIP or 

the Brexit Party won the largest vote share in the European Elections 2004-2019 

(BBC NEWS, 2019) (31) Remainers were only galvanised after the Referendum. 

Islanders for Europe (aka ‘the 48%’) was formed in November 2017 as an all-party 

group opposing Brexit (Topgood, 2017). The national People’s Vote group  -calling 

for a second referendum - was not formed until April 2018 (Dawson, 2019)   

The period in which the data in this study was collected (2019) was particularly 

fervent and was the peak of mutual hostilities and social media and local media 

conflict between ‘remoaners’ /’remainiacs’ vs the ‘gammon’ /’kippers. On the Island, 

the national affective polarisation (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020) fused with the 
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insider /outsider divide. During 2016-19, I noticed the phrase ‘our Brexit Island’ in 

local media, social media, and local phone-ins. 

 

I. Discussion: The Importance of Class, Place, and 

Ideology 

 

Picture 10: The Throne Room - King Charles and Queen Camilla Post Box 

Cover, Rookley, IOW  2023. (Photo by Gary Clarke)  
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Picture 11: Royal Post Box Cover, Tesco’s, Freshwater, IOW  2023. (Photo by 

Gary Clarke)  

Gramsci argues that hegemony is most effective when ideas and values are so 

dominant that they appear as ‘common sense’ – as neutral and natural. 

Consequently politics becomes so entrenched in everyday life that it is not 

experienced as politics at all (Gramsci et al., 1971).This is particularly the case on 

the heritage saturated Isle of Wight where ‘Con clubs’ and post box covers are 

perceived as apolitical. 

Nationally the Conservatives been in government for so much of last 150 years that 

Britain’s history is their history. The Conservatives and their values and assumptions 

are so dominant (e.g., via England’s private schools, Oxbridge, the Monarchy, the 

Church of England, the House of Lords, the predominantly Conservative media, and 

the neo-liberal think tanks) that they are in power even when not in government 

(Earle 2023). Consequently, the middle-class liberal left in are othered and fighting 

against a Conservative Party that is hegemonic in England (Earle, 2023). The 

dominant discourse is that the Conservatives represent Britain and that any liberal 
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left opposition is an anathema and presented as being in league with this month’s 

folk devil (Earle 2023). 

My concern is with the middle-aged liberal left living outside of the urban areas (in 

which they predominate) during a conjuncture in which (as we saw in Chapter 2) 

historic patterns of party support by social class are realigning. On the Island, the 

forces that enable a Conservative hegemony and mitigate against a cosmopolitan 

liberal left culture (quintessential English heritage, traditionalism, monarchism, 

militarism, hostility to outsiders, predominance of Conservative social clubs and their 

allies) are present in an intense microcosm. 

The main features of those active on the liberal- left are a high level of education, a 

high level of political interest and a sense of political efficacy (Andersen et al., 2002) 

However their chances of sustained local electoral victory are slim. In 2017 and 2019 

the Conservatives secured over 50% of votes. Since 2005, the combined 

Conservative and Farage party vote has been greater than the combined votes for 

the Liberals, Greens and Labour, The Labour West victory in 2024 will be unlikely to 

be repeated if Reform and the Conservatives mend their differences. 

As we saw in Chapters 3 and 4, Britain is experiencing a spatial and value division 

between liberal, globalist, young urban graduates in economically thriving regions 

and those with few qualifications holding authoritarian values in areas of decline - 

who support Brexit & the Conservative Party/ Farage. However, despite polarisation, 

all localities are heterogeneous, and there is population movement between 

strongholds. I am interested in how this divide has formed and been played out on 

the Island. On the Isle of Wight, graduates are a minority and live alongside both the 

very affluent and some of the most deprived localities in England. It is not an area of 

economic decline because it has never had a mass industrial / manufacturing base 

and there are presently high-tech industries manufacturing turbines and military 

hardware (Williams, 2016). Like the often-quoted ‘backwater’ of Clacton (Jennings 

and Stoker 2016) parts (such as Sandown) are seaside locations in decline, but 

unlike Clacton, other localities are zones of extreme affluence and exclusive elite 

recreation.  
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Some suggest that there is little evidence of people choosing to live in localities 

based on their political outlook (Jennings and Stoker, 2016 and 2017). However, 

others suggest that that homophily (the desire to be among the likeminded) does 

influence where people live (Valdé, Espinoza,, & Plaza, 2020). Many English urban 

localities have a liberal-left bohemian enclave (e.g., Moseley, Birmingham) and more 

research is needed into how such localities are formed and populated. For Jennings 

and Stoker,  ‘location effects’ emerge because most people acquire views and see 

the world though the same lens due of living in a locality where certain views 

predominate. However, we do not know how this process of predominance emerges, 

and each locality has a degree of social, moral, and political heterogeneity. I am 

interested in those that deviate from the location effect – especially in constituencies 

they have little chance of winning. What is the culture and concerns of such a 

political minority and what sustains them?  

 

The political heterogeneity and varying sentiments of each locality result from 

intersection of class, locality, and the effectiveness of ideologies that legitimate the 

status quo. Earlier studies (Massey, 1984, 1992; Musgrove, 1963) noted that the 

working class are sentimentally attached to their locality because they are less 

geographically mobile than the middle class. Such an argument has been updated 

with the contrast between ‘somewheres and anywheres’ (Goodhart, 2017). However, 

most do hold a sentimental attachment to a place of birth, local notables, or a sports 

team (Ford and Sobolowska, 2020; Forte, 2017). Nevertheless, as we saw in 

Chapters 3 and 4, place of residence impacts -regardless of the sentiments attached 

to it because people generalise about national circumstances from their own local 

social circle (Dawtry et al., 2015; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018). 

Hence, I am interested in collecting the participants’ biographical accounts of how 

‘good sense’ (Gramsci et al., 1971) became predominant in their life course (if it 

has). How were their views formed? Have they changed? I am interested in their 

backstory and how it feels to live and interact in a conservative setting where being a 

‘lefty’ or ‘remoaner’ is deviant -and for most of the time, there is little chance of 

victory. 
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Chapter 6  

METHODOLOGY 

A. Introduction  

To answer my research questions, I asked a sample of the middle-aged, middle-

class, liberal left (recruited via local political parties and organisations) to produce 

self-completed biographies covering current concerns, formative experiences, and 

perceptions of The Island. I sought to be as non-directive as possible and to obtain 

rich data about their life course. Follow up questions were asked by e mail - to clarify 

ambiguities or phrases used. Since Brexit was the main concern of the participants, I 

contacted the sample in December 2019 after the General Election to explore their 

responses to defeat. The data set was analysed using thematic analysis to identify 

both commonalities and exceptions.  

.B. Theoretical Position- Epistemology and Ontology 

Much of the political science discussed earlier involves an unreformed positivism 

using polls with pre-determined topics and response options. Emotions and opinions 

are often only studied via ratings scales (devised by Likert, 1932)  in response to 

researcher led agendas (e.g., Tilley and Hobolt 2024) Furthermore, identity and 

differentiation studies ask participants to describe themselves and opponents using 

phrase banks provided by the researcher (e.g., Hobolt and Tilley 2020). Since the 

richness and complexity of human consciousness is often lost in such studies I 

sought to collect participants’ narratives, concerns, motives, and meanings in their 

own words with minimal direction.  

This is a qualitative study, with research questions arising from gaps and 

inconsistencies in quantitative studies of realignment. I take a realist approach that 

recognises that while statistics are socially constructed, trends in quantitative data 

should be treated as genuine, (but treated with caution) and supplemented by 

qualitative data (Taylor, 1982). We need a quantitative knowledge because it reveals 

what is happening to whom, and data on income, wealth, differential life chances  

are essential when pursuing a social justice agenda.(Piketty & Goldhammer, 2014). 

However, statistics need to be complimented by qualitative data on the experiences, 
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meanings, motives, held by those involved. As Weber argued (Weber 1991 -

originally 1922) the study of social phenomena needs to transcend the methods 

used by the natural sciences (measuring, correlating, and predicting) because there 

is a need to empathetically understand human behaviour in the context of the social 

worlds that people inhabit. As Blumer (1969) argued, purely quantitative research 

overlooks human consciousness and the ability of humans to communicate this 

consciousness. Hence qualitative research (like this study) is required to collect the 

meanings, motives, intentions memories, hopes and fears that both reside in 

consciousness and drive human action. Hence qualitative studies like this see 

humans as intricate and complex but capable of providing narratives for the 

researcher to interpret that contain their meanings, motives, intentions, norms values 

and symbols that inform their actions. Indeed as Bauman, argues in today's diverse 

and rapidly changing society, individuals have varied experiences that cannot be 

captured through standardized methods such as the questionnaire (Bauman, 2000). 

Critical Realism 

While this is a qualitative study that recognises that humans construct subjective 

interpretations of their experiences (Berger & Luckmann, 1971), I take a critical 

realist approach that sees that social reality has an existence ‘out there’ 

(independent of the senses and perceptions of social actors) that we should 

endeavour to know (Bhaskar, 1977;  Sawyer, 2000). Within critical realist ontology 

(Bhaskar 1989), we can only obtain imperfect knowledge of reality. In terms of 

epistemology, realists see findings are probably true, but all knowledge is provisional 

-data findings, theories and concepts must be taken as open to review, modification, 

or rejection. Nevertheless, seeking the truth is important when populist politicians 

voice ‘alternative facts’ and conspiracy theories proliferate. I take my epistemology 

from Weber’s  historical sociology whereby explanations should aspire to be effective 

at both the levels of causality and meaning (Weber, 2013; Weber et al.,1991). I am 

interested in the reasons for an upsurge in middle class left liberalism, but also the 

meanings, motives, and key moments in the lives of the participants.  

For critical realists, we can only understand reality (and change it) via a cumulative 

knowledge and understanding of the structures that generate events and discourses. 

These structures and changes in them are not immediately apparent /observable. 
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but are only apparent in knowledge and the theoretical work of social scientists 

(Bhaskar, 1977; Sawyer, 2000). Critical realism also rejects the veneer of objectivity 

found in much in positivism in favour of a social justice agenda that explicitly 

critiques the status quo (Dawe, 1970; Gouldner, 1968). While it is vital that objectivity 

remains a goal, ‘sitting on the fence’ involves an implicit acceptance of the status 

quo. The social sciences cannot be ‘value free’ and void of all moral and political 

content. (Dawe, 1970; Gouldner, 1968). (1) Academic research should aspire to 

objectivity - but this is a quest that cannot be fully achieved (Weber et al.,1991 & 

2019). The process of re-presentation of reality via research data involves 

subjectivity at every stage (Bhaskar 1989). Seemingly objective quantitative research 

arises from subjective decisions by the researcher about the way in which concepts 

and variables are defined, operationalised, and categorised (Bhaskar, 1989). 

However, all research is a subjective process where the researcher (and any 

sponsor) is part of their object of study and is subjectively involved at every stage 

including the choice of topic, line of enquiry, setting research questions, designing 

the techniques for data collection, interacting with participants, analysing the data, 

selecting data extracts to quote, and reaching conclusions (Weber et al.,1991 and 

2019). Thus, for Weber, the ontological solution is for the researcher is to declare 

their positionality at the onset in order that the reader can assess the impact of this 

stance on the study. In this respect, critical realists are openly critical of society, and I 

discuss my positionality below. 

Positionality 

The narratives produced in studies such as this are co-production between the 

researcher and the participants (Denzin, 1989)  Consequently, there needs to be 

constant critical reflection of how the knowledge is socially produced. Stances and 

decisions made need to be explicit and sustained throughout - rather than as set of 

afterthoughts (Berger, 2015; Findlay and Gough, 2003; Mason, 2002; Steir, 1991).  

Such reflexivity and positionality are important in studies like this where the 

researcher is like the participants.  

I am in my mid-sixties. I am in the Labour Party and Amnesty, and I support EU 

membership. I have lived and worked on the Island for over 20 years, and I now 
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work for a local radio station. But I do not feel sentimentally attached to the Island, 

for a mix of birthplace, family, and football reasons, I still see Leicester as ‘home’.  

I am from a working-class background. My father was a plasterer and son of a 

Jewish refugee. My mother was an overlocker and catering worker. I grew up in a 

poor, friendly multi-cultural neighbourhood– most of it demolished under 1970s “slum 

clearance” schemes. I passed the elven-plus and went to grammar school. All my 

friends went to local secondary moderns. I left home for university and then, a self-

funded master’s degree. I have spent over 40 years teaching, and I have 

experienced the impact of the outsourcing of education, restructures, and insecure 

employment -and this shaped my expectation that middle class work situations and 

economic security were changing.  

C. Biographies Completed for the Researcher  

My interest in biographies arose from the richness of the political lives of popular of 

left entertainers (Albertine, 2015; Lee, 2011; Sayle, 2010, 2016). However, the main 

catalyst was a study with very similar study to my own (Searle-Chatterjee, 1999). 

The political realignment debate involves decades of snapshot polls and panel 

studies - longitudinal studies of shifts and continuities in political identities are rare. 

Lacking the time and resources for a prospective longitudinal study, I opted for 

participants’ retrospective accounts.  

Greater use of biographies has been called for as a means of understanding national 

politics (Della Porta, 2014; Della Porta & Mario, 1998). Biographies can capture a 

narrative that recounts the unique sequence of events that made the author who 

they are and reveal their idiosyncrasies. I wanted to know how the sample had come 

to reject (or never inhabit) their ’natural home’ of the Conservative Party, and their 

experiences of the Isle of Wight. Biographical research produces rich descriptions to 

understand an individual's life course within its social context (Zinn, 2004)  They are 

a means of accessing accounts of actions, interpretations, meanings, and motives -

which have been shaped by the ideological conflicts, governments, and the lived 

experiences of capitalism.  

Because the of the demands of self-completion, biographical research often uses 

unstructured interviews reinforced by personal documents (Miller, 2003: Roberts 
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2002). Whereas some prefer a series of semi structured interviews (Wengraf, 2001; 

Wengraf et al., 2002), I chose self-completed biographies to reduce my involvement 

and direction of the accounts completed. Furthermore, the use of biographies is 

appropriate because the sample are a motivated, educated group with the time, and 

skills to write. I am not an experienced interviewer, and I was fearful of slipping into 

the role of a didactic teacher. I was also wary of interviewing people who I might 

know, and I was cautious of interview(er) bias and improvising loaded or leading 

questions or inadvertently curtailing the expression of views that I did not concur with 

via non-verbal cues. However, self-completion meant that the participants had plenty 

of opportunities to discuss, edit, research, or rewrite their submission (with or without 

another person involved). This contrasts with the spontaneous responses in face-to-

face interviewing. I have no knowledge as to whether the participants edited or 

rewrote their texts or whether somebody else contributed to the account submitted.  

The epistemology of the biographical method is radical because the outcome is 

jointly produced knowledge. Collecting life histories challenges the assumption that 

the researcher is the only agent capable of producing the truth. With biographies, the 

participants are viewed as equally (if not more) capable of producing accounts of 

reality ( Bertaux, 1984; Passerini, 1987). Hence, I saw biographies as a source of 

rich, valid data secured via open enquiry with a balance between researcher leading 

the focus and leaving space for the participant to take control. I sought to be as non-

directive as possible because the political realignment literature focuses on a narrow 

range of issues set by the researcher and theorised via an axis. Economic attitudes 

are plotted on a left-right scale and social issues on a vertical liberal-authoritarian 

axis – with the assumption that the two domains of consciousness are independent. 

To secure reliability, repeated polls ask the same questions on attitudes to drugs, 

benefits, tax, prostitution, sexuality, gay rights, child discipline, pornography, 

immigration, and EU membership. These not only assume that such concerns are 

prominent among the public but also set the menu of public debate. To compensate, 

I wanted to give participants the opportunity to identify their own concerns. Initially, I 

opted for a minimal, open set of prompts. However, the process of piloting (see 

below) led to more detailed prompting.  

History and Uses of the Method  
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Biographical research was popular in the early 1900s to study population movement  

(notably, Thomas and Znaniecki, 1996). In the 1920 and 30s, it was used to study 

the  lives of delinquent youth (Shaw, 1968, 1996). In 1939, Elias usefully suggested 

that biographies give insights into social processes – bridging the gap between 

micro, mesor, and macro levels of analysis (Elias, 1993). However, after 1945, the 

method fell out of favour as quantitative studies (to inform policies) and macro theory 

(structural functionalism) became dominant. Biographical research became confined 

to occasional case studies in criminology, and literary criticism. The growth in the 

availability of affordable tape recorders led to an expansion of oral history in the 

1960s and 70s (e.g., Hackney Oral History Project) Much of it collected a ‘people’s 

history’ capturing communities unrepresented or, about to be lost. This was theorised 

(Ferrarotti, 1983) as a history from below correcting elite versions of events and  

‘giving voice’ to the marginal, the excluded, and the powerless. In the recent revival 

of the method, some favour phenomenological studies of life worlds and everyday 

life (Bertaux and Bertaux, 1984; Kluge, 2000; Rosenthal, 1983, 2018). However, 

Ferrarotti correctly notes that collecting life histories connects individual biographies 

with the structural characteristics of historical situations. We can collect details of 

how lived experiences and consciousness are influenced by the conjuncture and put 

them into a historical perspective (Ferrarotti, 1983). Biographical narratives access 

not only an expression of agency  but also a disclosure of how they believe that that 

have been affected by history – how the structure has affected their lives (Wengraf, 

Chamberlayne, & Bornat, 2002).Both points are highly relevant to this study. Life 

histories can also reveal how class inequality is lived in gendered and racialised 

ways. They can investigate the extent to which class still features in social 

differentiation and uncover the status divisions and terminology that people use in 

their everyday lives (Jarness, 2015, 2017; Jarness et al., 2019; Travers, 1999). 

Furthermore, life histories have been used as a more effective way of studying study 

social mobility and its long-term effects than the survey method (Bertaux, 1995). Life 

history data also uncovers ‘social genealogies’ to study the life trajectories and the 

changing kinship / friendship groups of the individual (Wengraf et. al., 2002).  

Thus, the biographical method is ideally suited to look at political socialisation, social 

networks, recruitment, shifts in attitudes and motives for getting involved. They can 

discover shifts in; perceptions of reality, selfhood, and changes in intellectual and 
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emotional states (Diani & Eyerman, 1992; Keniston, 1968) . Biographies can reveal 

how political movements provide a general explanation for personal grievances and 

how public events intervene in into private life of participants or how key historical 

events history has changed the cognition of individuals. We can find how perceptions 

of the world influence and influenced actions and reveal the intertwining of personal 

problems /emotions and external conditions and how they were experienced. 

Biographies have been successfully used in similar studies of the life course of the 

politically engaged -e.g., self-identified non-sexist men (Christian, 1994) , middle-

class feminists and environmental activists. (Searle Chatterjee 1999) and members 

of far left and terrorist groups (Delia Porta 1992). Like others, Della Porta suggests 

that popular biographies correct a view of history as a series of regal, military, or 

diplomatic events. However, she adds that they accesses the intentionality of the 

participants and details of the characteristics of a period. Della Porta sees 

biographies as particularly effective in uncovering the process of entry (and any exit) 

from political organisations. With biographies, the focus on individual experiences 

from the vantage point of the entire life of the participant brings out much more than 

studies collecting snapshots of ‘now.’ Biographies are also useful as accounts of 

agency and the decisions made during the life course. They can provide data that 

that is the key to understanding attitude formation and change (Cavan, 1929) .  

Overall, biographies provide a bridge between structure and action and between the 

public and the private. However, the biographies produced are not just a sequence of 

factual events and outcomes. They can reveal the ideological framework in which 

lives are lived and the emotional involvement /investment underpinning political 

activities. Political Science often lacks an explicit theory of consciousness or 

ideology. As discussed in Chapter 2, I subscribe to the humanistic Marxism of 

Gramsci (Gramsci et al., 1971) whereby human consciousness (and any quotes 

collected from study participants) is a mix of ‘good sense’ reflections on the lived 

experiences of capitalism and received ideologies. Biographies access lives and 

context in a level of depth and detail that cannot be secured via quantitative 

techniques. For these reasons, biographies are a method suited to both my research 

questions and the features of the sample. 

Problems and Limitations in the Use of Biographies 
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Biographies are a source of an in-depth picture of reality, and a mutually constructed 

account of the individual’s experiences or perceptions of that reality (Searle 

Chatterjee 1999). Obviously, they provide a textual, narrative representation of 

experiences and not the experiences themselves. Furthermore, the presented 

memories are not a recording of the past; completion involves the construction of a 

self through a narrative and the participants ‘getting their story straight’ through the 

lens of present-day location, concerns, and priorities  (Crossley, 2002; De Rivera & 

Sarbin, 1998; Group, 1982; McAdams, 2019; Murray, 2000; Yow, 1994). In addition, 

biographies are not spontaneous or naturally occurring, they are a response to a 

request and agenda set by the researcher. One issue is the difference between life 

history as it has been experienced (erlebete) and as it is narrated (erzahlte) as a life 

story (Rosenthal, 2018). So, a biography is a retrospective textual representation of 

the participant’s perception of the past experiences and not the reality itself. In 

particular, the narrative provided by the professional middle class may be 

performative and exaggerate or fabricate a humble background (Friedman et al., 

2021). Nevertheless, such problems are not exclusive to the biographic method. A 

specific problem is that the construction of a biography creates a coherent totality 

that never existed. A chaotic and contingency-driven life course becomes edited and 

constructed into a lucid, sequenced, and comprehensible text. The biography 

involves a managed presentation of self (Goffman, 1971), the participant presents a 

version of themselves that they seek to impress upon an audience, based on their 

knowledge of that audience. Furthermore individuals can be the worst narrators of 

events in which they have been involved because they have a direct interest in this 

narrative (James, 2013). In my case, I do not know how many drafts of the 

biographies were produced before the participants were happy to submit.  

Furthermore, the selection and editorialising of the biographical information can be 

influenced by ‘collective clichés’ about the past that circulate or are held in the 

present. (2) For psychologists, all recall is often dominated by early and recent 

events, but in biographies, there is often a tendency to eliminate the recent and 

focus on the past (Della Porta, 1992), or exaggerate the distinction between then 

and now -with continuities passed over (Hankiss, 1981). Significantly for this study, 

there is often a tendency for radical attitudes to be either diluted or eliminated from 

narratives -with participants seeking to appear reasonable (Lummis, 1981). 
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Furthermore, the narrative is either an optimistic ‘march of progress’ view or a 

pessimistic account of an unchanging reality (Gagnon, 1980; Grele, 1979). Often, the 

‘trivial’ aspects of life are glossed over to focus on dramatic sequences - where there 

is a tendency to romanticise or amplify the participant’s level of involvement in key 

events to highlight their tribulations, and virtues (Faris, 1980). 

The collection of life histories is difficult to standardise, repeat or verify. We can 

never know what parts of the narrative are accurate and which are fabrications / 

exaggerations. Some earlier studies compensate by verifying against other sources 

(Znaniecki and Thomas, 1996: Shaw 1968, 2006). But this makes enormous 

demands on resources of the researcher, and I was not able to do this. Furthermore, 

I was more concerned with my sample’s perceptions of the present and their present 

motives than with whether they had embellished, or romanticised, their personal 

histories.  

In addition, each class has a different history of familiarity with the biographical 

format. Biographies / the biographical novel emerged in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries as the upper and middle class engaged in techniques of self-

cultivation to advertise their virtues and moral superiority. In contrast, working class 

narratives were not considered worthy of telling (Skeggs 1997). Skeggs notes that 

today working-class life stories are mediated by others (e.g. character references or 

probation reports) or they involve an applicant providing a narrative in their claim for 

justice or financial / medical assistance. The middle class are more familiar with 

verbal and textual self-promotion - selling their virtues, examples of their cultural 

capital, and unique selling points in course and job applications, promotion 

interviews and dating. As we saw in Chapter 2, the middle class have a sense of 

being in control of one’s own destiny and are thus able to recount tales of turning 

points and destinations. Skeggs concludes that the biographical method is restricted 

to those who have the cultural capital and a coherent self-identity to complete one.  

Furthermore, the politically active have better oratorial skills and are thus better at 

making and sticking to a point (Della Porta 1992). This may make the biographical 

method apt for my sample, but study participants often justify past behaviour to make 

it consistent with present political beliefs so choices in the life course are often 

framed as part of a historical destiny (Della Porta 1992). However, in this study the 
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participants’ expected destiny (lifelong EU membership) has been curtailed. 

Furthermore, when discussing the past, participants usually focus more on the 

characteristics of the period than their own life (Della Porta 1992). However, Della 

Porta notes that biographies capture valid data on individual psychology, the 

dynamics of ideologies, details of self-identity and how participants differentiate 

others. 

In sum, biographies are not useful for reconstructing historical events, but they are 

highly effective in investigating the cultural and symbolic dimensions of political 

movements and their adherents. Biographies can show the processes by which 

attitudes are formed and transformed, the processes by which attitudes are turned 

into involvement and the motives and intentions of the participants. They can also 

uncover the process of political socialisation, the meaning of political activism and its 

impact on relations with friends, workmates, and family (Plummer and 

Faraday,1979). Self-completed histories are not commonplace in sociology because 

participation is restricted to those willing and able to verbalise their thoughts and 

experiences, have sufficient time and cultural capital, and are confident enough to 

participate. Production can be demanding as it may involve uncovering strong 

emotions -their construction has traditionally been associated with preparing for 

one’s death (Berger and Berger 1976). However, some participants revealed that 

they felt relieved to’ get things off their chest’ and life histories have been deployed 

for therapeutic use (Hollway, & Jefferson, 1997). However, the self-completion has 

the benefits of avoiding the practical, ethical, and theoretical problems associated 

with face-to-face interviewing and transcribing recordings. Apart from anonymising 

the data, I have quoted verbatim texts from the participants as they had presented 

them. 

D. Ethics   

This study adheres to the ethical guidelines of the British Sociological Association 

(British Sociological Association, 2017) and the Ethics Policy of the University of 

Portsmouth (University of Portsmouth, 2020). These seek to minimise the risk of 

harm to the researcher, the participants and to the reputation of the University and 

Sociology as a discipline. Participation in studies is predicated on informed consent -

with participants enjoying the right to withdraw from the study or part of the study at 
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any stage. Several of my initial volunteers declined to participate after reading the 

participant information sheets. 

Bryman (2015) argues that the boundaries between ethical and unethical research 

are not clear cut, and that, the quality of the research is more important than strict 

adherence to guidelines. However, given that the Island is remarkably close knit, 

there was a heightened need to adhere to them. I have taken measures to 

anonymise the participants by either changing or omitting references to names, 

people, locations, or employment. I submitted my proposal (Appendix 7) to the 

University Ethics Committee in September 2018 and received a favourable outcome 

in October (Appendix 8) with a minor alteration to the participant information sheet.  

Qualitative research seeks to gain an insider’s understanding of the interpretations 

and meaning held by participants. Rather than bringing an outsider judgement. It 

seeks an empathetic account of how people see and understand the world around 

them. From the onset, the researcher should attempt to lessen the distance between 

themselves and those studied by knowing the context of participant’s lives and what 

the participants know (Guba, & Lincon, 1998; Wolcott, 2008). However, I have lived 

and worked in the locality since 1998, and I am immersed in the same /similar 

activities as those in the study. The problems of subject /context language 

familiarisation, entry points, finding a gatekeeper, gaining access, finding, and 

keeping a role and getting out (that apply to many ethnographic studies) do not fully 

apply to this study. However, the fact that I will remain in the locality after completion 

heightens the ethical considerations. I also needed to be aware that my shared 

identity with the participants may have caused them anxiety during their participation 

and influenced their disclosures. In the participant information sheet (Appendix 4) I 

assured participants that their responses would be anonymised, and that the raw 

data would be safely secured on the university server.  

As far as I know, no one has been harmed by participating in this study and the 

findings have not been compromised by the precautions taken.  

 

E Sample Selection 
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I sought a purposive sample of middle-aged, middle-class members of the liberal left. 

Securing participants for self-completed biographies can be difficult because of the 

demands involved-particularly when discussing political views. There may be a 

mistrust of the researcher’s motives (Della Porta 1992) and in my case, the 

Membership Secretary of one party refused to circulate my request for volunteers.  

I defined middle aged as 30-60 but two of the volunteers were slightly older and I 

included them. Rather than getting bogged down in class schema, I simply gathered 

a sample who self-identified as middle class. Rather than focusing on locating 

participants in a class category to correlate as a variable, I was more interested in 

how the sample defined and operationalised class. Biographies can access the 

everyday categories used by participants (Jarness 2015, 2017). So, I hoped that 

participants would discuss the basis on which they identified as middle class, and 

how they categorised and differentiated themselves from others. I was also hoping to 

gather accounts and perceptions on any shifts in class position and how participants 

compared themselves with their parents.  

Under GDPR regulations, the only person who can hold details of members of any 

organisation is the membership secretary and I located online the details of the 

secretaries of the following:  

• Isle of Wight Labour Party 

• Isle of wight Liberal Democrats 

• Isle of Wight Green Party 

• Isle of Wight Ramblers  

• Islanders for Europe 

The latter two organisations were contacted in the hope of obtaining participants who 

were not members of a party. Secretaries were contacted by letter and by e mail 

(Appendix 2) The initial trawl produced twenty-four volunteers. I then sent them a 

participant information sheet (Appendix 4) to maximise their interest and secure 

informed consent and a consent form. (Appendix 6). Once they returned these, I 

then sent out the prompt sheet (Appendix 9) to guide them through their biographies.  

F. Pilot Study 
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The* pilot study was small but important in securing a balance between being non-

directive and securing responses that addressed my research questions. I asked the 

first two participants if they would agree to participate and give feedback. In my pilot 

study, I tried two versions of the prompt sheet. One version had a series of prompts 

the other simply said, ‘Can you please tell me the story of your political views, how 

they were formed, how they’ve changed and what your views are now.’ I was hoping 

/expecting to use the latter to be as non-directive as possible. Since research 

involves a power relationship, I was wary of agenda setting via excessive prompting. 

Many claim that participants seek to ‘get their own story straight’ and can identify key 

persons and events without prompting (Crossley, 2002; De Rivera & Sarbin, 1998; 

McAdams, 2016; Murray, 2000). Hence, I was assuming that the minimal prompt 

version would be more effective. After a few weeks, the participant with minimal 

prompts had produced nothing, and when I e-mailed them, they told me that they did 

not know where to start. The other participant with detailed prompts had written 

extensively and gave feedback that the prompts were particularly useful. So, I sent 

the former a copy of these prompts and they produced an extensive response. The 

data from the pilot study has been included in the main study. Both participants in the 

pilot said that they were glad that someone wanted to hear their story. I also asked 

some follow up questions by e-mail to ask for clarifications. These produced such a 

rich seam of information, that I decided -with permission from each participant - to 

repeat the strategy in the main study. 

I made some revisions to the prompts based on the feedback. I added a summary of 

the study aim to the prompt sheet. In addition, I added a prompt about inequality 

because those in the pilot wrote extensively about it. I also modified the prompt 

about work – because both had covered the difficulty in having colleagues with 

opposing views. The prompt sheet in the final study (Appendix 9) contained open 

questions without any suggested examples of formative influences or current 

concerns that could have distorted their responses. The only cases where I directly 

steer the responses is in direct questions about views on inequality and workplace 

experiences.  

G.  Actual Study  
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Of the twenty-four initial volunteers, fourteen returned the consent form. The ten that 

withdrew did so because they saw participation as too much of a commitment. 

Furthermore, two of the remaining fourteen decided to withdraw their consent on 

grounds that raking over their past would be too traumatic for them. Nevertheless, 

the final twelve participants often reported that they enjoyed taking part were glad 

that someone was interested in them. Contrary to popular assumption, the Island is 

not so small that everyone knows each other. The participants are not part of my 

social circle – who are mainly local DJs /record collectors or retired friends off Island.  

The biographies were completed during 2019 -taking between one day and six 

months to complete. Length varied from around a few thousand words to over ten 

thousand. Some wrote in full prose while others did not. Where they made 

comments in the e mails attaching their biographies, I asked for permission to 

include them in the study. Often the comments were a rich source of unrestrained 

contribution. 

After each response was submitted, I noted that the biographies had gaps and 

ambiguities that needed clarification. I began to recognise why interviews are the 

most common means of obtaining biographical data (Wengraf, 2001; Wengraf et al., 

2002).  About a week after each submission, I emailed each participants and asked 

them if I could ask some follow up questions- all agreed and replied. These were not 

standardised. In some cases, what the participant said was unclear, ambiguous, or 

contained abbreviations that I did not understand.  

All the participants mentioned Brexit as a major concern but did not always specify 

what it was that troubled them. I did not want to miss the opportunity to explore how 

ideological conflicts are interpreted (Zinn, 2004) or how individuals connect with key 

national events (Wengraf, Chamberlayne and Bornat, 2002). In such cases I asked, 

‘What is it about Brexit that concerns you most?’ As we saw in Chapters 2 and 3, 

there is extensive debate about the motives of the middle class, furthermore as we 

saw in Chapter 3, the literature on Brexit has plenty on the motives of Leavers but 

there is less unprompted study of Remainers. 

Biographies capture the unique sequence of events that make participants who they 

are (Zinn, 2004). The participants wrote extensively about their own formal education 

and experiences of social mobility. However, when reflecting on their life course, 
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there was often ambiguity regarding their own class position and / or whether class is 

based on merit. I asked some participants if they thought that inequalities were fair 

and just ow whether people got what they deserved out of life. Four of the 

participants mentioned the long-term impact of youth culture on their politics. This 

was surprising as little research has been done into this area, so, I asked them to 

expound on this.  

All participants responded to my follow up questions and probes at various points 

during 2019. Brexit was their main concern, and the December election defeat was 

extensive, so I contacted the sample to uncover their thoughts and where they saw 

their future. Biographical studies discover shifts in; perceptions of reality, selfhood, 

and changes in intellectual and emotional states (Diani & Eyerman, 1992; Keniston, 

1968) and the 2019 election was pertinent moment to understand the life course in a 

social/ historical context. Ten of the twelve replied to the questions (Appendix 11) that 

I sent by e mail a week after the result. Responses to these questions were detailed 

and highly emotionally charged. (Chapter 11). For ethical reasons, in May 2021, I 

gave the participants a summary of the main findings and asked if they found them 

an accurate portrayal - 8/12 replied and concurred.  

 

H. Data Analysis /Analytical Framework  

The data set contains, the twelve biographies, accompanying e mail text, replies to 

follow up questions, replies from December 2019 and May 2020 In some cases, this 

totalled over 15,000 words.  

Back in 1929, Ruth Cavan noted the lack of a consensus on how to analyse life 

history data (Cavan, 1929)- a point of greater resonance today. I chose Thematic 

Analysis (TA) as a flexible, yet rigorous and systematic way of identifying 

commonalities and incongruities in the data set. It was successfully used to the life 

course and early retirement with a similar sample (Jone and Leontowitsch, 2010). I 

recognise that biographies are a textual representation of experiences and not the 

experiences themselves. However, I took a realist approach to data analysis that 

focuses on reporting an assumed reality evident in the data. 
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Data analysis can be inductive and avoiding imposing external knowledge on the 

data during the analysis. This is common in grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) but it is impossible for researchers to quash and suppress their background 

and training. Glaser suggests this can be achieved via completing the analysis 

before the literature search, but even this is disingenuous. In contrast, a deductive 

approach involves deliberate and strategic imposition of external knowledge / 

concepts on the data. However, this can impose a theoretical framework that 

overlooks the data outside this framework. Hence, I chose TA because it can allow 

for ideas to be tested in a top-down way and can allow theories and concepts to be 

grown in a ‘bottom-up’ way. This is achieved via an early stage of inductive ‘line by 

line coding’ to avoid the latter and then a stage of deductively analysing these codes 

(Watts and Stenner, 2012)  

TA is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within data to 

answer research questions. The attraction of TA is that it is not attached to a 

particular paradigm while still giving access to group motifs and similarities in their 

experience and expression of events or periods. A common criticism of TA is that it 

tends to focus on commonalities in the data set, it can lose and any sense of 

continuity and contradictions within the individual accounts. So, I tried to locate any 

evidence of the latter – particularly evident when looking at formative influences. The 

NVIVO database made it easy to store, locate and retrieve the exceptional cases in 

the sample.  

I was initially attracted to six stages of TA (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013) but as 

coding /indexing progressed, it was not suitable for the research. Braun and Clarke 

stress that thematic analysis is not an idiographic method, but while I treated the 

participants as an anthropological group with commonalities, there were many times 

when the richness of the data led me to use the individual case or cases as the unit 

of analysis. Furthermore, Braun and Clarke are constructivists focusing on how 

reality is constructed in the data whereas I am a realist seeing the data as giving 

access to the reality about the participants life course, encounters with ideologies, 

their priorities, concerns, and meanings, Braun and Clarke dismiss this as a 

‘straightforward analysis’ that describes, summarises and gives voice to the 

participants with the researcher interpreting its significance. While they prefer an 

inductive approach, I was abductive- deductively seeking any evidence for the 
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suggested reasons for a middle-class liberal left discussed in chapter 3. But I was 

also inductive and identified unexpected common issues in the data set such as their 

self-identification and differentiation in the Island context. On reflection, I was  

pragmatically analysing the data to answer research questions rather than rigidly 

following a recipe (Plummer and Faraday, 1979). Nevertheless, the data set was 

analysed reliably, systematically, and thoroughly – and centrality of Brexit was 

unexpected.  

Life history data poses its own coding issues. Some claim that the researcher faces 

a choice between either looking at the meaning of events in the lives of participants 

or seeking accurate descriptions of life trajectories to uncover the processes shaping 

patterns of social relations (Bertaux, 1984). However, I was exploring both aspects. 

In their narratives of formative events, the participants are giving an account of how 

these past events are meaningful and significant in their present-day concerns. 

Others claim that researchers reading life histories unconsciously compare the 

participant with themselves (Frank, 1979). Given that I am like those studied, I was 

unavoidably doing this. Some participants named the 1985-85 Miners’ Strike as a 

significant moment, and it led me to recollect my own actions and feelings from 

during the period.  

At the familiarisation stage, I printed off each biography as it was submitted and 

wrote notes in the margins (Watts and Stenner, 2012). These included some initial 

possible codes and highlighting points that needed clarification or examples via 

follow up questions. This normally takes place during transcription (Watts and 

Stenner, 2012)., but I had sidestepped this stage.  Since the turnaround for 

completion of the biographies varied form one day to six months, I conducted my 

initial familiarisation on a case-by-case basis. What I found useful at this stage (and 

throughout) were the following prompts. 

• What general theory does this item of data represent? 

• What is this data about? 

• What topic is this an example of? 

• What Q does this data raise?  

• What answer does this data show? 

• What is happening here? 
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• What are people doing here? 

• What do people say that they are doing?  

• What kind of event is going on here? 

From  (Lofland and Lofland, 1995)  

1) Repetition – topics that recur. 

2) Indigenous typologies or categories e.g., local expressions 

3) Metaphors or analogies  

4) Transitions – the ways in which topics shift 

5) Similarities and differences among participants. 

6) Use of connectives – shows thought processes / chain of causality in the mind 

of the participant.  

7) Missing data / question avoidance 

8) Theories and concepts supported.  

From (Bernard and Ryan, 2003)   

For each participant, I created a single Word document containing their full set of 

responses and loaded them onto NVIVO. The main use was the ease of retrieval 

and the ability to link data to the participants. I found that the same extract /quote 

could be coded in diverse ways -something that could not easily be done via manual 

or electronic cutting and pasting of text. Most of biographies did not follow a linear 

timeline. Some had treated a few prompts as questions, so their response was akin 

to questionnaire answers, but the majority were narratives that switched between 

periods and issues without a chronological sequence. As a result, once I took 

extracts out of context it was difficult to identify when they were discussing. With 

advice from NVIVO, I was able to pre-code the Word documents with time periods, 

but this involved setting up a new NVIVO project and re-loading all the data. 

I then set about line-by-line open coding of the data by creating a node /category that 

is simple descriptive categorisation of the content e.g., ‘parents’ and highlighting the 

extract and dragging and dropping the text (e.g., ‘both of my parents are Tories’) into 

the folder. I found that the criticisms of TA  (Crossley, 2002; De Rivera & Sarbin, 

1998) applied to my project as it fractured the story. Coding is efficient within TA but it 

decontextualizes the data and loses the narrative that the participant has created, 
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and some suggest that analysing life histories needs to focus on the story via 

narrative analysis -and not the fragments (Coffrey and Atkinson, 1996). The problem 

that I faced was that the participants had approached their task in different ways, 

there was not always a clear linear story that could be examined via narrative 

analysis. I resolved my problem by using long quotes from the participants both in 

the coding and the reporting of the data. Fragmenting people’s stories into themes 

helped to structure the findings, but it reduces the richness and complexities of 

everyone’s account. So, long rich quotes are a means of moderating this problem 

(Riessman, 2008).  As I got more confident, I also became aware that longer quotes 

highlighted the conditionality and complexity of the participants’ perceptions and 

experiences. By this time, I had abandoned the 6-stage ‘recipe’ of Braun and Clarke 

because it fragmented the data and did not assist with answering my research 

questions. In the end I used a simpler analytical framework (Watts, and Stenner, 

2012)  

1) Data familiarisation  

2) Stage One open coding – trying to understand the text from the point of view 

of the participant, coding of just the subject matter and giving it a name. I 

coded the whole data set.  

3) Stage two linking the codes into families (themes) -this involved collapsing 

some codes into others or subdividing the codes.  

4) Stage 3 theory driven top-down coding asking if it supported or contradicts the 

literature. I did not use NVIVO for this and I found it hard to be distinct from 

stage 2 – it is difficult not to think sociologically while coding the data. 

The quoted extracts are exactly as the participants presented them. For ethical 

reasons, I have either deleted or changed the names of the participants and the 

people or places that they referred to. I have not changed any of their spelling, 

punctuation or grammar. Some of the biographies contain breaks (…) that I have 

included. Where the break has been inserted by myself to anonymise the data, I 

have indicated as such.  

I. Conclusions 

The use of self-completed biographies was effective in this educated and literate 

sample with the time and or dedication to participate and were prepared to put their 
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trust in me. For other social groups, biographic interviewing (Wengraf, 2001; 

Wengraf et al., 2002) may be more appropriate. The data in this study was collected 

during 2019 and the fevered atmosphere may have assisted the willingness of my 

sample to participate. What surprised me was that the email messages that came 

with the biographies was also rich in detail and these were used with permission.  

I found NVIVO an effective device for indexing and retrieving, but it takes time to set 

up – and I recommend any user to seek their advice on pre-coding long narratives 

before loading. I also discovered that focusing on the research questions is far more 

useful than rigidly adhering to any recipe for data analysis.  

J. Guide to the Data 

We now move onto the study findings. In Chapter 7, we explore the participants’ 

memories of their formative experiences. From this, we then see the participants 

identifying themselves and people like themselves as cultured, moral, and educated. 

Chapter 9 looks at how these identities are deployed on the Isle of Wight in 

memoires of their arrival and accounts of on-going relations with the local population. 

We then follow on with accounts of how the affective polarisation over Brexit is 

enacted and lived on the Island. Chapter 10 documents the hardening and 

crystallisation of Remainer identities during 2016-19. Chapter 11 looks at the double 

defeat of the December 2019 election and the raw emotions and participants’ 

immediate responses.  
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Chapter 7 

FORMATIVE INFLUENCES  

A. Introduction 

This chapter captures recollections of the unique sequence of events that made the 

participants who they are (Zinn, 2014). We see accounts of changes in intellectual 

and emotional states (Diani & Eckermann 1992) that have led a liberal left identity 

that is against the local and national grain (Della Porta, 2014). It makes a unique 

contribution by capturing the narratives of the process of formation and reformation 

of political subjectivities and highlights the reflection and agency involved. Such 

accounts build on the quantitative polling on political realignment and political 

socialisation. The participants identify parents, education, youth culture, and contact 

with an urban, liberal-left milieux as key influences. As with a similar study (Searle 

Chatterjee,1999), there are unique moments and turning points.  

Since we have a sample of current liberal left participants, none have moved to the 

right with age. However, half began their political career as Conservatives. Contrary 

to the main models in political science, there is little evidence of either pure 

generational duplication or a retained adolescent liberalism (Bartels & Jackman, 

2014; Grasso, 2014; Grasso, et.al., 2019; Gray et.al., 2019; Neundorf & Niemi, 2014) 

Overall, we see university as a key formative influence, and a source of both identity 

and cultural authority. However, influences prior to higher education are also 

significant.  

B. Early Life  

1 Family Transmission and Rebellion 

Consistent with the data on parental transmission (Crewe et al., 1975; Parkin, 1968, 

Savage, 1992), most participants inherited the politics of at least one parent. While 

those studies demonstrate a statistical correlation, here we see complex mediated 

journeys. The main themes here are duplication, rebellion against the parental 

culture, and early knowledge about class.  

Marie is the clearest case of duplication, and we see early knowledge of class that is 
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common in other participants.  

 

My dad was also a shop steward, something that I found fascinating 

and would love to listen to his stories, his put down of management, 

and his fight for the little man etc.  As a teenager, I used to write his 

letters and correspondence, type up his minutes etc. so was exposed 

to this line of work from early on. I’ve recently discovered that his dad, 

my Grandad, was also a shop steward for the steel workers in [place] 

and was also a convener so it’s in the blood! My dad was always 

Labour. My mum was quieter about her political views.  

Her father, who I was once close to, was a staunch IRA sympathiser who was very 

sympathetic to the “cause”.  In his working time, he was discriminated against for 

being Irish (some awful stories), but he was very vocal.  

 

Following her father and grandfather, Marie is now a union representative, and we 

may be seeing a post-facto rationalisation of lineage. (1). Her political identity stems 

from being socialised into a working-class habitus (Bourdieu, 1984) involving trade 

unionism and seeing classes in confrontation. We also see a rare mention of Ireland 

and anti-Irish racism. Despite her closeness to her republican grandfather, she does 

not declare her own stance. 

Those from a middle-class habitus were socialised as Conservatives. Sharon 

declares; “Initially I was influenced by my family, who all voted Tory”. For Robert, 

he [father] did not tell me or my older sisters to support the 

Conservatives at all, but he did frequently say that as we got older and 

perhaps became bosses ourselves we would eventually become more 

conservative and recognise the benefits of the Tory party as we had 

our own children and families. 

 Here we see contrasting perceptions of class, Marie’s family seeing ‘us’ taking on 

the bosses while Robert’s habitus involves anticipated success and seeing the 

Conservatives as the natural home of those seeking to protect their property and 

children.  
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Simon also points to concerns about class during childhood, “In my own family there 

is a divide between one side and another. One side went to private schools and one 

side to state funded schools. The difference and unfair distribution were obvious to 

me from a very young age.”  Again, we see early knowledge of class differences, but 

this time articulated to unequal opportunities. Across the data set, education is a 

focal concern - consistent with Bourdieusian argument that education is a valued 

field in which the middle class secure advantage (Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 1997a, 

1997b, 2003).  

The other theme here is rebellion (conscious rejection of parental values, identity, or 

affiliations) -half of the participants rejected the politics of at least one of their 

parents. Even those who retain party allegiance hold different values. Penny rebels 

against her Labour parents. Moving from a working-class northern household to a 

southern university involved meeting those from a different class and region.  

I don’t think I ever voted Conservative, I did initially ally myself with that 

party because this was the opposite of what my parents voted, and I 

didn’t want to be like them. I wanted more than the life they had – more 

than what they seemed to want for me. To me at that time, voting 

Conservative seemed to be what richer, more successful people did, 

so I assumed that was what I needed to do. 

We see Penny associating Conservatism with bettering oneself and providing the 

vehicle out of the working class. Like Sharon and Robert, Penny perceives the 

aspirational and the successful as inevitable Conservatives, and she feels it 

necessary to betray her political and cultural roots to advance her career. As we saw 

in Chapters 2 and 3, such instrumentalism is often central to English middle-class 

culture (Ansell, 2023: Berger, 1986; Crewe et al.,1975; Gouldner, 1979; Lawler, 

2005; Särlvik & Crewe, 1983;  Skeggs, 1997b, 1997c, 2003; Swift 2029).  

Among those born into right leaning households, Sharon is initially a Conservative, 

while both Bill and Robert never follow the Conservativism of their parents. In all 

participants, their agency and other influences had a significant impact on political 

identity formation. While Robert rejected his father’s Conservatism, “My mother was 

particularly well-read, and I think I picked that up from her! I think some of my cynical 

nature also comes from that side of my family.” With Melanie, we see a socialisation 
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into a bohemian sub-culture consistent with the literature (Parkin 1968, Savage, 

1992.) 

[I got] a huge amount from my parents, who are left wing and quite 

‘hippyish’.  We have discussed politics, environment, human and 

animal rights as a family since childhood. My mum was a CND / 

Greenpeace supporter, they were Glastonbury goers… I don’t 

remember a time when I didn’t care about the way the world around me 

was run. I would say we started out as a Lib Dem family in school days 

there was a time we had a Lib Dem MP and change seemed possible.  

Here, a combination of youth culture, family activism and local politics (when the 

Island voted Liberal Democrat) fostering Melanie’s optimism.  

Mary:  My mother, I am sure, voted Conservative and believed in old-

fashioned values – before they became a cliché.   However, mother’s 

Christianity also provided progressive ethics. On the other hand. she 

was against racism.  

 

The “colour bar” was often evident in [place] of the 1960s. My mother 

would challenge views or actions in our local community which she saw 

as discrimination on the grounds of colour.  I believe that this followed 

from her strong Christian faith in which God made no distinction on 

such grounds so neither should we. 

 

Mary and Bill are the only participants who identified religion as a formative 

influence. Mary develops a universalism from her mother’s Christianity, and she later 

became a Quaker - active in CND and Labour. She identifies adult education as her 

main political influence (below).  

 

Despite the rarity of simple replication, parental socialisation is significant for the 

participants. As we saw in Chapter 3, attention has shifted from generational 

transmission to higher education as the axis of English political preferences. 

However, the biographies reveal how influences prior to university are significant and 
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point to a more complex process than duplication of parental values because other 

forces are involved.  

2 Rebellion and wider cultural influences from early life 

Biographies access the link between individuals and historical situations (Wengraf, 

et.al., 2002). For some participants, the growing impact of feminism /gay liberation 

and multi-cultural contexts enabled them to transcend the parental culture. In some 

cases, youth culture provided ontological security (and pleasure) when navigating 

the dilemmas of social mobility.  

Marie: As an adolescent, I loved a good argument which has probably 

earned me my black sheep of the family title (on my mum’s side).  I 

went to PRIDE and the [place] gay clubs before they were fashionable!  

I had black and Turkish boyfriends, dated Asians- and my family 

despaired!  

Youth culture is often a rejection / inversion of the parent culture (Hall and Jefferson, 

1976) that incorporates reactions to a multi-cultural environment (Hebdige, 1991). 

While inheriting a trade union consciousness, Marie innovates and follows a broader 

agenda.  

At 13 I got into the Grunge / Seattle scene of the mid 1990s and the 

family black sheep was born!  I think I liked to shock!  I turned into a 

vegetarian, challenged racism and at one point wanted to be a new 

age traveller and just write poetry!  I was a bit of a geek at school, on 

the fringes of the popular lot but got by - by being funny.  

 

I was the clown with my peers.  I was part of the popular group but not 

one of the girls who was inherently pretty or popular with the boys.  I 

assumed the “tom boy” role that fitted in with climbing trees etc.  I was 

never a teeny bopper, wasn’t allowed to go to youth club so was a little 

bit different; I compensated for my strict restrictive mother by being the 

clown.  

 

I loved the grunge look – regularly raided Oxfam, dressed to shock and 

to stand out, hanging around with loads of others on the steps of Our 
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Price [record shop], shopping at the rag market or Oasis [both 

alternative and second hand / retro clothing sellers] in [place], 

Swordfish records and Magpie records [independent records shops] I 

felt a part of something. 

 

Marie experiments with gender, vegetarianism, and anti-racism long before 

university and uses humour as route through the challenges of adolescence. In 

addition to a group identity associated with music, clothing, and sub-cultural spaces, 

she also identifies key formative influences; weekly music papers, radio DJ John 

Peel, pen pals and swapping cassettes that provided a sense of being part of an 

alternative community of the like-minded. These enabled her to accrue sub-cultural 

capital (Thornton, 1995), to advance her career. Marie found pleasure a sense of 

belonging in a sub-culture featuring second-hand clothes, record shops and 

alternative retail outlets that rarely feature in the literature on political socialisation. 

Furthermore:  

 

At the same time I started writing poetry – I also read everything from 

[William] Blake to [Doors’ vocalist] Jim Morrison!  My bedroom became 

a shrine, my mother and the wider family scandalised – and I bloody 

loved it!  There were lots of protests about the environment, hunting, 

save the whale, animal testing, even the Newbury bypass! [A protest 

camp against road building through woodland] I found a cause, I found 

a scene and I loved it all.  

 

Marie develops a broader political identity that goes way beyond the trade unionism 

and party politics of her father. Some (Della Porta, 2014; Diani & Eyerman, 1992) 

recommend biographies as a means of identifying routes into activism (and as we 

will see again in Chapter 10) Marie and other participants speak of the joy in finding 

a cause / finding a community of the likeminded. Marie also nostalgically recalls her 

bedroom culture (McRobbie, 2000) and the thrills and pleasures of activism and a 

counterculture.  

 

I was gutted when Kurt [Cobain from Nirvana] died [from suicide in 

1994] as I really identified with him.  I think I got a little obsessed with 
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him after that – I read his favourite book Perfume and did my A level 

book study on it, I read Frances Farmer’s autobiography on 1930s 

mental institutes all because of one of his songs.  My mantra was “the 

truth is a virus”, I had “teenage angst is dead and gone, now I’m bored 

and old” written in lipstick on my mirror and I signed everything off with 

a line from his suicide note, “Peace, Love, Empathy”.  I still do this at 

times in fact.  I still wear Converse.  I’m still more likely to dress 

down….  I can’t listen to Nirvana unplugged [live album] anymore as I 

get a little maudlin’ and that sad pang of melancholic nostalgia. I got 

into Riot Grrl movement partly because Courtney Love, Cobain’s 

widow, was part of it.  This increased by view of Women’s rights – I 

read Wollstonecraft, Atwood, Alice Walker etc. 

 

For Marie, youth culture has had a long-term impact on her identity, values and 

action that is often overlooked in a field that sees involvement as temporary (Hall  

and Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1991). Here, Cobain’s suicide provided a gateway 

into further reading and the feminist Riot Grrl movement. Music and youth culture 

provide a gateway to pleasurable experimentation with gender, environmentalism, 

literature, and international friendship to form a political identity and culture more 

cosmopolitan than her parents’ one. Youth culture provides a vehicle that helps her 

navigate social mobility and improvise a different political agenda. Further, Marie’s 

formative experiences included the canon of literature and the acquisition of cultural 

capital, which facilitate her sixth form studies.  

 

Youth culture is also the catalyst for Robert.  

  

In terms of influences and identification I’m pretty sure that the radical 

and revolutionary nature of young people of that period, with music 

(Punk, Alternative), football… and pushing back against the 

establishment broadly informed my thinking’s, beliefs, and points of 

view. 

There was a sub-culture taking shape around those times and it has 

always fascinated me how it was embedded in music, football and 
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other underground activities that are pretty mainstream and accepted 

these days (in the circles that I frequent that is). 

I witnessed some quirky and different youth experiences and really 

liked alternative things. The Punk explosion in mid to late 70’s came at 

just the right/wrong* time! (* Delete as appropriate?) 

Like Marie, Robert retains the tastes and values of young adulthood, 

 I believe that whilst maturing into a fairly rounded type of guy I still 

have some rebellion left in me.     

 

During my youth and later youth years I began a journey to catch up 

with my learning and increase my knowledge and studies in order to 

give myself a better chance in life, in work and this included a lot of 

music listening, reading up and following the music industry (NME, 

Sounds, The Face, Fanzines and underground press) along with my 

construction studies and colleges. I really liked to read and understand 

things more and became quite inquisitive. I wanted to know more, get 

behind the subject matter, digest alternative viewpoints and I really 

liked the banter and cheekiness of the music press. I have followed a 

number of those punky journalist, who now are feature writers, analysts 

in the broadsheets and even authors. I kind of relate to that.   

Robert often identifies a witty cynicism central to his political identity. This is rooted in 

the alternative sources of information and. His perception is that while youth culture 

and formal education created his present identity, he laments that the counterculture, 

and its intellectuals have been incorporated. In both Marie and Robert, we see self-

education to acquire cultural capital via literature and the music press that shifts their 

emotional and intellectual states. Such autodidactic activity is also apparent in Bill 

who suggests that “My interest in philosophy began in my early teens, really before I 

knew anything about philosophy. I remember finding the ability to use my mind to 

come up with answers to difficult questions”. In all three cases, we see an element of 

self-education (1).  

Despite some seeing youth culture as central in their formation, Bill is the only 

participant to mention drug use.  
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I then dropped out of college and started smoking marijuana and taking 

hallucinogenics which altered my views, moving towards more spiritual 

concerns and beginning an interest in Green politics and in the 

Anarchist Movement which was free of the authoritarian attitude 

present in Socialism. I also started to take an interest in Buddhism as 

an alternative to politics, centring change with the individual rather than 

with society.  

Since new age appeals to the middle class (Heelas, 1996), and because Paganism / 

New age are strong on the island, I expected  more references to it. While Bill makes 

to only reference to non-Christian religion, it is very prominent in his account. Central 

in New age philosophy is the belief that social change comes from the aggregate of 

individual self-improvement  rather than the collectivism of the left (Heelas, 1996) – 

hence its appeal to the English middle class (Bruce, 2011).  

The accounts of adolescence reveal participants finding unique new ways of being 

on the left via the impact of reading, youth cultures, new social movements 

(feminism, gay rights, environmentalism) -rather than a simple replication of parental 

worldview. More significantly, while England may be polarised into graduates and 

non-graduates (Chapters 3 and 4) we see a cosmopolitan liberal left disposition prior 

to their higher education. This is more apparent in the next section.  

C. Other Sources of Political Socialisation before HE 

This section explores the impact of formal education and political organisations prior 

to higher education. Sharon’s initial linking of the Conservatives with the successful 

was reinforced as “I attended a girl’s grammar school in [southern England] in [year] 

and most of my fellow pupils held that view too.” The English education system 1945 

-1970s labelled pupils as ‘successes’ or ‘failures’ at age eleven (Jones, 2015) and for 

Sharon, after grammar school, continued to identify as a successful Conservative till 

her mid-20s.  

Alternatively, Bill (now a Green) suggests that “I went to college in [place] where I 

became involved with the Socialist Worker Party [ a Trotskyist revolutionary party]. I 

soon found them quite limited in their views and left after about a year.” Mary also 
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points to influences in her teens prior to her degree- but it does involve university 

drama. 

Whilst living in [place} I was in the Labour Party, helped run the 

Fabians, joined Amnesty, and saw a great deal of theatre at the [place] 

and the university. There was also a literature festival every year and 

we met many writers, some of whom were invited into school to talk to 

students. All in all an amazing backdrop.  

Penny also refers to her schooling.  

For my mother, doing well for a girl would have been a job as a 

secretary. School was a happier place than home for me. I was hard-

working and intelligent, felt comfortable with the teachers, and I worked 

out that education was my ticket out of the life I had been born to.  My 

parents somehow went along with me staying on at school and then 

going to university, but they did it with a sort of fear that I would leave 

them behind.  

My mother didn’t want me to go to university. 

Penny reveals the dynamics and tensions of social mobility. We also see a 

generational shift in career trajectories as feminism impacted and a mother fearing 

the loss of their daughter to another class. The power of gendered careers and 

working-class habitus are so great that Penny’s prefers school to home. Also, social 

mobility is different for females because there is no equivalent female discourse of 

the ‘working-class boy made good’ (Skeggs, 1997).   

Penny: When you’re not only working class but also a girl there’s an 

extra dimension at play.  Girls don’t have opinions, and leading or 

having a voice is bossy.  When I was selected to represent my school 

at a radio discussion about abortion my mother signed the consent 

form but added, menacingly, ‘You keep your bloody mouth shut’.  I 

didn’t dare speak during the entire transmission, and it has taken 

decades for me to believe in my right to an opinion, and to know I’m 

speaking with my own true voice.  
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Here Penny’s mother is not only colluding with silencing the victims of patriarchy, but 

also, the expectation is to ‘know your place’,’ don’t rock the boat’ and don’t 

embarrass your family. In addition 

In my situation, being female brought another layer of strife: I grew up 

in [N England], and my formative years coincided exactly with Peter 

Sutcliffe’s reign of terror. (The first attack was on the playing fields 

used by my school.)  For five years, the threat of one man, and the 

possibility of him being a taxi driver or wandering the streets at night 

hung over an entire city. 

The threat and proximity of extreme male violence by the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ clearly 

impacted on Penny. As with her mother’s insistence on a vow of silence, until the 

Reclaim the Night demonstrations, the police advised women to stay indoors in a 

self-imposed curfew.  

Marie also encountered a well-known male at school.  

I met the prick. [Blair] It was during his 1997 election campaign. Jacqui 

Smith was [place] candidate [for MP].  I was head girl of my school.  

They flew a helicopter onto our school field (I was on 10 o clock news 

and interviewed by press!) and I showed him around our school before 

he addressed us sixth formers. Very charming and didn’t talk like he 

does on cameras when walking alongside him chatting. At the time the 

Tories were cutting the grants and we were the next year going to Uni.  

We asked him what he was going to do about it.  He ummed and erred 

and said something about paying but NEVER explicitly said 

ANYTHING about tuition fees.  

 

Blair introduced £1,000 tuition fees in 1998, and this explains Marie’s retrospective 

anger- but again ee see education as a focal concern.  

The narratives here provide evidence that early socialisation has a lasting impact on 

aspirations, expectations, and identity (Laureau, 2000 & 2011) and persistent core 

values are planted early in life (Boonen et al., 2014; Hooghe et al., 2013; Hooghe 

and Wilkenfeld, 2008; Markus, 1979; Sears and Funk, 1999 Sears and 

Valentino,1997). As we shall see, even those who shift their affiliation, do so 
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because they realise that a centre /left party is more aligned to their values and 

interests.  

 

While degrees correlate with liberalism (Ford and Sobolowska, 2020; Ford & 

Jennings, 2020; Surridge, 2016) we see participants claiming that their values and 

activism were present before higher education. This is important because most of 

the literature in Chapters 3 and 4 emphasises the liberalising impact of university 

courses. It may be that pre-existing political views determine students’ choices of 

courses and subjects (Lancee and Sarrisan 2015) with courses merely reinforcing 

the pre-existing views held by students (Searle Chatterjee 1999, Jacobsen 2001). 

The next section looks at the participants’ reflections on their higher education.  

D. Higher Education  

Ten of the participants are graduates and another completed a degree during the 

study. All eleven identify university as key formative influence.  

1 Course Content 

Since most were first-generation entrants lacking in social and cultural capital, 

university was a mix of liberation, challenges, and dilemmas. 

Penny: When choosing my university subject my preferences were 

History and Law.  I chose the latter because I thought it would be 

easier for my parents to understand the end goal…. I went off to 

university with my father’s words ringing in my ears: ‘Don’t you forget 

where you bloody come from’.   

Penny is typical of the participants who seek mobility, while securing parental 

validation. They fear that she has ‘ideas above her station’ and might be ‘getting 

above herself.’ However, she portrays herself as being in cultural limbo – aspirational 

but uncomfortable outside of her habitus. 

The Faculty of Law was a strange place.  It included [celebrity] then a 

[lecturer in subject] with, clearly, a much stronger ambition than mine.  

But it also included someone who pretended to be the young lord of a 

stately home, when really his father was the estate manager, and 
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others who changed their names to something more aristocratic or 

changed their accents out of all recognition.     

Penny is unaware of the rules of the game- which here appear to involve pretending 

to be upper class. Meanwhile, she perceived that those from a middle-class habitus 

know the rules of the game. 

Most people were from middle class families who had grown up 

understanding how the law and society worked. I didn’t fit in with this.  I 

was neither one thing nor the other.  

We have insufficient qualitative data on the experience of social mobility (Friedman, 

2014; Todd, 2021). Penny’s final line is a telling example of habitus clivé (Bourdieu 

1987, Friedman 2014, 2016) where social mobility disrupts one’s sense of 

ontological cohesion. She is caught between two stools, no longer fitting into the 

working-class habitus while uncomfortable among those higher-class strategists who 

know the score. She lacks the social capital to access a mentor, and her family 

cannot help with the alien culture of the Law Department. She also begins to realise 

that the legal profession is not meritocratic.  

 

When I started my Law degree, I really was starting from absolute zero.  

I had tried to do a little preparatory reading (‘Learning the Law’) but it 

had not been aimed at someone who knew nothing, more at someone 

who did have some understanding and was now starting to study in 

earnest. 

 

One of the boys on the 63 Up series on TV last week had said when he 

was seven ‘Soon I shall be going to Charterhouse, and after that I shall 

be going to Trinity College at Cambridge and I shall be reading Law’.  

He did do all that, and he became a barrister.  When I was seven the 

only girly occupations I knew about were housewife, hairdresser and 

teacher.  There wasn’t anyone in that 63 Up league in my Law faculty, 

but certainly there were people whose parents (or fathers) were in the 

professions; and moving from school to university to a legal career was 

just the way things went. (my edit) 
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Those on the liberal left have a greater knowledge of how class structures 

opportunities (McNamee & Miller, 2018; Napier & Jost, 2008; Taylor,Funk, & 

Craighill, 2006) but Penny draws on the TV series ‘63 Up’ which showed how 

background shapes the life course from 7 to 63. She draws in it to understand class  

on and relates to it -having experienced the hidden injures of class (Sennett, and 

Cobb, 1977). For Penny, university involves a struggle to break out of careers 

stereotyped by gender, and the impact of class – she lacked a role model and the 

social and cultural capital to guide her through.  

Penny: It didn’t occur to me to pick subjects that would help me to get a 

position in a good firm, and it was the people-focused subjects that interested 

me – consumer law, social security law, criminology, etc, so these were the 

subjects I did. In terms of starting to see the Law as favouring the rich, it must 

have started in my second year, since I had already started to prefer these 

people-centred modules; and the idea of working in a Law Centre appealed.   

 

Unaware that employers prefer specific routes into law careers, Penny’s picked 

modules out of interest. These humanitarian modules developed her understanding 

of a legal system involving unequal access and differential application. Penny’s law 

centre was part of a 1970s & 80s urban network of liberal left community 

organisations that included radical bookshops, women’s refuges, arts labs, 

consciousness raising and pressure groups that once proliferated in some localities. 

But this wasn’t somewhere you could go to train.  Rather you trained as 

a solicitor in a firm and moved on to what was then Legal Aid work.  

Certainly, by the final year I was a confirmed Labour voter and was 

concerned about the focus on property rights over people.  But not 

sufficiently fired up to dedicate my life to it.  

 

She did not know the ‘right options’ to pick for a career, but we see ethically informed 

course option and career choices impacting on her changing consciousness. Her 

origins are working class Labour, she then shelters under a shell of Conservatism to 

navigate her upward mobility before returning to Labour -as a voter rather than 



132 

 

activist. Penny then settles into a comfortable career as a lawyer. As we shall see, 

she does not become ‘fired up’ until Brexit.  

 

Mary attended university as a mature student,  

I did choose the politics option because of pre-existing views but I had 

some amazing lecturers Doing a Politics and History degree in my 

thirties merely confirmed all that I thought at that time. 

She identifies a charismatic member of staff and their feminism as significant. 

I heard a speaker at an adult education conference depart from his text 

(about his work in international education), look pointedly at the 

audience and say (I paraphrase) “Of course, the real challenge for all 

of us is to ensure that more women in every country across the globe 

are educated to a good standard.  There’s nothing more important”.  

The trenchancy of this statement and its challenge to his audience 

were inescapable and, for me, an inspiring disclosure of what university 

adult education could be.  ….  Though he was not making an explicitly 

political statement [they] informed my view of politics in the broadest 

sense more than any other individual has ever done.  

[University] made me more conscious of the responsibility to support 

beneficial changes in society. …university adult education which, of its 

nature, aligns with on the one hand individual learning and self-

realisation and on the other dialogue and social action (my edit) 

Here, we see an account of a moral and intellectual shift via combination of course 

content, specific lecturers, personal reading, political group membership and second 

wave feminism impacting on Mary’s consciousness.  

2 HE: Social Milieu  

Others were more influenced by their broader HE environment – including being 

attracted or repelled by campus activists.  

Bill: I started a course in Maths, Physics and Astronomy…the course I 

did had very little influence. However, being around an educational 



133 

 

establishment with all the various influences and people was very 

stimulating and did affect me greatly. The people I was meeting were 

engaged in politics and philosophy [he later changes course] and there 

were a lot of groups to get involved in.  

Bill’s politics is influenced by contact with students on other courses who were 

involved in campaigning. Hence, Bill’s outlook was shaped by contacts in HE rather 

than his lecturers and course.  

I also got involved in other causes such as the Anti-Apartheid 

movement, equality issues, anti-hunt protests, CND, student loan. 

Again this was about what was going on at [university] and the people I 

was meeting.  

Such groups proliferated during the 1980s - both radicalising recruits and providing 

an oppositional culture outside of party politics.  

There were a lot of groups and a lot of engagement with different 

actions so it was easy to get involved in these movements. I didn’t 

actively seek out these groups, it was just joining in with something 

immediate. I guess I must have sought out some but once in the circle 

there was lots going on.  

While Bill narrates effortlessly gravitating into his political social circle, - he forgets 

the amount of effort involved locating such groups outside of freshers’ fayres. 

Contrastingly, Computing student Steve (the only non-arts graduate) is put off by 

encounters with Young Conservatives 

I also remember being amused at how poorly candidates standing 

under a Tory banner in student union elections did.  … At uni I think it 

was mostly just viewing the Tories as unkind and uncool, nothing 

overtly political. 

Steve did not become politically engaged until after graduation as, “I wasn’t very 

political back then…A shy teenager at school, my main uni peer group was 

essentially the other STEM subject students in my 1st year halls (who I lived with 

through my 2nd and 3rd years off campus).” Humanities and social science students 

and graduates hold more left-wing views than those on other courses (Werfhorst and 
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de Graf, 2004: Werfhorst and Kraykamp, 2001; Sunridge 2016). As with Bill’s initial 

course, Steve’s Computing degree did not liberalise.  

Simon studied social sciences, but his peer group did not involve students from his 

course: 

Most of my friends and social experiences were with people who were 

not at university or in education at all. I worked as a temp worker, with 

a variety of jobs from gardening to factory work. I also worked in 

nightclubs and pubs as doorman [security]. All of this meant that I was 

exposed to the working conditions of a wide variety of what could 

deemed as working class jobs. This is all important because it explains 

my sometimes probably radical views on politics.  

Evans and Tilley (Evans and Tilley, 2017) conclude that today’s graduates are less 

liberal than in the 1960 because HE is no longer a fully immersive experience. In 

Simon’s case, part time employment is a radicalising experience that builds on his 

early knowledge of class. Contrasting with Steve, Liberal Democrat Kevin developed 

an antipathy to campus left activism.  

I protested against the Students Union of my college when it refused to 

recognise the Israel Society, not because I supported the state of Israel 

but because such a repression of free speech in a university struck at 

the nature of academic dialogue. This experience made me wary of the 

organised left and coloured my views for many years.  

Overall, the impact of impact higher education varies by course – for some such as 

Penny, it is a challenging and unfamiliar environment, for others such as Mary, it is 

almost a route to an epiphany. The totally immersive experience of leaving home 

and opportunities to meet and try out new things are important (Evans and Tilley, 

2017). However, what happens after university is also significant for the participants -

particularly as we shall see, they retain a graduate identity (Stubager, 2013).     
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E. Post-HE  

This section looks at commencing or continuing political activism after graduation 

and the impact of the experience of early career hardship. 

1 Milieu and Activism 

After graduation, participants either continued their activism or campaigned for the 

first time. This is honed prior to their migration to the Isle of Wight. Marie continued 

with her activism in her twenties, “I liked protesting back in the day – against animal 

testing, fox hunting, and pro-lifers.” Marie makes repeated reference to pleasure of 

engagement. She also reveals the extent of surveillance, “My sister, when she 

applied for the forces, found out the extent of my actions during her interview.”  In 

contrast, Steve identifies contact with left graduates involved in arts and culture as a 

key influence, “I didn't have a particularly cultural peer group until I moved to [big 

city] in my mid-twenties” and he becomes involved in the Labour left. Catherine also 

becomes more active after graduation via the abundance of local left groups and 

motherhood reinforces her feminist values.  

 

I was a member of CND in [place] a great place to be – though in 

retrospect we discussed more than we acted and had great speakers 

including Robin Cook. We also set up a 300 group in [place], 

campaigning for 300 women MPs which was, I suppose, my attempt at 

feminism and I worked for 2 years for the women’s resources centre in 

[place} which was a great place to work especially having 2 small 

children.   

 

Penny also experiences a relocation. 

 

I moved to [place], and for several years worked in [place], The first 

was a radical Labour borough. As a young woman who had been 

brought up to think my opinion counted for nothing, the culture there 

was actually frightening.  
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Penny is talking about the ‘dual burden’ of being working class and female in a legal 

department and the cumulative decades of being silenced. Her trajectory involves 

her feeling out of place in both the habitus of her original class and the subsequent 

‘frightening’ environment of a radical working environment. In all three cases, it is 

relocation to a bohemian locality where activism is visible and predominant that 

enables Catherine, Penny, and Steve to become more engaged. As we saw in 

Chapter 3, English liberal left groups and culture have been concentrated in large 

cities with a university since the 1980s (Jennings & Stoker, 2016 : Savage, 1992). 

 

In contrast, Bill returned to the Isle of Wight in his twenties. 

An excess of drug taking then led to a breakdown and a return to the 

IW [Isle of Wight] and some years in recovery where politics and 

spirituality took a back seat to recovering my health. Out of this I 

probably moved more towards the centre as I learnt that self-reliance 

was an important part of life and that sometimes-finding constant fault 

in society meant a lack the courage to change things. A central theme 

of the type of spirituality that I was learning was that ‘each person is 

responsible for their own life’ and I found this attitude empowering in 

certain situations though I don’t see that as necessarily the answer to 

everything. After a long recovery I moved back to [place] where I 

discovered a Buddhist centre which I eventually moved into. I had an 

intense couple of years practising Buddhism but realised I needed to 

be out in the world to move on. I moved back to the IW where after a 

short and disastrous marriage I met my now wife [name], I joined IW 

Amnesty and soon became an active member. I was attracted to the 

crossover of politics and spirituality reflected in the group.  

Here Bill discusses his evolution as a series of personal crises that intersect with his 

spiritual development and political activism. The outcome is a philosophy of personal 

responsibility / self-reliance that is more consistent with neo-liberal individualism than 

collectivism of social democracy. As we saw in Chapter 4, the Island Amnesty 

branch is a lighthouse in a sea of conservatism.  
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2 Poverty and struggling    

Simon used to live in a deprived part of the Island.  

When I lived in one area there was a group that went round in cars and 

beat people up just for fun! If you have been on the receiving end it can 

seriously alter your feelings. "Why should I feel sorry for people who 

rob my house so that they can buy drugs?" So I would say that the 

difference is maybe to do with distance and perceived threat.  

Simon’s experiences reveal how a liberal graduate’s experience of poverty (and 

crime) can easily tip over into support for the right and a quest for distinction form the 

working class (Lawler, 2005). He works through his dilemmas:  

The main suggestion that I have is that although I am interested in a 

more egalitarian, democratic, inclusive and forgiving society, when I 

lived above a flat that had a succession of drug dealing / taking, anti-

social, dangerous and seemingly 'uncultured' people. I too began to 

feel a repulsion towards a particular group of people. Before this 

experience I had a more tolerant view. It could be that living in a more 

densely populated area, with a particular group of people from a 

particular socio-economic background, constantly being exposed to the 

negatives or being in fear of the negatives, may make someone who is 

labelled as a 'lefty' openly discuss a dislike of such people.  

Here we see Simon differentiating himself from what he depicts as a criminal 

underclass of those less educated and less cultured. While seeking social inclusion, 

he inclines towards forgiveness – he is also aware of ‘lefty’ as a stigmatising label. 

But his experiences of those at the bottom of society make him intolerant - he is 

sympathetic but does not want to live near them. For Sharon, motherhood and 

difficulties with her business initially reinforced her inherited Conservatism -and she 

was seduced by Thatcherism. 

To my now eternal shame I voted for Margaret Thatcher the first time I 

was eligible to vote in [year] and coincidently the year I became a 

mother. I also had my first business in [year] with my husband, a corner 

shop in [place], and believed that the Tory party were the party that 
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supported small business, and as Mrs Thatcher’s father had had a 

grocery shop in Grantham, I felt she would understand the difficulties 

small business faced. 

Marie also points to her financial problems that she experienced.  

I have roughed it myself in the past and know that life on the bread line 

isn’t the Daily Mail stereotype of popping out babies for welfare and 

spending it all down Weatherspoon’s.  

In my mid to late 20s I was probably influenced by the media spin 

about people on benefits – it seemed so unfair whilst I was working so 

hard and had nothing to show for it. When I was a single parent in my 

early 30s, I really did have to rough it. I worked full time, had 2 jobs so I 

could provide for my children, had to resort to food banks (as a 

teacher) and steal milk and loo roll from school. 

Here we have a single mother employed as a qualified teacher resorting to petty 

theft and charity to survive. It is one of the few cases of proletarianisation in the 

dataset and reveals that public sector hardship does not automatically translate into 

liberal left politics because interpretations of experiences are shaped ideologies 

(Miller, 2003; Roberts, 2002). Despite being exposed to sources of ‘good sense’ 

(Gramsci et al.,1971) in her youth, Marie reveals the potential appeal of neo liberal 

welfare ideologies (Littler, 2017) that counterpose contrast ‘benefit scroungers’ and 

‘hard working families’ to appeal those experiencing in-work poverty.   

The six female participants all spoke of gender inequalities experienced after 

graduation as formative influences. Like Marie and Sharon, motherhood increased 

Catherine’s concerns about welfare and collective social provision 

my views changed after I became a parent, and after I left home and 

was away from the family of tory voters. The ideals that had been 

taught to me I started to question, particularly during the Thatcher era 

when family allowance was cut, free school meals were cut, milk in 

schools was cut, except for the poorest children, class sizes became 

bigger, and there seemed to me to be an attack on working class 

families, where big corporations were afforded massive help, after 
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Barrett’s builders donated millions to the tory party, building regulations 

were relaxed and room sizes and garden sizes were greatly reduced, 

causing stress to families now having to live on top of each other.  

 

This is clearly Catherine’s moment of intellectual break. While she narrates detailed 

good sense knowledge of Conservative policies we do not know if this knowledge is 

post hoc or what were her contemporary sources that gave her insights after her 

relocation from a Conservative environment. Similarly, parenthood shifts Kevin’s 

politics from individualism to collectivism. 

  

When I was a young liberal, I was selfish, it was all about me and my 

needs, and my opportunities in life. I had little or no empathy with 

people that needed help to get through life. That has changed. I have 

become a lefty liberal whom are more concerned about others 

wellbeing. We cannot allow people to just fall out of society, and let 

them fend for themselves. There are lot of people that need help to get 

through life.  

So far, we have seen narratives relating to various stages in the life course. However 

the biographical method can connects how persons and the social and historical 

context are linked (Ferrarotti, 1983; Wengraf et al., 2002) The next section covers 

participants’ reflections on two key periods.  

 

F. Impact of the Wider Political Context  

 

The participants also referred to the personal impact of key national moments (Zinn, 

2004). These are viewed through the lens of events in British politics 2016-19.  

 

1 The 1984-85 Miners’ Strike 

Half of the participants mentioned the 1984-85 miners’ strike as a key formative 

moment. The 1980s as a challenging time, the north-south divide, economic 

polarisation, state violence, and the closure of the mines are common subjects.  
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Kevin: The greatest stresses were the Falklands War, the unreasoning 

single-mindedness of the Thatcher governments.  

Robert: It was a difficult period to grow up in and I saw first-hand the 

de-industrialisation of the local industries of the north-west; jobs were 

hard to get and good jobs even harder!  

Sharon: it was also during the miners’ strike in 1984-5 that I saw the 

cruelty of the Tory Party how men women and importantly children 

were being affected by this ideology, as I was struggling financially. I 

saw the yuppie age emerge with the clear flaunting of wealth and 

power. I also started to see the link between the Tory party and the 

mainstream press in the UK, and Rupert Murdoch’s influence on UK 

politics.  

 

Both the Conservative supporting press and the miners’ strike are recurring themes. 

Sharon’s own financial worries and the strikes shifted her perception of the 

Conservatives from the party of entrepreneurs to seeing them as cruel partners of 

opulent yuppies.  

 

Robert: I remember a number of events that framed my memory from 

those homely days, but perhaps the one that I recall with the greatest 

clarity – due to its ongoing relevance and newsworthy – is the [Battle 

of] Orgreave’s and the huge amount of violence, on both sides, that 

was broadcast directly into the front room. The number of police on 

show and in the background, away from general view, the police 

horses and riot gear was quite shocking to see and the anger (on both 

sides) was widespread. The actual dispute about closing coal mines 

seemed a million miles away from what was being played out in front of 

my eyes.  

The broadcast violence was a formative moment that resonates. Writing in 2019, the 

participants refer to the strike as moment of national rupture - with violence as a 

sharp memory In Chapter 10, many of the participants speak of Brexit as a similar 
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rupture involving emotional division, and the influence of a coalition of media and 

political elites. Robert envisages similar agents at play in 1984.  

I sensed then that ‘other forces’ were at play that day and I have yet to 

be convinced otherwise. The whole thing that day [Orgreave] was to 

provoke a reaction and get it filmed for the TV news so that it could be 

splashed further across the news and shame the strikers back to work.  

Robert’s personal experience of the impact of Thatcherism gave him the good sense 

to see through the ideological justification of economic restructuring. In contrast, 

Catherine was immune to the economic changes until she returned home to the 

north. 

Living in the South I was cushioned from the effects of Thatcherism 

until I went home and saw what the North east had become and saw 

my father’s despair.  

Meanwhile Bill was immersed and personally involved.  

I got involved in the miners’ strike through college and stood on picket 

lines in [place]. This had a big impact on me and I saw how the state 

could bring power to bear on the mining communities. I also saw later 

the effect that the closing of the pits had on these communities and 

how detached people in the South were from this disaster.  

Bill’s activism and proximity to coercive power of the state both shape his political 

identity prior to University.  

Catherine: Of course, I followed the miners’ strike, we talked about it, 

would contribute to hardship funds but I didn’t take any action – which I 

have to say I now regret but guess I’ve always been a weakling and it 

did seem to me that Scargill played into Thatcher’s hands. (3) 

Catherine’s biography is full of remorse, and she sees opposing Brexit was a chance 

to compensate for her earlier inaction. Similarly, insulated as a southern lawyer 

during the strike, Penny has only thought about the 1980s since Brexit.  

One final issue is the absolute hopelessness of people in communities 

that were crippled three decades ago when the mines were closed. 
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Until the referendum I honestly had no idea that life was so difficult for 

them. I understand why they wanted change, and although I think they 

were wrong to do so, I understand why they voted to leave the EU as a 

way of protesting against the government. The real scandal is that 

these communities have been left to rot.  

Again, we see the miners’ strike as a key motif, but this is one of the few expressions 

of empathy /sympathy for those who voted leave in 2016. As we shall see in Chapter 

10, Brexit was the main concern of participants. Hence the backstories here are not 

so much narratives of ‘journeys to the truth’ as the past viewed through the lens of 

present concerns. Hence participants draw parallels between the two conjunctures – 

both are moments of fissure, with a major national change occurring under the 

stewardship of the right. 

2 New Labour 1997-2010  

The emergence of New Labour from 1995 onwards (4) involved the party 

abandoning clause four of its constitution (5). While some (Evans and Tilley, 2017) 

saw this as attracting the middle class, the participants were divided about New 

Labour 

Robert: I was always a Blair person, because I think he had it right. He 

has a very good track record but was crucified by the press, who at any 

other time would have hailed him as a hero.  

Sharon’s conviction that the Conservatives help small businesses was challenged by 

experiences of Labour policy. 

I started to get more involved in local issues, became a school 

governor and a non-executive director of Business Link in [place], and 

thought how dare the Tories claim to be the party for small business 

when clearly the most help small business got was during a Labour 

government. I sold my business after 6 years, and went on to have 4 

children altogether, and it was during these years that I looked at the 

bigger picture and their future,   

 

Again, we see a good sense routed from the lived experience of enterprise and 

public office triumphing over hegemonic ideologies. Interestingly, as with Catherine, 
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it is motherhood that triggers a concern with welfare and public services in 

conjunction. with her embrace of Blair’s support for businesses. In contrast, (having 

met Blair as a pupil) Marie was not impressed and makes the participants’ only 

reference to Iraq.  

 

Marie: I was pissed off with New Labour towards the end but have 

never voted Tory! I voted for my union not to have any political 

affiliation, something that I wouldn’t be too bothered about now as long 

as it was Labour. I didn’t like Tony Blair, I protested against the Iraq 

war and do identify with Jeremy Corbyn and a more socialist stance. 

 

Steve also thought that New Labour had gone too far to the centre.  

 

I do remember becoming a Socialist, walking by the green in [town] of 

all places. I think I must have been musing on the way that the Lib 

Dems under Charles Kennedy were outflanking New Labour to the left. 

…my foremost political instinct until that point was best served by the 

redistribution of wealth. That the social conservatism I opposed, preyed 

on the insecurities of people’s lives. I think this would but also have 

been around 2004-2005.  

The thesis that New Labour won over a right leaning middle class by moving to the 

centre overlooks cases like Marie and Steve who were already left of centre due to 

their earlier experiences. In contrast, others remain supportive of Blair -and Iraq is 

barely mentioned.  

Mary: I remember being particularly despondent after the 1992 election 

– as I thought Labour had had a real chance and it wasn’t too late to 

have real change. Then being up for Portillo in 1997 (6) so it was all 

going to change!!! Then there were disappointments and errors but 

also positives and it felt as if we were going to be OK. Think that 

obviously after 2010 the downward steps started. 
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Robert: After the dark days of the Miners’ strike, asset  stripping of 

utilities and shutting down of large scale industries throughout the 

country, death of communities and society in general by the me, me 

Tory mantra of Maggie’s rag bag of sycophants’ and hangers on it was 

such a relief for people like myself to finally be able to actively 

contribute to things getting better….Sure Start, BSF [Building Schools 

for the Future], NHS investments, infrastructure projects, reducing child 

poverty, minimum wage.  

The wider NHS had a major impact and influence for many years and 

latterly, the Sure Start programme, of catching issues very early before 

they became problems was already making inroads into societal 

change before the Tories smashed it into quasi-Children’s Centres and 

out-posting of LA services. 

Here, the miners’ strike is mentioned as emblematic of the Thatcher years. In 

listing New Labour’s achievements, Robert makes one of the few statements of 

policy preferences in the data set. 

A Labour person is never and should never be taken for granted but it 

must also never be a floating voter…it must speak up and be heard at 

all times and that’s where we have let people down. Heard Tony Blair 

today and he has still got the measure of this but sadly he got to close 

the Murdoch’s of this world and that is now the root cause of the 

problem. 

 

Here we see some ambivalence about Blair as a latter-day Icarus. The 

perception of the press (and a powerful elite) as a problem for the liberal left are 

themes more prominent in the next chapters.  

G. Discussion  

Understanding the formation of a middle class liberal left consciousness is important 

because without people like the participants, Conservative dominance in England 

would be greater. The participants refer to the major formative influences of parents 

and formal education, youth culture, and feminism. There is some reference to the 
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impact of reading and TV news but there are no references to films or drama. (7) 

Higher education features as the most prominent formative influence and as we shall 

see, education is central in how the participants socially differentiate and it is the 

source of their cultural authority,    

 

The meaning of being a Conservative s also a recurring theme. Those who initially 

supported the Conservatives – perceived them as the party of success, southern 

modernity, aspiration, enterprise, and the political home of responsible parents. The 

participants also suggest that being Conservative means: unkind, uncaring, 

unreasoning, uncool, ineffectual in student politics, wreckers, not helping small 

businesses, in league with press barons, and using the coercive power of the state 

for political gain. Contrary to the received wisdom about ageing, half of the 

participants began their political career as Conservatives and moved left in 

adulthood, but all participants show a fluid journey. This involves an active reflection 

on experiences and challenges- sometimes after almost succumbing to neo liberal 

ideologies about ‘scroungers’ that have prevailed since 1979 (Littler 2017). 

 

The narratives reveal the turning points and contingencies in the life course from 

the standpoint of the present self. The participants reveal twists, turns and doubts 

in their consciousness and feelings -rather than a tale of ‘how I became today’s 

hero’ that others (Bourdieu, 1987; Crossley, 2002) claim is a feature of the 

biographical method.  Higher (and adult) education is of great significance to the 

participants. Some (Inglehart, 1981 and 2016; Stubager, 2008) celebrate the 

tendency for education to instil a set of lifelong libertarian values while some on 

the right are concerned about campus indoctrination. (8)  As we saw in Chapter 3, 

there are numerous surveys correlating higher education with liberal attitudes, but 

the gap in the literature is the process of how and why this happens, and this 

study contributes by providing retrospective insights into this process. 

 

The impact of further and higher education is complex because pre-existing values 

inform choice of course, mode and programme of study, course options and 

materials accessed. (Jacobsen, 2001; Lancee and Sarrisan 2015; Searle Chatterjee 

1999). Furthermore, the student experience varies due to differences in friendship 
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networks and teaching staff. For some of the participants, self-identification as liberal 

left arises after graduation because degree possession impacts on the subsequent 

life course.  

 

The participants’ narratives about formative experiences are often accounts that 

provide original and qualitative insights into the experience of social and 

geographical mobility in a quantitative field (Bertaux,1995). At university, those from 

a working-class background have their first encounter with those from a different 

class and experience habitus clivé (Bourdieu, 1987; Friedman 2014, 2016). For first-

generation participants, entry to HE triggered a recognition that the system is not 

meritocratic and /or, their first encounter with those from a far more privileged 

background. Again, the biographical method provided original insights into the 

processes involved in emergent liberal -left identities. Some participants wrote 

extensively about the long-term impact of youth culture. This is important because 

the orthodoxy (Hall and Jefferson, 1989; Hebdige, 1991) sees youth culture as a 

temporary problem-solving strategy by adolescents and a symbolic form of 

resistance with no relation to national politics. (9) Recent studies (Bennett, 2013) 

have recognised that interests are retained – but with a purely recreational function.  

What may be changing the English middle class, is that the youth produces a salient 

identity that is retailed into old age (Bennet and Hodkinson, 2012; Bennett, 2013). 

The predictability of the life course has been deconstructed for the middle-aged 

middle class (Featherstone et al., 1991)  – and this requires further investigation. 

(10) It may be that a retained youth culture acts as means of dealing with habitus 

clivé (Bourdieu 1987, Friedman 2014, 2016), as a means of negotiating social 

mobility that does not fully reject the culture of origin but also does not involve 

omnivorous acquisition of high culture.  

 

As with all narratives, the participants’ biographies are teleological accounts of the 

past through the lens of the present. Nevertheless, what we see are accounts of 

political careers with greater degree of agency, reflection, and shift than in the 

models of socialisation discussed in Chapter 3. While the latter involve an over-

socialised subject, the emphasis on agency may be the by-product of the creation of 

a narrative in the biographies. Nevertheless, the participants reveal a mix of 



147 

 

reproducing, rejecting, and influencing the politics of their own parents. In all cases, 

even those who inherit their parents’ politics find new ways of being on the liberal left 

– with feminism important as a new force to the female participants.  

All participants identify key influences and turning points taking place before they 

moved to the Isle of Wight. We see participants accessing a liberal left milieu before, 

during, and after their degree course in urban locations where there is a greater 

probability of such encounters. As we saw in Chapter 3, the English middle class 

liberal left in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s were rooted in a bohemian subculture. Some 

(Evans and Tilley, 2017) suggest that today’s graduates are less radical than in the 

1960s because HE is no longer a totally immersive experience. More research is 

needed into what are (or were) the salient liberalising forces in this immersive 

experience. (11) 

 

In this study each participant had their own unique and contingent formative 

moments such as youth culture, law centres and educationalists not constrained by 

marketisation and self-censorship. (12) Those socialised in English cities 1960-2000 

had access to a liberal-left subcultural milieux before during and after degree 

completion that may no longer exist (Brooks, 2001; Gordon & Frank, 1999; Heath & 

Potter, 2006; McGuigan, 2009). (13)  As we have seen in chapter 5, such a liberal 

left milieux certainly does not exist on the Isle of Wight. The next chapter looks at the 

participants’ self-identities, and Chapter 9 covers participants’ reflections on their 

experiences of Island life.  
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Chapter 8 

 

PEOPLE LIKE US 

   

A. Introduction 

In the last chapter, we saw education identified as a key formative influence. In this 

chapter, we move on to see both education and ‘culture’ as central in how the 

participants self-identify. Furthermore, both are the source of their cultural authority. 

In the next chapter, we see how this impacts on their relations on the Isle of Wight 

Despite the participants being recruited as a group self-identifying as middle class, 

the main theme here is an uncertainty about whether class is the locus of their 

identity. Graduate identity is allegedly increasingly stronger than both class identity 

and party affiliation (Stubager, 2013). Here, we see evidence of a graduate identity 

as a source of authority, but also deliberations about what class involves and for 

some, there is still an attachment to a political party.  

As we saw in Chapter 3, references to class have been erased from both British 

political discourses (Evans & Tilley, 2017)  and the media (McCall and Percheski, 

2010; Monin et al., 2014). Nevertheless, class identities and perceptions of a class 

structure remain strong in national surveys (Savage, 2015). However, such data is 

contingent on the level of prompting and it is difficult to obtain naturally occurring 

evidence of the categories used in everyday conversation (Devine & Sensier, 2017). 

Furthermore, subjective class identity is often contradictory and muddied by the 

mobile navigating the experiences of social mobility -as we saw in the last chapter. 

Overall, the participants see themselves as intellectually, culturally, and morally 

superior to their political opponents.  

B. Beneath the elite 

The participants have a sense of being in the middle of a structure -locating 

themselves beneath a powerful elite. 
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Penny: I want people to stop taking pride in the fact that we are the 

sixth biggest economy in the world and start to recognise that since 

most of that money is in the hands of a few people right at the top, this 

world ranking is irrelevant. I want the connection between public 

schools and top government jobs to be severed. I see no innate 

suitability at all in the people who have come up through this route, just 

a sense of entitlement and an often-misplaced over-confidence. 

Marie: Living in London when Boris became mayor and how that was 

received at work was a turning point, that any posh toff can get where 

they want to be, all the Etonian privilege. 

Catherine: I cannot identify with those born into the upper echelons of 

society – they’ve never had to rough it, work part time, wait with the 

rest of us for NHS appointments etc.   

Robert: There is nothing more frustrating than posh/privileged children 

breaking into the arts and adopting working class themes, language, 

output that appears to be ‘right-on’ when clearly, it’s not – e.g., 

Florence and the Machine, David Cameron’s ‘Eton Rifles’ moment – 

truly awful and sickly!!  (1)  

The participants see themselves as beneath a privileged and nepotistic upper class 

who are powerful enough to get their own way. ‘Eton Rifles’ is a 1970s punk song 

about class war that Cameron later claimed to be one of his favourites. Robert 

highlighted the impact of youth cultures as a formative influence, and he now sees 

the arts as a contested field where ‘our side’ is losing its cultural weapons. What is 

latent here is a desire for elite privilege and nepotism to be replaced by a 

meritocratic system.  

C. Ambivalence about own class position 

While seeing themselves as beneath the privileged, the participants are less certain 

about their location. 

Marie: I think there is a big inequality between rich and poor, I don’t 

tend to think too much about a ranging socio-economic spectrum. I 

have roughed it myself in the past and know that life on the bread line 
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isn’t the Daily Mail stereotype of popping out babies for welfare and 

spending it all down Weatherspoon’s. I believe that the welfare system 

was set up after the war for people in genuine need. I’d like to consider 

myself working class but I would have to admit that I’m one of the 

struggling and squeezed middle class – looks good on paper, don’t get 

any help, and always into my overdraft and no savings.  

While sharing a group identity based around their education, the participants are 

uncertain about their own class identity due to their journey. ‘Squeezed middle’ was a 

phrase used by leader Ed Miliband to shore up Labour’s middle-class vote in 2015. 

Marie’s financial worries mean that while teaching confers status, her upward 

mobility has not been secured. She perceives a group on welfare beneath her, but 

she is not sure where she fits in - due to loyalty to her working-class background. 

The outcome is a vison of extreme at the top and bottom of society and something 

unfathomable in between. She is far clearer about gender.  

Marie It’s awful and I see first-hand that despite the Equality Act 2010 

etc., we are a long way from achieving equality –sexism is rife in 

society, even in my union and it’s something we are only just 

addressing now. I still think that women have more pressure especially 

my generation as we were told we could have it all – the career, the 

house, the kids, the relationship – and all I feel like I’m doing is 

spinning plates badly. 

This is one of the few declarations about patriarchy in the data, and the final 

statement suggests both an understanding of women’s triple shift (combining paid 

employment, housework / childcare, and emotion work) and a suggestion that she is 

struggling to keep her head above water in the ‘squeezed middle.’ As we saw in the 

previous chapter, some of the participants discuss periods of financial insecurity. 

While the teachers in the sample (e.g., Marie) discuss creeping proletarianisation 

others discuss the decline in middle class material security with reference to their 

children.  

Penny: I am concerned that my sons, having been saddled with 

university debts that we didn’t have, and being on the cusp of losing 

the right to live, love and work in 27 other countries that we enjoyed, 
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will now also find it impossible to build up the deposit required to buy 

their own homes.  

 

Robert is also concerned that his offspring are locked into ‘generation rent.’  

 

Robert: The properties are still owned by someone, but instead of that 

someone being our children it’s owned by a wealthy person making a 

profit from our children’s hard-earned accommodation expenses.  

 

Penny’s and Robert’s views can be interpreted as evidence of a middle-class habitus 

that seeks to ensure that their class privileges continue across the generations via 

home ownership. Alternatively, they are starting to recognise that proletarianisation 

and the rise of precariat are being experienced generationally. There is both a fear 

that their offspring will not be full members of the middle class and there is an 

ambivalence about the working class. 

 

 As we saw in Chapter 7, both Penny and Marie are part of the socially and 

geographically mobile with working-class origins. Like Marie, Penny still identifies 

with her class of origin but also her gender and region, “I’m a northern girl from a 

working-class family.” But she sees her background as handicapping, “Working class 

origins have held me back because of lack of self-belief. I still don’t think I’m good 

enough and this still stops me doing some things I would like to do.” Despite a 

successful legal career, Penny claims to lack confidence, and this limits her agency – 

she feels that she cannot achieve what she desires. She attributes her limitations to 

her working-class background -preventing full assimilation into the middle class. Both 

Penny and Marie’s feel that they are caught between two stools -thus illustrating 

habitus clivé - as social mobility has disrupted their sense of ontological cohesion 

(Friedman, 2016; Friedmann, 2014). In sharp contrast, Steve sees the middle class 

as deluded.  

Steve: Neoliberalism is depleting that sense of middle-class, and any 

better system would essentially make more people middle-class in that 

sense. As a political term, it makes less sense, as the interests of the 

masses are primarily pitted against capital, and it essentially just 
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becomes the biggest divide-and-rule trick in the book. I would say that 

"middle class politics" is generally just the politics of being susceptible 

to the charms of spivery (through the cowardice of not siding against 

the powerful, the pride of not siding with the riff-raff, the fear of 

whatever the propagandists are peddling at the time, etc)  

Momentum member, Steve presents a Marxist argument that the middle class are 

declining when it is in the interests of the bourgeoisie to divide the proletariat and 

create a buffer class. He berates the middle class as a timid class that will not take 

sides in the class war and for failing to see that they are part of a unified proletariat. 

But he makes no statement of where he sees himself. Across his account, he is 

sceptical about the promises of social democratic reform. 

D. Middle class as a set of values and tastes  

A sub-theme is some participants defining class as aesthetic and moral groups 

without material foundations.  

Penny: I consider myself middle class, but my concept of middle class 

includes people who would possibly not consider themselves to be so, 

because I don’t think it’s just about finances. I think it’s about attitude. I 

think you can have very little, yet place priorities on education, 

experiences, curiosity, mind-broadening activities, personal challenges. 

And for me, that’s middle class. I also need to add to my self-

identification of middle class ‘left of centre politics’ to distinguish myself 

from the middle-class people who are doing fine and not interested 

about others who are not.  

I consider myself to be a Yorkshire woman, island-dweller (not 

‘Islander’), English, British, European, citizen of the world. I don’t see 

any contradiction or exclusivity in any of this. I think you can be proud 

of your nation without hating other nations. I love our traditions, our 

humour, our countryside, our English gardens, etc. But I also love 

flamenco, la chanson française, German Christmas markets and 

classical Italian culture.  
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I view myself as middle class but have little in common with another 

‘brand’ of middle class that is all about profit, private schools, lavish 

lifestyles. My ‘version’ of middle class may indeed include those people 

but primarily my focus is on attitude and open-mindedness, not on 

money. 

In Chapter 7, the participants saw their education, as the spine of their logical 

superiority. Here, we see Penny adding tastes, and values to create a trinity (Alicke 

& Govorun, 2005). Like others, she seeks to distinguish herself from an imagined 

unqualified, uncultured affluent fraction of the middle class. Penny identifies with 

both her working-class roots and with a liberal / tasteful fraction of the middle class. 

Either she is resolving the dislocations of habitus clivé by redefining class as ethical, 

or, she typifies the middle-class habitus by referring to cultural and aesthetic 

hierarchies to both grant authority and camouflage differences in material capital 

(Bourdieu, 1984; Lawler, 2005). Alternatively, cultural authority is being asserted in 

the face of the erosion of cultural hierarchies discussed in Chapter 3 and the looming 

threat of the material insecurity among offspring. 

Furthermore, her list of ‘likes’ mark her as an omnivore seeking to distance herself 

from working class tastes that she has left behind (Coulangeon, 2017; Jenkins, 

1992; Khan, 2011; Lamont, M & Molinar, 2002; Ollivier, 2008; Warde, Wright, and 

Gayo-Cal, 2008). She also self identifies by her gender, place of birth and 

categorises herself as a local resident rather than an Islander to distance herself 

from the othered locals. Her statement of tastes is the closest to a declaration of 

being an ‘anywhere’ (Goodhart, 2017) with a pan-European identity. In Chapter 9, we 

see the participants resenting Islander displays of everyday nationalism such as 

garden flags. Here, Penny is supplying her own alternative definition of Englishness. 

Bill also explicitly sees the arts and morality as the basis of social differentiation.  

Bill: My friends and I have other things in common, music, the arts, and 

people in those areas tend to be fairly left of centre anyway… The up 

side is that, because it is so right wing on the island we tend to form 

close bonds with those in our tribe. (My edit)   

GC: You say, “we tend to form close bonds with those in our 

tribe.”   What are the features of ‘our tribe’? 
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This is a tricky one because people come together in times of 

adversity and a large part of that is having a common enemy. Looking 

behind that though and there will be things in common. I guess we all 

have our own personal tribe. 

With me it’s a question of people I admire, feel warmth towards. I like 

people who I feel are coming from a “good place.” That they care about 

other people and try to do the “right thing” most of the time. They have 

a degree of self-awareness and that “what you see is what you get” so 

that there is a congruence and I feel I can trust them.  

An interest in art, music and theatre also helps, though not essential. 

Some people seem to be emotionally congruent but may have a more 

egocentric view of life while other people may have a particular 

agenda. With these people I tend not to trust them so there is no 

chance of developing any real relationship. 

Bill’s reference to the ‘common enemy is further evidence of the post 2016 affective 

polarisation (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020) but he is adding taste divides into the 

mix. Both Bill and Penny decouple economics and culture, they are downplaying 

material capital in favour of differentiation by morality and aesthetics (Alicke &  

Govorun, 2005). Because Penny defines the middle class as those with a culture of 

free-floating ‘liberalness,’ her definition of them includes the broadminded, cultured 

and caring who have little material capital.  

As we saw in Chapter 2, Bourdieusians focus on middle-class cultural authority over 

the working class (Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 1997a, 1997b, 2003). Here Bill is claiming 

authority and superior status over what is perceived to be the tasteless and amoral 

affluent (Jarness, 2017). 

Bill’s life course has involved moving from SWP membership to being inactive in the 

Green Party until Brexit. Like others (Chapter 9), his response to living on the Isle of 

Wight is a desire for homophily and he elaborates on the sorting process. 

GC. You say that there is a link between people’s politics and their 

interest in art, music etc. Could you say a bit more about this please?  
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Bill: This is something I have observed. Creative people tend to be 

more left wing, with some notable exceptions. It’s probably about the 

part of the brain that is used, and to be a good artist you need to be 

open to the world, sensitive and empathetic and a good and honest 

communicator. Right and left seem to have different ways of looking at 

the world. I see the leisure activities on the right are more about sports, 

competitive, pleasure seeking while on the left leisure activities involve 

some emotional or intellectual stimulus. This is, of course, generalizing 

and again there will be lots of examples showing the opposite but as a 

general rule, in my opinion, this applies. So yes, I would say, generally, 

people on the left and right have different lifestyles although there is a 

huge amount of cross over. 

Bill identifies groups / tribes by their moral integrity and artistic / cultural interests. In 

Chapter 10, he uses the language of battle and heroics to discuss fellow Remainers. 

Here, Bill identifies allies (Remainers) who are artistic and cultured (consistent with 

the bohemian values discussed in Chapter 3) and a devious enemy who hold ulterior 

motives / bad intentions, – so that you are not getting what you see. The tribal rivalry 

is identified by Bill as, ‘we,’ the cultured, unselfish, and trusted versus them, the 

artless, selfish, and untrustworthy. This is consistent with evidence that the middle 

class is fragmented into the mutually hostile camps of liberal holders of cultural 

capital (and little material capital) and conservative holders of material capital (and 

little cultural capital) (Jarness, 2015 and 2017; Wynne,1998).  

While admitting some crossover, Bill perceives the left as linked with intellectuals, 

art, music, and theatre and associating the political right with hedonism and 

competitive sports. Such a view, (particularly the dismissal of collective sporting 

activity in favour of individual pursuits) jeopardises any potential solidarity /political 

unity. Similarly with Penny, her identification of herself as a resident rather than 

‘Islander’ also rules out any potential political unity of Islanders and ‘overnors.’ 

E. Our Friends    

In the next chapter, we will see participants saying how hard it is to avoid those not 

like themselves on the Isle of Wight. However, they did refer to Island friends.  
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Friends are likeminded. 

Bill: We have managed to find like-minded people but it has taken a 

long time. The up side is that, because it is so right wing on the island 

we tend to form close bonds with those in our tribe. … Most of my 

friends hold similar views to me. 

The participants narrate how they moved to the Island leaving behind a circle of 

likeminded only to feel like an isolated minority on the Island. However, Bill suggests 

that this produces a stronger bond among the ‘tribe.’ Similarly. having been on the 

receiving end of hostility, Sharon speaks of the contrast.  

It’s really good though when you meet Labour voters and can have a 

full discussion and debate with them, without all of the hate you get 

when talking to Tory voters about the Labour Party.  

Penny: my genuine, enduring, long-standing friends do hold broadly 

similar views to me, and this is important. Most of them have worked in 

some kind of public service role, believe in equality and diversity, and 

have left-of-centre political views. I feel most comfortable with them.  

Steve: It is only through family ties that I speak to anyone who might be 

considered a standard Tory about political matters….. My current social 

circle has a similar outlook, some are Scottish nationalists, some are 

less practical in their pursuit of radical left-wing politics, but the vast 

majority of my friends are intelligent, upbeat and socially conscious. 

(My edit.).  

Marie: My circle has diminished the older I grow but those I do still 

have hold very similar views. But these people tend to be more 

educated, would be viewed as professionals.  

Penny clearly has an affinity only with the faction of society that she defined (above) 

as middle class. Similarly, Steve rations interaction to the ‘intelligent’ (the educated 

again) and like-minded -unless it is a family obligation. While homophily is common, 

the sorting process by which friendships are rationed to the likeminded is not 

evident. Presumably, Marie’s life course has involved a whittling down to a circle of 
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like minded educated middle-class contacts. Contrastingly, Rachel originates from 

Europe and had to establish a social circle from fresh. 

Rachel: The good thing about being an immigrant, is that you can 

choose your friends, so all my English friends hold the same views as 

me, because I have found them through political activity.  

Marie’s discussion of friends is situated within a reflection on her life course.  

Marie:  On FB, [Facebook] some of the people I grew up with, and 

some family members hold what I would consider bigoted and ignorant 

views which just makes me cringe.  

 

Not so much the pissed up nights out now, but nights around houses, 

bottles of wine, good chats. I enjoy walking, coffee shops, doing the 

Seamus Heaney getting back to nature (not being a nudist!!!) and I’m 

ok with being alone now at times, sometimes I crave it. … I go back to 

education and likeminded people.  

 

Again, we see a clear identification of ‘us’ the educated and cultured in contrast with 

‘them’ -the uneducated and narrowminded who we have shed over time. 

 

Friends With Opposing Politics 

While most seek sanctuary in homophily, there is some association with those who 

do not share their outlook. 

Marie: I do associate with others but tend to find those rigid and 

sometimes narrow views are held by those who are more street wise 

but less educated (and I hate writing that as it sounds snooty and 

superior and I don’t mean to come across- I’m far from an enlightened 

view, I can be too left and radical at times)   

Here despite a backhanded compliment of opponents being streetwise, education is 

again the driver of distinction. Interestingly, we see ‘fourth walling’ to stem any 

allegation of logical superiority. The final comment implies that Marie has previously 

got into trouble for her views or feels to embarrassed to disclose the details.  
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Melanie has an exceptional willingness to debate and compromise with opponents. 

She begins.  

   The majority of my social circle are lefties, anti-Brexit.  

But continues. 

Where this is not the case I enjoy enriching political debate over pros 

and cons of various beliefs and alignments and in both professional 

and personal life can always find common ground with people from 

other political dispositions.  

Melanie is among a minority who have any friends with opposing political views, but 

this subgroup is not always comfortable with this. 

Mary: Most of my friends (acquaintances) do not have the same views. 

Since moving to the island I have joined groups dancing, singing, U3A 

[University of the Third Age] and I4E [Islanders for Europe]. Only in the 

latter group do I feel free to express my opinions – something I used to 

do in the LP [Labour Party] on the mainland.  

Simon: I keep friends on Facebook who I politically disagree with and 

who I would normally avoid. I do this because I want to be aware of 

how other arguments to mine are presented and spread.  

Steve: The friend I converse with most about politics is a socially 

liberal, economically libertarian leave voter though. He more than 

agrees that the banks need regulating, agrees with a Land Value Tax, 

is open to the idea of Universal Basic Income, and somewhat sees the 

need to push back against lobbying and monopolistic profits, but just 

seems to be entranced by market principles and unwilling to engage 

with the actual politics of politics.  

Like other participants, Mary uses self-censorship as a coping strategy as a means 

of avoiding open conflict or personal risk. In contrast, Simon is up for a fight; he uses 

social media contacts to hone his future arguments with opponents. Meanwhile, 

Steve is rare in seeing grounds for agreement with a political opponent and is 

unusual in outlining specific policies that he would like to see implemented. The 
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participants mainly discuss what / who they are against rather than outlining specific 

policy remedies. 

F. Participant Identities -Summary 

Across the data set, we a classic perception of a middle class sandwiched between 

an upper and working class - consistent with other studies (Marshall, Newby, Rose 

and Vogler 1988; Raynor, 1981). However, the participants also envisage 

themselves as sandwiched between two extremes of a rich and powerful elite and 

something akin to an underclass. This is consistent with both Leavers and 

Remainers seeing their side as victims of a powerful elite manipulating their 

opponents (Clarke, et. al. 2019: Menon, 2019 and 2021). 

We see some ambivalence about class identity and membership – particularly 

among the socially and geographically mobile participants. We also see different 

views of what being middle class involves. Features identified include being well 

travelled and broadminded, having disposable income, holding savings, being law 

abiding, employment in high-status occupations, being the privileged section of the 

proletariat, and being educated. Such a middle class emphasis on material, 

intellectual, and cultural distinction may rule out any political unity with the working 

class. 

We are building a picture of the participants’ perception of the middle class as 

fragmented by its level of education, values, material and cultural capital and media 

consumption. This is more apparent in the next chapter, but we see here an 

emphasis on being artistic /creative/’cultured’  to distinguish themselves  from the 

older sections of the non-graduate middle class who are affluent but lack cultural 

capital (Bell, 1976; Berger, 1986; Butler & Savage, 1995; Jarness, 2015 and 2017; 

Wynne. 1998). In addition, the emphasis on arts and creativity highlights the 

continuity of the bohemian values discussed in Chapter 3. While seeing themselves 

as superior to the old middle class, there is little discussion of the working class. We 

also see a view of themselves as lacking advantages, security and self-confidence 

compared to the upper class / established members of the middle class.  

In the next chapter, we explore the accounts of the participants arrival and life on the 

Isle of Wight. While they define themselves as intellectually, morally, and 
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aesthetically superior, they are ‘fish out of water’ in a context where they are a 

minority - and lacking the political organisation of their opponents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



161 

 

Chapter 9 

ISLAND LIFE: US AND THEM 

Melanie- It’s such an amazing place to live in some respects but…    

 

A. Introduction 

This chapter examines participants’ perceptions of the Island, Islanders, and their 

political opponents. In the last two chapters we saw education, morality, and culture 

as central in how the participants self-identify and socially differentiate. In this 

chapter, we see this worldview applied to a context where they are a minority. 

All participants either migrated to the Island or returned with their political identity 

formed after mainland work / study. The common theme here is a compromise of 

being attracted by natural beauty with reservations about Island culture and politics -

that they were not aware of prior to arrival. Hence, their statements about its 

attractiveness are always qualified by references to a downside. 

The main theme is an othering of both Islanders and political opponents -with both 

perceived as less educated and cultured than themselves. During a period of 

affective polarisation and class realignment in English politics (discussed in Chapters 

3 and 4), we see the participants distancing and disassociating themselves from 

those perceived as lacking in their intellect, morals, and tastes. In doing so, they are 

actively contributing to this polarisation.  

 

B. Them -First Impressions of the Isle of Wight  

Arrival on the Island from multi-cultural cities prompted surprise and culture shock. 

These first impressions have led to a sustained lack of affinity with Islanders. 

Catherine: It’s right wing…What I’d not factored in was that the tory/ 

UKIP element Is so strong…  I noticed it [racism] first in a couple of 

groups I joined whose members do express conventional right wing 

views – on scroungers, food banks, foreigners and read the Daily Mail.  
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Mary: Total and utter ignorance: … little Labour Party activity and St 

George’s flags etc. All the symptoms associated with UKIP.  

Marie: I haven’t seen so many gardens proudly bearing the St George 

Cross flag when it’s not even the [football] World Cup or Euros! 

[European Championship football tournament].  

Participants arrived on the Island to face totems of nationalism and a culture less 

prevalent in their mainland experiences. English flags symbolise those who they 

disagree with - and flag owners are presumed to be racist. However, these 2019 

recollections may be filtered through the lens of Brexit. 

 

Marie: Prior to moving here, I hadn’t heard the word “wog” for years….I 

blame the oldies and their resistance to change although many of the 

parents of the students I teach hold limited and rigid narrow views. I 

don’t feel that the island is diverse or cosmopolitan enough and we’re 

missing a big trick for our next generation.  I find people over here 

incredibly racist. 

 

Penny: I have been shocked at some of the things people think it’s OK 

to say.  Someone described a man to me as ‘looks like he’s been 

brushed with a light lick of tar’ and was offended by my obvious 

surprise at the term, thinking everyone would use it.   

 

Then there is ‘that stretch of water’ which keeps away ‘undesirables,’ 

by which they mean immigrants and people of colour.  I don’t choose to 

spend time with people who have these views and am always 

surprised when someone I’m politely chatting to thinks it’s OK to say  

these things to me. 

 

The Island is seen as insular and parochial coupled with a casual racism / 

nationalism that for Marie, (“missing a big trick”) leaves the young unprepared for 

multicultural mainland life. Both Marie and Penny are ambushed by offensive (and 

archaic) language that users presume is a shared currency - with Islanders 
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perceived as seeing the Solent as a protective moat that ensures apartheid. As we 

saw in Chapter 5, the Island has a localism that sees mainland culture as both 

inferior and intimidating (Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011) here, the participants perceive 

a racist element in that localism.  

Catherine: I’ve also been quite surprised at the apathy – lots of glass 

half full people who are ready to complain e.g., about the lack of jobs, 

the state of Sandown [a seaside resort in serious decline] and the local 

council but are not prepared to do anything about it – and not just the 

elderly people. 

Robert: Sadly, the indigenous population firmly believes that this is a 

great place to live and work, part of the major south-east region that 

powers the country. 

Both are exceptional in attributing blame beyond the elderly. The ‘glass half full’ 

implies that they are secure but idle moaners. (She may mean glass half full thereby 

implying that they are over optimistic). Robert also sees Islanders as complacent - 

misguided and failing to recognise their own deprivation or local problems. Steve is 

typical in that he is attracted by the physical beauty of the Island but is not 

emotionally attached, “I like the anonymity of a crowd that you get in London, and I 

still feel more at home there.” He expresses an affinity with London and the 

possibility of a life not subject to the public surveillance found in smaller 

communities. Like him, the participants regularly contrast the Island with their past 

experiences.  

Marie: I like the quaintness of the place but miss the cultural variety. I 

fully accept and welcome the outstanding natural beauty of the Island 

itself but working here is different. I noticed almost immediately the lack 

of ethnic minorities and their cultural influences. I do read the local 

press and clocked the Toryism straight away. Even the letters pages 

seem right wing and bigoted. I couldn’t believe there was no real 

LGBTI scene either. This island is so blue. I can’t believe that in the 

last election [2017] all the votes from other parties didn’t add up to the 

majority who voted Tory. [Local] Tory MPs are so corrupted – jobs for 

the jobs, favours for mates, looking the other way. 
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Melanie: I actually used to socialise with Andrew Turner [former 

Conservative MP] and he’s not a bad chap if you ignore the hunting / 

death penalty / rinsing the expenses etc!   

I have worked in small companies on the Isle of Wight where views 

were narrow and it made me even more determined to be open minded 

and not ‘like them.’ Working ‘off island’ and in a more politically aware 

(and agreeable to me) organisation has made me dislike our current 

government.  

The lack of ethnic and social group diversity is seen to cultivate right-wing politics. 

Marie recognises that she is among a political minority fighting a losing battle against 

more powerful forces. Interestingly, she expresses her observations with incredulity, 

which borders on vexation. She also alleges that local MPs are nepotistic and ignore 

corruption or criminal activity -there is little known evidence of this, apart from them 

being major-league expense claimants. Similarly, Melanie mentions the previous MP 

who resigned in 2017 -after telling schoolchildren that homosexuality is a sin. Her 

class position may be indicated by her social life -but she is being sarcastic as non-

Conservatives found it hard to ignore his foxhunting, support for the death penalty or 

prominence in the 2009 MP’s expenses scandal. While others contrast the Island 

with their former lives, she notes the difference via her daily commuting.  

As we saw in Chapter 5, the Island has a growing and above average elderly 

population. The participants perceive this as an issue.  

Bill: There tends to be a lot of elderly people with conservative or extreme 

views, not open to new ideas, negative and quite often racist 

Melanie: How does it feel? – embarrassing, frustrating, tiresome. I long for 

change, for another candidate to have a chance. For my vote to matter. For 

the NIMBYs to die of old age and fresh ideas to have their time (hopefully we 

won’t all get old and turn right wing!). (2)  

 

Here we see feelings of powerlessness and despair with the locality, its 

demographics, and an electoral system where opposition votes have no impact in 

safe seats. Melanie’s only hope for change lies in a death wish – although this is 
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coupled with a fear of ‘us’ evolving into ‘them.’ The participants regularly scapegoat 

the elderly and assume that they provide core Conservative / Brexit support.  

 

Catherine: I do find attitudes especially towards people who are really 

struggling is very disappointing – and most especially towards the 

foodbanks -hearing the hostile views [towards the poor] on the Isle of 

Wight where there are so many people whose cheerful exterior hides 

hearts of flint is quite depressing. 

Catherine sees all locals as deceptive, hard hearted and concealing their 

callousness behind smiling faces. Like other participants, she sees Islanders are the 

embodiment of views that she disagrees with.  

Overall, what we see here is the participants shocked and dismayed by the contrast 

between the Island and their mainland experiences. As we saw in Chapter 6, their 

self- and political identities are grounded in a liberal formal education and urban 

cosmopolitanism. But they have migrated to a locality that is older, nationalist, 

monarchist, militarist, Conservative, and hostile to outsiders. They find it difficult 

avoid people who are not like themselves.  

C. Them - Pathologizing Islanders 

Steve: some people are more easily influenced than others. 

Daily Mail Island 

As we saw Chapter 8, most participants identify education as their key formative 

experience, and this provides their cultural authority and the lens through which 

Island life is viewed. They see themselves as ideologically immune and wiser than 

their opponents. A common theme is the participants identifying themselves as 

educated and cultured and seeing their opponents as duped by tabloid newspapers. 

Simon for example said, “Without meaning to seem superior, I have had a different 

education to most of the people I spend leisure time with.”  Despite the 4th walling 

‘without’ prefix, Simon communicates a logical superiority (Hoorens, 1993) common 

to the participants. Opponents are othered and disapproved as less knowledgeable, 

less logical, and incapable of serious discussion.  
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Robert: It still amazes me sometimes that people of a very similar age 

and background have completely different outlooks and perspectives 

can have such contrasting views, beliefs and opinions.  

There is an othering of those of similar class / age who do not share their values or 

politics. Across the data set. the less qualified in their own class and age cohort are 

viewed as frustrating lost causes.  

  

Robert- It is with much regret that a large number of Island residents 

actually believe virtually everything that has ever been written or 

spoken about the Labour party over the last decade – they firmly 

believe that Labour spent all the money whilst in Government, that 

Labour caused the world’s financial crash, that Labour never saves for 

a rainy day and that the current leader [Corbyn] is a raving Commie. I 

kid you not.  

 

Sharon: It is difficult to talk politics on the island as there are so many 

tory voters and Brexiteers, but we have a large population of elder 

voters who read the Daily Mail and believe it all, including my parents. 

 

Catherine:  I have made it a rule of thumb not to discuss political items 

with people who are not informed.  (This sounds very arrogant, but I 

find it hard to have a discussion with those whose information comes 

from The Daily Mail, Sun etc. The gap is just too wide.)  

 

Participants often refer to opponents as readers of the Daily Mail (some refer to the 

‘Daily Fail’) and the Daily Express. I take this as a pejorative reference to 

Conservative faction of the middle class. There are few specific references to 

readers of ‘The Sun’ or the Daily Star – UK tabloids with a more working-class 

readership. In the last chapter we saw a sense of ‘us’ that reappears here.  

.  Bill -Some people understand the politicians’ games. We don’t expect 

them to be honest so we are less disappointed. We feel more in control 

of our lives so less dependent on the decisions of politicians. There is 

also something more basic. When I hear Trump or Farage speak I can 
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tell that they are lying, I can see what sort of people they are and I find 

it confusing why everyone doesn’t see the same as me. “He’s lying, it’s 

obvious, why can’t you see that?”, is what I think. 

At this point, Bill does not specify who are the skilled ‘we’ and why ‘we’ hold low 

expectations of politicians but are secure enough to live independent of the impact of 

political decisions. Elsewhere he refers to ‘us’ as a tribe of the artistic and cultured - 

consistent with Bourdieusian analyses. However here he does not identify how and 

why ‘we’ are in control of our lives but (given the data set), I assume that education 

and qualifications are the main source of this power and authority.  

So far, the participants have mobilised their culture, class, and education to other 

Islanders. In addition to the racism and nationalism, the participants view islanders 

as having additional pathologies. 

Islanders are backward / apathetic. 

 

Marie: I didn’t believe the “island way” until trying to renovate a house – 

workers not turning up, turning up for a bit, popping up a few weeks 

later etc. and also reflected in the laid-back attitude of many of the 

students I teach with no real aspirations. 

The Island is seen as fostering low aspirations, parochialism, and a laxity that 

frustrates and angers. This implicitly contrasts with their own achievement-oriented 

habitus. As we saw in Chapter 5, the insider / outsider divide has been found to 

central in Island culture, and locals are often hostile to newcomers (Crow, 2001; 

Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011). However, consistent with other studies finding incomers 

inverting the local status system, (Brailsford, 2017) we see liberal-left incomers being 

hostile to the locals for their politics and backwardness.  

Marie: I think I’m becoming islandised, I even feel a little intimidated 

now by the mainland – it just doesn’t appeal to me, leave me in my 

bubble.  I also feel trapped at the same time – lack of jobs, financial 

commitments mean I have to like or lump it and I’m too scared to risk 

breaking out of the routine and living for what is important. 
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Marie partly fears engulfment in an insular and self-limiting Island mentality. The 

Island is perceived as a trap - and incomers are seen as vulnerable to assimilation 

and glued down by their employment and economic commitments. However, this is 

something that she partly embraces, and she wants to be left in her own bubble.  

Robert: The employees on the Island will (and do) work for much less, 

because they have always had to and unfortunately always will do. We 

are a willing pool of workers who broadly accept and trade the beauty 

of the island for lower pay. 

While the participants endure local politics and culture in return for natural beauty, 

Robert assumes that the Islanders are making a similar deal -accepting low pay in 

return for access to beaches and countryside. Among the participants, we see a 

shared perception of Island life as slower and less diverse. Locals are viewed as 

apathetic, intellectually backward. and slow - implying that they view themselves as 

forward thinking, incisive, and quick-witted.  

 

Locals cannot be reasoned with 

In addition to othering Islanders, the participants see them as a lost cause. Thus, by 

refusing to enter dialogue, they are contributing to the current political and cultural 

polarisation.  

Steve: To be fair, their [Islanders] political views are so cliché ridden 

and devoid of any logical structure that I don’t think I’m missing out on 

much. I’ll take any opportunity to throw political type thoughts out there, 

but most people you meet aren’t that interested. 

I rarely get beyond small talk with any member of the general public, 

and I always get the sense that most people are more comfortable 

emoting about politics than actually discussing politics. If I slip in a 

political observation then I get the impression that it's generally 

understood, but not the kind of political conversation most people are 

comfortable involving themselves in.  
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Catherine: I am surprised or maybe shocked that there is so little real 

thought or discussion on the island, and the strong support still for BJ  

[Boris Johnson] as “the man who will get things done” and the 

animosity towards anyone who doesn’t think as they do.  

 

Robert: From such a low base it is difficult to pitch what Labour stands 

for, what Labour has and done and more importantly what it wants to 

achieve in the future…..I have tried ‘till I’m blue in the face to explain 

that Labour did not cut police  /NHS / education etc , but they read the 

Tory press and believe it all. 

 

For Steve, the locals cannot compete with his intellect while Catherine and Robert 

return to the earlier theme of locals being duped by the Conservative press. Where 

participants do encounter opponents, self-censorship is the norm. 

 

Catherine: On the island, it has been more difficult as I think that many 

of the people we associate with are Brexiters and Tories so I tend not 

to get too involved and keep to safe topics.  … so I’ve been cowardly 

and not tried to enter into any arguments except where the NHS is 

concerned. (my edit) 

Catherine’s self-censorship is tinged with guilt.  

I probably could be more active but there’s no incentive and I’ve tended 

to avoid getting involved. 

This implies a fatalism; a belief that nothing can be gained in the context of the 

Island, the locals cannot be converted and there is no chance of ‘our side’ winning. 

Nevertheless, we see the local population othered and being judged by a member of 

a righteous credo – thereby eliminating the possibility of future dialogue or alliances. 

For Simon, locals lack compassion, but he vacillates in his views. 

 

Simon: I go through phases of resentment towards people who don't 

see things as I do, which then changes to a sense of sympathy or 

empathy. Both of these feelings I wish to see more of in people living 
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here. I am a member of the Labour Party, which I know gets such 

mixed responses here on the Isle of Wight. 

 

Simon is ambivalent towards his opponents; he dislikes them but also pities their 

inconsiderateness. Meanwhile, Catherine identifies the contradictions in local 

thought. 

 

Catherine: of course, everyone moans about the NHS and the schools 

whilst praising individuals who have provided them with great service 

and nearly always these nurses/doctors/carers are not indigenous 

Britons [while] at the same time contributing quite generously in their 

shoe boxes [Christmas gifts] for Moldova, local charities etc and the 

strong Brexit camp and are absolutely devoted to the NHS. 

 

I find that there is a disconnect- people lament the passing of adult ed, 

the support that they tell me there was for young mothers – cookery 

classes etc but they don’t see that this is a consequence of cuts which 

they’ve voted for. 

Locals are seen by Catherine as right wing but also compassionate. We see a 

diagnosis of apathy and ignorance in all age groups, a failure to appreciate the 

contribution made by migrant labour, and a failure to connect national policies with 

the decline in local services. As we saw in Chapter 5, some Island election 

candidates claim an ability to transcend national politics. (1)  

 

When discussing the Island, it is the elderly / uneducated /affluent / uncultured 

middle class who are identified as the problem. 

Robert:  our Little England Island folk, who amazingly can be short 

changed and short sighted by a Conservative administration on the 

Island that has downsized (de-industrialised mentality surfacing 

again?) public services, support services, NHS functions to a critical 

point of virtual collapse, where society, or a caring society at that is 

truly unable to function and plan ahead. Yet they still vote Tory in their 

droves, election after election, council after council … However crap 
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they are treated, they refuse to listen, read, query, challenge, consider 

anything that is mildly Labour or left leaning for fear of being called a 

Commie down at the local Conservative Club or do anything that takes 

them away from their Daily Fail and Daily Express propaganda! Phew, 

that makes me feel better! 

Here Robert vents his spleen and refers to a ‘De-industrialised mentality’ -suggesting 

that his anger is with an underclass. However, his references to peer pressure in 

local Conservative clubs, the ‘Daily Fail’ and Express identify a faction of the middle 

class (also affected by austerity) as the problem. This suggest that he perceives that 

they not only outnumber ‘us’ but ‘they’ also have a coherence and power base that 

‘we’ do not have. He continues with a rare glimpse of comprehending economic 

motives for Conservative support on the Island.  

 

I can understand that some people did (and some still do) have idyllic 

and trouble-free lives and never have to worry about things, like 

money, housing, jobs, etc and everything fell into place without any 

problems.  

Conservatism is viewed as a rational choice for the financially secure - but others are 

viewed as duped. Robert is frustrated with those who succumb to ideologies of 

Empire, he is bewildered by: 

the majority of people have generally had to work hard, give up on 

some things to get other things, know the value of money and kind 

broadly work out when people are shafting them, telling lies or just not 

being honest in their dealings with other people. They can usually see 

through con men, shysters and wrong-uns. 

But put a suit and tie on them, get them to talk with authority and 

suddenly some people believe everything they hear. Blended with a 

commentary the have heard/read in the papers and suddenly they start 

to digest and believe in the hype themselves. Why does nobody actual 

challenge them; why do some people follow like sheep; why do they let 

things pass that should be called out. 
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For Robert, the flock are duped by a combination of a manufactured deference and 

media brainwashing. He doesn’t identify is who (apart from himself) are not victims of 

hype or, how they come to see through it, but he feels frustrated that ‘we ‘are not 

accepted or listened to, “what’s wrong with speaking up; why are a number of people 

happy to follow a crowd and what’s wrong with being different, being radical?” 

Again, ‘we’ are strongly aware of minority status and the elderly are identified as the 

main problem. 

Robert: Why oh why are older people, who actually experienced the 

hardships after the wars not able to recognise the growth of 

nationalism bordering on fascism that is spreading across the UK? 

Again, we see a fear of nationalism / jingoism getting out of hand and posing a 

threat.  

Overall, the participants are fatalistic about the Island and feel that there is little 

chance of change.  

 

Simon: Living with the political views that I do makes me feel a sense 

of desperation and frustration. 

Marie: I don’t see the Labour Party ever getting in over here.   

Sharon: it’s a pretty safe tory seat, I feel that you cannot debate cuts to 

the NHS here, or education as all you get is how it is better than when 

Labour was in power. 

Sharon is typical in viewing that opponents cannot be converted via logical 

argument. While the participants feel fatalistic and ineffectual in a Tory safe seat, we 

see in Chapter 10, how opposing Brexit provides them with an opportunity to make a 

difference. 

 

D. Insider -Outsider Tensions 

 

As we saw in Chapter 5, An insider /outside divide underpins Island life - with 

hostility to incomers, and a local perception that mainland life is inferior (Crow et. al., 
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2001; Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011; Bek, 2012). Participants have experienced local 

hostility for offering the politics of an incomer.  

.   

Robert: When you do articulate a left-leaning viewpoint and try and 

explain that there are alternative ways of doing things it is broadly 

dismissed as an overner’s view. 

Earlier, Robert claimed that locals cannot be convinced by logical argument, here he 

sees this caused by his principles being distorted by the insider / outside divide ad 

being dismissed as inappropriate on the Island.  

Marie: I found some of the caulkheads [Islanders resident for several 

generations] rude and some almost discriminatory “coming over here 

taking jobs and housing” rhetoric of being an immigrant. 

I [have] found the overners [recent arrivals] friendly – mainly people 

from work, mainly more educated. 

Marie sees locals as deploying racist tropes towards incomers. Unfortunately, we do 

not know the process by which caulkheads and overners are identified in routine 

interaction. (Other studies (Crow et. al., 2001; Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011have found 

that caulkheads announce their status early in the conversation.) Nevertheless, the 

identification of ‘us’ as more educated is the main recurring theme among the 

participants. 

Female participants often discussed hostile local receptions to their political identity 

(rather than their newcomer status). Catherine refers to the 2017 election: 

I did leaflet and had the [Labour] Party poster in the garden - though 

wasn't surprised when it was taken down by a passer by  

The statement that she was not surprised by events during an election suggests that 

such hostility is routine, and democratic norms are weakening on the Island. 

Meanwhile, Rachel’s experiences are more threatening and direct. 

Rachel: It feels like we are a minority. I have had some unpleasant 

experiences while campaigning for the Lib Dems.  
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"I want my country back" - from male person while [I was] campaigning 

for Lib Dem in a local election. "Oh, you are brave, aren't you" - from 

older male person, moving too close to me be comfortable, while 

standing outside a polling station with a yellow rosette. One of my 

neighbours knocked down my Lib Dem poster on a pole, during the 

general election campaign 2017. Foul language from [a] male person in 

Cowes while leafleting for the Lib Dem, I just walked away. Angry white 

men seem to respond very negatively to the Lib Dem logo. 

Here we see female participants as victims of the intolerance, weakening of 

democratic norms and in Rachel’s case, being the victim of the normalised threat of 

male violence. As we shall see in Chapter 11, the participants are fearful of 

opponents being empowered by Brexit.  

Overall, the participants know that they are a minority and that their local opponents 

are better organised  They are ambivalent about the Island, and there is an othering 

of locals that is consistent with the literature that found overners seeing themselves 

as superior to ‘dim-witted’ locals (Brailsford, 2017). However, they envisage their 

main opposition as the older affluent middle-class readers of the Daily Mail /Express 

who are less educated than themselves -thereby supporting the studies pointing to a 

fragmented middle class (James, 2006; Butler & Savage, 1995; Savage et. al., 1995; 

Savage, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Wynne,1998).  

E. Them: Duped Nationally  

 

Powerful Press 

Ten participants made regular references to all their national opponents as victims of 

media ideologies. While there is little discussion of TV, radio or social media, the 

daily papers are presumed to be immensely powerful.  

 

Sharon: Working in a manufacturing environment most of the shop floor staff 

were Labour voters, but the management were mostly Tory, and very anti 

Corbyn. As part of management, I did find it difficult to listen to my colleagues’ 

rants about Labour, especially seeing them read The Telegraph and Daily 

Mail, but as the only female in management I tried to avoid politics with them. 
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Here, we see a lone female amidst a male management culture that consumes 

papers popular with English middle-class Conservatives. While Sharon sees a 

Labour shop floor left culture, others occasionally problematise the working class.  

Mary: I wrestle with the thought that working class people can vote for 

someone whose party has so obviously damaged them, without them 

understanding it.  This is a lack of education situation and media 

output.    

As with the affluent / uncultured middle-class on the Island, working-class 

Conservatism in general is blamed on media manipulation and lack of education. 

Simon is both angry and sorry with the working class for their indifference and 

obedience.  

Simon: I feel sorry for people who chose to or are ignorant of the levels 

of deprivation and poverty. People seem to be happy with dog mess in 

the street and Sky tv. There is a distinct sense of apathy towards true 

progressive change. Alternatives are downplayed, labelled as extremist 

or delusions of a 'lefty.’    

Here I am taking Sky TV consumption as a euphemism working class – confirmed as 

he continues. 

I have developed a growing sense of frustration and dismay over 

people who would benefit from my left wing policies, rather 

aggressively arguing right wing individualistic rhetoric.  I still don't fully 

understand why people who are relatively deprived think it is a good 

idea to vote for right wing parties and policies, especially when 

alternatives are so obviously explained or shown to them.  

The single most worrying issue for me is a move towards a modern-

day fascism ruled by misinformation and a control of the media. When 

masses of people believe in extreme, alternate version of events then 

this can undermine every area of society and cause massive rifts 

between the fake truth zealots, those who see through the fake news 

and those who end up trusting none of it.   
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While seeing the working class as beneath them, we also see some ambivalence 

towards the working class.  

Simon: Having lived in poor areas with huge social problems I have 

mixed feelings. The way some people behave in certain areas is 

extremely disturbing. Violence, theft, drugs, racism, abuse are very 

common. I have a mixture of fear and compassion but I would much 

prefer to be compassionate from a safe distance.  

Again, we see ambivalence and contradiction in Simon’s mix of anger, fear, and 

sympathy. He is compassionate if he does not have to live among them. As with 

Marie’s resentment of those on benefits (Chapter 7), Simon’s first-hand experiences 

of lower-class crime mean that there were moments when both could have 

embraced those ideologies that scapegoat those at the bottom.  

Some have suggested that the middle-class liberal left despise the working class 

(Embery, 2021; Swift, 2019) or that the middle class in general dominate and seek to 

differentiate themselves from the working class (Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 1997b). Here 

we see mix of fear, anger, despair, and frustration directed at the working class for 

their failure to recognise their self-interests. There is an incomprehension as to why 

the scales have not fallen from their eyes.  

As the data was collected during a turbulent 2019, some participants fear the loss of 

their cultural authority and the misguided and uneducated in all classes holding sway 

via Brexit. The participants envisage a broader uneducated ‘them’ in all classes that 

contrasts with a wiser ‘us.’ Although not explicit, there is a latent questioning of the 

appropriateness of universal suffrage - with the uneducated seen as a national 

barrier to progressive change.  

A manipulative elite 

Steve: Those doing the influencing know that and target those people, it's very 

clear. 

Robert: the Murdoch’s of this world and that is now the root cause of the 

problem …somebody else is telling the story and some people actually 

believe some of these stories….particularly on the Island.  
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The perception here is that less educated are brainwashed by a national conspiracy 

of elite controllers. Melanie shares this perception of the Island, where “pompous 

wealthy men who think they can get whatever they want and stand in the way of 

changes that would benefit the Island”. Here, ‘our’ defeat and lack of progress are 

not seen as rooted in our actions. Blame lies with ‘them,’ the manipulative (male) 

elite -whose power is not explained. In contrast, Penny’s sees technological change 

and information overload leaving people vulnerable to manipulation. 

It is simply impossible for many people to keep up with it all and so 

they feel left behind. Also politicians across the spectrum can appear 

as clever and manipulative, saying one thing while doing something 

else.  

But the real culprits are as a manipulative elite and a mass who want simple jingles. 

Penny: They want simple powerful sounding messages that express 

those feelings. Many people realise that and have learnt to use those 

type of messages to gain support although these messages are empty 

of any real content, constantly divisive, and the people who are putting 

those messages out have very worrying agendas of their own.  

Again, we see a fear of the masses manipulated by a conspiratorial elite with secret 

agendas. As a comfortable middle-class person, accustomed to agency, Penny feels 

that events are slipping out of control. The participants’ main thesis is that false 

consciousness cultivated by a hidden manipulators causes Conservative / Brexit 

support -with the Island as an extreme example of a wider national trend. 

Robert: I’m genuinely confused that some rational people actually 

believe all the jingoistic, Little-England nonsense pedalled by various 

newspapers, numerous experts and talking heads spouting on about 

the good old days, the empire, the commonwealth and all things 

British.  

Overall, the participants primarily see the Island, England and their own class as 

divided between ‘us’ the cultured and educated (but politically defeated) who can see 

through ideologies and ‘them’ the people (including relatives and workmates) who 

are seduced by the owners of the Conservative press into supporting Conservative 



178 

 

austerity and Brexit. This could be evidence of a subjective division an ‘old’ middle 

class working in the production of material goods and a mostly graduate ‘new’ middle 

class (Bell,1974; Berger, 1987; Wynne, 1998) that is being experienced 

generationally on the Island.  

What is new here, is that for the participants, this division involves a political fault 

line. Rather than seeking to distinguish themselves from the working class – evident 

in much of the literature in Chapters 2 and 3, on the Island the middle-class 

participants distinguish themselves from the ‘old’ middle class -in both senses. 

 

F. Taking Them On Locally 

Little Victories 

As we have seen throughout this chapter, most participants seek the like-minded 

and minimise conflict and exercise self-censorship among opponents. However, 

some want to take ‘them’ on – and take pleasure from the fight. 

Robert: It is with great delight to receive local councillors and tory 

activists during pre-election periods knocking on the door and 

expecting to be received with gushing Tory praises only to find that 

they have called on the wrong house/wrong person to pedal their 

overtly right-wing nonsenses and nasty party propaganda. It’s the little 

pleasures in life on the Island.  

While Robert’s battle is restricted to his own doorstep, the pleasure of argument has 

other arenas. 

Marie: I love the Garlic festival and the Chale shows as the 

Conservative and UKIP normally have a stall each – and it’s always 

good to have an argument!  

Steve: If anyone expresses bigoted views to me, then I'll occasionally 

make such views the butt of a joke if I'm feeling particularly quick 

witted, else I just end up giving them a relevant look until I can see that 

I've made them uncomfortable (probably one of the few circumstances 
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in which I'm comfortable intimidating people with the confidence I have 

in my intellect).   

In Steve’s case, we see a cruel pleasure in intimidating (or perceiving success in 

intimidating) those less witty / articulate / knowing /politically correct than himself – 

and again we see the importance of an educated identity for his ontological security. 

Territorial defence  

The local arts scene is viewed by some participants as their territory, Robert recalls 

when the opposition strayed onto ‘our’ territory.  

Robert: we had some tickets to see [left- leaning comedian] Ben Elton 

at Shanklin theatre on Saturday night… Well, blow me it was packed to 

the rafters and our seats were right at the back. Saw a couple of 

friends but also the usual Island core - Daily Mail/Express readers, tory 

club members, the IWCP [Isle of Wight County Press – local 

Conservative supporting paper (4)] glitterati, etc and a couple of old 

Headteachers who acknowledged me.  

Here, opponents (‘the usual Island core’) are identified by their assumed newspaper 

readership and Robert suggests that he has some familiarity with them from previous 

experience.  

Robert: Anyway, BE [Ben Elton] opened up with a stupendous assault 

and vilification of Boris Johnson and his new wave Tories, fully ripping 

into and trowling it on, thick and hard, pulling no punches and swearing 

like a trooper…..go Ben tell em, just spell it out to this disguised 

audience of closet Tories, wavering Liberals and fuckin Green 

wannabes. Loving it, just loving it. One chap in front of me not liking the 

verbal assault on his safe and sound Island lifestyle…. The bloke was 

muttering that he used to like Ben Elton when he was funny but not 

now! Bizarre - but he left at the interval but his partner stayed. 

Needless to say BE got a standing ovation from me and lots of 

others….some could bring themselves to do so in case it affected their 

Conservative Club membership and sheepishly slopped out….Bye Bye 

Bed-wetting Tories.  
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In the absence of any possibility of electoral victory, Robert takes pleasure in the 

territorial victory of seeing ‘them’ humiliated and cleared off ‘our patch.’ Interestingly 

he has the Liberal Democrats and Greens added to his hit list – political tolerance 

was low during 2019. 

G. Discussion    

 

As we saw in chapters 3 and 4, the English liberal left are concentrated in large cities 

with a university – places unlike the Isle of Wight. This study is unique in that it 

collects the narratives of urban cosmopolitans later moving into a non-cosmopolitan 

location. This may become more common as young, urban cosmopolitans mature, 

settle down and have children, and /or large cities become unaffordable. Population 

movement between the areas where polarised groups are concentrated requires 

more investigation.  

The over-arching theme here is of participants who are ‘fish out of water’ whose 

relocation for natural beauty produced an early recognition that Island life contrasts 

with their mainland experiences and they are a minority. Hence, the participants are 

ambivalent about Island life. Some of them have received a hostile response to their 

political views and some have enjoyed ‘dishing it out’ in return. The participants 

present an outsider’s view that resents locals -and the Island is perceived as racist, 

nationalist, and lacking diversity. Local opponents are seen to embody everything 

that they dislike. Throught the data set, the participants focus on who /what they are 

against rather than declaring preferred policies. 

 

The participants feel powerless and that their votes have negligible impact. 

Meanwhile their opponents are viewed as cohesive and aided by wider local and 

national structures of support- particularly from media owners and skilled political 

operators. This frustration is voiced via false consciousness being their main / only 

explanation for their repeated electoral defeats. Hence, the liberal left themselves 

are exonerated. 

We see the insider / outsider dichotomy in operation, but like others (Brailsford 

2016), we see an inversion of the local status hierarchy. The participants’ response 
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is one of logical superiority (Hoorens, 1993) whereby opponents are othered as less 

knowledgeable, less logical, and incapable of serious discussion. The consequence 

is that dialogue and engagement with opponents is minimal. Locals are seen as a 

lost cause (or a laughingstock) rather than potential converts. So the participants 

retreat into and enjoy selective leisure sites to secure engagement with the 

likeminded- their actions thereby reinforcing the political divide in return for comfort. 

Across the data set, we see participants referring to opponents as brainwashed by 

the tabloid press. Here we the social distance corollary operating where groups 

distinguish between ‘us’ and them’ with reference to the media. They’ are seen are 

more susceptible to media influence than us - thereby overestimating their 

vulnerability. Meanwhile, ‘we’ identify ourselves as fully immune to media influence – 

thereby underestimating our own susceptibility (Davidson, 1983; Meirick, 2005; 

Perloff, 1999). Again, this is symptomatic of the affective polarisation but also 

actively reinforces it.  

 

For Goodhart (Goodhart, 2017) the participants are ‘anywheres’ - those who 

attended a residential university and then moved into a professional career in 

London or abroad (3). They carry achieved identities and are “comfortable and 

confident with new people and places.”  However, apart from their qualifications and 

geographical mobility, the participants do not fit this category, they are not 

comfortable with Island life, and some retain an affinity with their birthplace or other 

localities. In addition, (as we saw in Chapter 7) some participants have an affinity 

with both their working-class roots and place of birth. Furthermore, despite their 

ambivalence, none of the participants ever express a desire to relocate back to the 

mainland.  

While we see some distinction of themselves from the working class (Lawler, 2005), 

we see no affinity with the upper class. Their main targets are the less educated 

affluent members of the middle class – seen as amoral and / or duped by tabloid 

newspapers. There are hints that the working class are seen as similarly duped and 

a fear of a nationalist masses holding sway - when previously the participants felt in 

control of their own destiny. However, the main anger directed at the conservative 

middle class - based on an expectation that they should know better- and further 
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evidencing a subjective fragmentation of the middle class (James, 2006; Butler & 

Savage, 1995;.Savage et al., 1995; Savage, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Wynne, 1998).  

There is also some ageism via an othering and scapegoating of the elderly (in a 

sample aged 30-62) and some belief that change can only arise via generational 

replacement. The repeated references to the influence of the Daily Mail / Express 

suggests a resentment of affluent middle class who are assumed to be too old for 

social media. However, it is not always clear whether participants are referring to 

opponents generally - or just those on the Island.  

Since they identify themselves as educated and able to see through ideological 

manipulation, there is evidence of a nascent graduate identity (Ford & Jennings, 

2020; Stubager, 2013; Van Der Werfhorst, Herman and De Graf, 2004)  While there 

is little explicit reference to degree possession per se, we see references to an ‘our 

kind’ – the educated holders liberal values, who enjoy local arts centres. The findings 

build on Jarness’ (2015, 2017) study of symbolic boundaries (Lamont and Fournier, 

1992; Lamont and Molnar, 2002; Murphy, 1988) in the middle class and the role of 

conceptual distinctions, practices, tastes, and attitudes /manners in everyday life. We 

see here (and in chapters 8 and 10) the participants creating moral boundaries 

(Lamont and Fournier, 1992) whereby their own side is seen as considerate, honest, 

and holding integrity in contrast with their devious / uncaring political opponents. 

Here, the participants are distinguishing themselves from the unqualified affluent, the 

non-graduate middle class, slightly older than themselves -who secured their 

position without qualifications (Bell, 1974; Berger ,1987; Wynne, 1998). As we shall 

see in the next chapter on Brexit, the participants fear that the ignorant have now got 

the upper hand. Their cultural authority is in jeopardy. 
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Chapter 10:  

BREXIT AND AFFECTIVE POLARISATION   

A. Introduction   

 

As the data was collected during 2019, this study became hijacked by Brexit – the 

main concern of the participants by a long shot. I had not expected this and the 

literature in Chapter 4 was not investigated until I noted how prominent Brexit 

featured in the data set during my detailed analysis in 2020. This was during 

lockdown when Johnson was mobilising the Leaver constituency via the war against 

coronavirus’ (Kulz, 2022). 

 

In previous chapters, we saw how the participants’ socialisation led to educated 

identities and how they felt out of place on the Isle of Wight. In response, they 

othered their local opponents as morally, intellectually, and culturally inferior. This 

chapter looks at the forming of their Remainer identities after 2016 that results in an 

othering of Leave supporters, family divisions, and actions that contributed to the 

polarisation of Levers and Remainers.  

 

The participants fear that Brexit has opened the door to expressions of racism and 

nationalism and the weakening of democracy. However, their questioning of the 

legitimacy of the referendum and their doubting the right of the less educated to 

decide the nation’s fate paradoxically leads to them questioning universal suffrage.  

 

Nationally, an affective polarisation around Brexit emerged 2016-19 (Hobolt and 

Tilley, 2020) and the participant-led qualitative data here uniquely captures its 

crystallisation so that opponents became enemies. Such a division is greater than 

conventional political divides as it involves emotional attachment to in-group 

partisans and hostility towards out-group partisans (Iyengar and Sood, 2012; 

Iyengar, 2015). The referendum meant that each side knew who their enemies were 

and had a name (or derogatory term such as ‘remoaner’ or ‘gammon’) for them.  
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B. Brexit as an Ideological Trigger – Emergent Brexit 

Identities 

 

All participants mentioned Brexit as their main current concern, but none mentioned 

campaigning in the run up to the referendum. We know little about their views about 

the EU prior to 2016 - only Kevin referred to Europe (possibly through the lens of 

2016-19) as a formative influence. 

Kevin: My earliest clear engagement with a political issue was the 

commitment made by Edward Heath in 1970 to take the UK into the 

Common Market.  If I had been able to vote in that general election, I 

would have voted for him, mainly for that single reason.  Working with 

other European partners to secure a better future seemed such an 

obviously sensible thing to do. I took no active part in formal political 

activity (other than voting) for the next 40 years. 

 

Kevin is Liberal Democrat galvanised by Brexit after previously being comfortable 

with the status quo.  

.  Bill: when the 2016 EU referendum [happened] my wife and I found 

ourselves plunged into the political world in a way that we had not been 

before. This felt far more personal and the worry that “Brexit” was just 

the start of something worse motivated us to get more involved, first 

online, then on marches and then joining, with like-minded people, 

Islanders for Europe 

 

For Bill, Brexit is more than leaving the EU, he had been involved with a Trotskyist 

Party in his youth, later became a member of the Green Party, but (like Kevin) he 

was unengaged until 2016. Interestingly, as the crisis politicises him, he is a passive 

agent – he was plunged, he did not immerse himself. For Bill, Brexit is a grief that 

personally wounds. It is not only the loss of an ideal, but also the start of “something 

worse.”  
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So, their solution is to seek fellow Remainers. Islanders for Europe was formed in 

2017 as a Facebook group with its first meeting in July 2017 (Toogood, 2017). Its 

membership grew dramatically during 2018-19 recruiting members from different 

political parties and the unaffiliated. 

Bill: This has been massively challenging on a deep level, testing us to 

our limits and sending us on a rollercoaster ride of anger, elation, fear 

and depression. The upside has been a deep and genuine change in 

ourselves, our relationship, outlook and social life. We have found 

people that we connect with deeply, the camaraderie and closeness of 

being in a resistance, feelings of belonging to a group of heroic people 

and whatever happens, creating memories that will last a very long 

time. 

Penny: When I was in my twenties and living in [place] I met a couple 

of young women from Northern Ireland. I was taken by their political 

engagement, and understood that, having grown up with ‘The 

Troubles’, they were inevitably clued up on current affairs and 

passionate about their position. I remember wishing I could find 

something that fired me up in the same way. It has taken a few 

decades, but Brexit has given me that.  (And now I have it I wish I 

didn’t!)   

 

On the Island, Brexit has become a means by which the Island’s disparate and 

minority liberal left locate the likeminded via a just cause. For Bill, 2016 was a 

cataclysm affecting his entire life triggering a mix of sorrow and rage. Subsequent 

events are seen as a (almost Biblical) test of character /inner strength -assisted by a 

new community of fellow Remainer disciples /soldiers. He is portraying something 

redemptive and heroic, he has gained an ideology with a purpose and like the 

rollercoaster ride, there are elements of tension, apprehension, and pleasure. The 

language has elements of the tropes of born-again Christians and the rhetoric of 

battle of comradely resistance by heroes fighting against a disruptive alien force. 

Penny expresses a peculiar envy of her 1980s friends. She could not find a cause 

because (like Kevin), until 2016 she was comfortable with the status quo. She 
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reflects that Brexit is the cause that she has been searching for, to ignite her 

passions. It satiates her desire for agency and impact after disengagement, but there 

is also an ambivalent desire to either make it go away or, turn back the clock to the 

comfort and security of life before June 2016. She continues. 

Penny: Although I wish Brexit could go away, it has actually helped me 

to think through what’s important to me, and for the first time I find I can 

and must express my own views.  These views come from the heart.  

They are fully integrated with my values, and what’s at stake is too 

important to care about whether others disagree.  

 

The ideological trigger of Brexit is a prompt for Penny’s broader reflection on her 

moral concerns and an opportunity to engage. As we saw in Chapter 7, Penny was 

socialised by her parents to keep her views to herself, and she felt strange and out of 

place when meeting the privileged at university. Like Bill, her testimony speaks of 

ideological interpellation; her Brexit baptism has allowed the authentic self to appear. 

However, the ending revels an anti- democratic sentiment. ‘What’s at stake’ is 

something that transcends the electoral process, it is too important for her opponents 

to contribute. (1)  

 

Penny: someone shared on our 48% FB [Facebook] page recently 

some outrage against Remain campaigning on ‘our Brexit Island’.  So 

no – I don’t feel stigma, and I won’t hide my position.  But equally, there 

is a nasty, violent side to all this, and I don’t want to advertise far and 

wide that I am a remainer in case I get a brick through my window. 

 

Penny expresses her fear of violence from a Leave majority on the Island. She is 

wary of declaring her minority Remainer identity as events reached fever pitch (2). 

Penny fears a domestic attack form Leavers and that the usual channels of 

democracy were breaking down during the 2019 stalemate when ‘Remoaners’ were 

accused of being ‘saboteurs’, ‘traitors’, or ‘enemies of the people.’ In chapter 9, we 

saw the participants seeing little hope of converting opponents, but here we see 

them being covert, afraid, self-censoring, and seeking the likeminded. 
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Catherine: I suppose that we have either kept friends with similar 

political views and those we see occasionally who have different views, 

but who have many other virtues- we just avoid the contentious issues 

– surprisingly over Brexit we have something we can all agree on!  

Mary: Holding [my] political views on the IOW.  In some ways it is 

isolating but as Europe is the most important question on my mind right 

now, finding I4E [Islanders For Europe] was miraculous. My husband I 

thought that the island would be wall to wall UKIP. We have been 

agreeably surprised to find so many members of the Labour Party – my 

husband has been to a few meetings.  It feels that there might be hope 

for us all yet.       

Mary points to the difficulties of being among the Island’s liberal left and again, we 

see a religious type of language relating to finding a cause, hope, and a support 

group in the face of alienation from the majority. Mary is expressing hope of 

deliverance, hope of being saved. Most of 2019 was the period of deadlock in 

Parliament the period in which the second referendum campaign was peaking. 

Island Remainers felt that they could have a national impact (via a second 

referendum) in a local context where voting has little purchase for non-

Conservatives.   

 

This data captures the recognition and hardening of Remain identities during a 

period after 2016 (3).  

Melanie: I do not think our voting system works, we have a 

prime minister [May] who was not voted in and has lost elections but 

continues to speak for us, we count a 48-52 split as the ‘will of the 

people’…. it’s a farce.    

 

Brexit destabilised democratic conventions on both sides of the Brexit divide - 

including the 2019 proroguing of Parliament in 2019. During 2018-19, many 

Remainers like Melanie refused to accept the referendum result. Her “reference to 

the will of the people” refers to both May and Johnson focusing on delivering Brexit 

as the national will. Consequently, Remainers like Melanie felt alienated and 
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unrepresented (Evans and Schalfner, 2019; Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020)  and 

their Leave identities hardened during these three years (Fieldhouse et al., 2019) . 

Remainers in the study found new sense of purpose and community after the shock 

of the referendum and subsequent events.  

This data uniquely captures the crystallisation of their Remain identities in a field 

where quantitative surveys predominate. The findings here support the thesis that 

Brexit has produced an affective polarisation after 2016 (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 

2020) involving intolerance, mutual hostility, and suspicion. Rivals and opponents 

became perceived as enemies and the result is an identification with an in-group 

based on a common cause and a desire to restrict interaction to that group. The 

participants envisage a potential for a backlash or violence from Leavers- and so 

they avoid them. However, the affective polarisation thesis is based on surveys using 

questions with predetermined responses set by the researcher. Here we uniquely 

see spontaneous, contemporaneous, and participant-led accounts of the thoughts, 

feelings, and fears of Remainers during 2019. 

As a result of the affective polarisation, there is minimal dialogue between the two 

camps. Even if there were, there would be little common ground because Leave and 

Remain have become lenses through which politics, the economy and policy impact 

are viewed  (Evans and Schalfner, 2019; Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020)  What we 

see here and below is anger (Nadeau et.al.,2021; Tilley and Hobolt 2024) and a 

passionate woe among Remainers that feeds a loss of faith in the democratic 

process (4) 

C. Perceptions of Leavers    

Affective polarisation involves an othering of the opponents via terms of abuse 

(Iyengar and Sood, 2012; Iyengar , 2015). During 2018 onwards  ‘gammon’ entered 

circulation as a Remainer term of abuse for Leavers (Pierpoint, 2018; Sommerlad, 

2018). Although the participants do not use the term, they have little affinity for 

Leavers. 

 

Leavers as duped 

The participants made numerous derogatory comments about Leavers. 
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Rachel: Those who believe in a no-deal Brexit are thick. There is no 

other word for it.  

 

Simon: [Leavers are] slugs voting for salt. 

 

Robert: I’m genuinely confused that some rational people actually 

believe all the jingoistic, Little-England nonsense pedalled by various 

newspapers, numerous experts and talking heads spouting on about 

the good old days, the empire, the commonwealth and all things 

British.  

Melanie: My mum voted for Brexit (which I take as pretty much as 

voting Tory) and I was furious, even more so when she spouted a lot of 

Daily Fail [Daily Mail] propaganda.  

Rachel implies that Leavers are either too unintelligent to be persuaded to change 

sides or, too ‘thick’ to be enfranchised. For Simon, they are so stupid that they 

support what will kill them. In the data set, participants (like Melanie here) identify the 

Daily Mail as the fountain of enemy ideologies. Hence, Bill and Robert see Leavers 

as duped victims taken in by imperial nostalgia and Brexit has left the participants 

angry and less tolerant of the everyday nationalism that pervades the Island. As we 

saw earlier, Melanie had liberal ‘hippyish’ parents, and she is truly angry at her 

mother’s transformation. (We will explore Brexit family divisions below.)   

 

For Marie, it is the elderly who were the main Brexit adherents: 

 

Marie: Brexit – totally against it, what a stupid bigoted decision made 

by misguided older people who yearn for yester years without regard 

for trade, 500 million potential customers, employment laws, civil and 

human rights, free migration etc. all because The Sun and the Daily 

Mail’s propaganda was bought by the disenfranchised.   
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Robert: Why oh why are older people, who actually experienced the 

hardships after the wars not able to recognise the growth of 

nationalism bordering on fascism that is spreading across the UK. 

While Marie supplies a rare mention of the benefits of EU membership, she others 

and belittles Leavers -this time blaming the Sun as well as the Mail to encompass 

the working-class Leaver. As we saw in chapter 9, participants tend to scapegoat the 

elderly Islanders– but here Melanie identifies them as ‘disenfranchised.’ This is 

presumably a reference to them feeling culturally left behind and taking their 

revenge. Similarly, Robert also blames the elderly for Brexit. He suggests that the 

elderly should have realised that Brexit will mean a re-run of the post war poverty 

and possible resurgence of 1930s fascism.  

 

Mary returns to the recurring themes of education and the media -this time including 

journalists. 

Mary: This is a lack of education situation and media output – so little 

on television about Europe, the institutions etc. but loads on about the 

US, Whitehouse etc.   No one asked what GET BREXIT DONE 

meant!  No reporter asked the public what they thought it meant.  

 GC: What is it about Brexit that concerns you?  

Bill: The whole thing! The intentions behind the people who have spent 

years discrediting the EU in this country. Their motivations are based 

on greed, seeking to avoid paying taxes, wanting more power and 

control. The ability of these people to influence people through the 

media. 

Sharon: The referendum campaign was corrupt, and the leave 

campaign was done for election fraud, therefore the referendum should 

have been made void.   

Rachel [on work colleagues]: You have the ‘EU is expensive and we 

don't need the EEA’, which I find difficult to discuss things with.  And 

then there are those who are under influence of Russian propaganda, 

even more difficult. 
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As we saw in previous chapters, participants envisage the uneducated to be 

controlled by a manipulative elite. Here, said manipulative elite are envisioned as 

larger -and international- on a long-term project against the EU to secure power and 

wealth by nefarious means. While the main tendency has been to scapegoat ‘stupid 

islanders’ here we are seeing an externalisation of responsibility for Brexit. The 

culprits are more organised and dedicated than us – we who have been caught 

unawares.  

 

As the campaign for a second referendum escalated in 2019, Leavers criticised 

Remainers for not accepting the 2016 result. Sharon rejected it because what she 

perceives is behind-the-scenes manipulation by a cynical elite – while Rachel sees 

Russian involvement. Again, a main theme here is a perceived breakdown of 

democratic norms and channels in a period when many Remainers would not accept 

the 2016 result. For example, Penny spent 2019 hoping that the referendum be over-

ruled and reset the clock back to Spring 2016. 

 

Penny: Too often there has been a glimmer of hope – e.g. the 

illegalities surrounding the referendum would have rendered it null and 

void had it been binding. Its status as purely advisory means it can 

stand.  And yet it is being treated as binding.  Where is the logic in 

that?  These are crazy times we are living in (5)  

Penny is despairing and it is the hope and the hope for a dramatic happy ending that 

causes the pain – repeatedly. Brexit and the period are seen as crazy and illogical 

but here to stay. While refusing to accept the 2016 outcome, and calling for a second 

referendum, the Remainers here feel that they have a just cause because of the 

alleged corruption in the Leave campaign and the advisory status of the referendum. 

Leavers as the left behind 

 

Steve: I saw Brexit as the result of the financial crash in 2008. 
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Penny: I understand why they [Leavers in the North] wanted change, 

and although I think they were wrong to do so, I understand why they 

voted to leave the EU as a way of protesting against the government 

 

Steve sees Leavers as being the economically left behind - with Brexit as a protest 

post-crash austerity. For Penny, ‘they’ (the Leavers), are protesting and seek change 

but are incorrect in their desires – and they should not have been consulted in the 

first place because:  

GC: What is it about Brexit that concerns you? 

Penny: The whole thing! …The fact that it has all been done so badly, 

from Cameron’s complacency in holding a simplistic in/out referendum 

with no plans for any eventuality. The lack of honesty from many 

people in power after the result to just say simply “this was done so 

badly that we need to dismiss the result and start again.” 

Did it start with Michael Gove’s comment that ‘people have had enough 

of experts in government’? Did that give the people permission to think 

they knew best? (6) 

 

Mary: a quote from Frederick Douglass 1886: ‘Where justice is denied, 

where poverty is enforced, where ignorance prevails and where any 

one class is made to feel that society is in an organised conspiracy to 

oppress, rob and degrade them, neither persons nor property will be 

safe.’ Hence, Referendum 2016, UKIP, Brexit and European elections 

etc.  

As their cultural authority is ebbing away, the participants respond to the affective 

polarisation by questioning democracy. Penny is implying here that the referendum 

was a bad idea because it was not done well and the public lack sufficient expertise / 

knowledge to take part in a decision-making process that should be left to 

technocrats. Instead, the ignorant were given the green light (permission) to make 

decisions of national importance while the experts were dismissed as ‘project fear.’ 
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Similarly, Mary is concerned about empowering the poor and the ‘ignorant’ and holds 

fears of civil collapse and mob rule. 

Penny: It has irked me regularly that people have thought I was 

expressing an opinion when actually I was placing facts before them.  I 

realise now that most people don’t understand the difference.  So, I 

want people to come to the realisation that we do need experts,  

Leavers are here perceived as less educated, unable to be converted by exposure to 

‘killer facts’ by truth holders -and the underlying logic is that credential holding 

technocrats are preferable to decisions made by unwitting voters who cannot 

distinguish fact from opinion. The phrase “I realise now’ suggests that this may have 

been a long-term problem - but Brexit has led the scales to fall from her eyes.  

Penny suggested that Brexit reminded her of another rupture; the 1984-5 Miners’ 

Strike.  

 GC: What is it about Brexit that concerns you?  

Penny: One final issue that your question here brings to mind is the 

absolute hopelessness of people in communities that were crippled 

three decades ago when the mines were closed.  Until the referendum 

I honestly had no idea that life was so difficult for them.  I understand 

why they wanted change, and although I think they were wrong to do 

so, I understand why they voted to leave the EU as a way of protesting 

against the government.  The real scandal is that these communities 

have been left to rot.  Surely in thirty years, funding and opportunities 

and start-ups could have been put in place to transform these areas 

from what they were – mining communities – into something viable for 

the 21
st 

century and beyond.  

 

Of course, since the referendum and because of it, there will now be 

former car-making communities.  I wonder if they too will become 

hopeless, barren areas. (my emphasis)  

 

While others refer to the miners’ strike as a formative influence (Chapter 7), because 

of her presumed insulation, Brexit has only now made Penny realise the impact of 
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Thatcherism. While recognising the similarities between the two moments of 

bifurcation, Penny is assuming that the core Brexit vote was among impoverished 

working-class northerners, and she believes that leaving will only intensify their 

misery. It is also interesting that the Isle of Wight is not a post-industrial locality, and 

Penny makes attempt is made to explain the widespread local Leave support.  

Leavers as regressive, nationalist, and now openly racist  

GC What is it about Brexit that concerns you the most? 

Penny: The politics of hate. A massive and widening gulf in the UK 

between Brexiters and Leavers, which seems impossible to repair. 

Populism and the move towards the far right.  Xenophobia, racism, fear 

of and persecution of ‘the other’.  Threats to the gains made by women 

over the past century.  Brexit is both a cause and a symptom of all this. 

A massive and widening gulf in the UK between Brexiters and Leavers, 

which seems impossible to repair. 

 

Division between other parts of the UK and England, since it is England 

that is leading the Brexit call.  Hard-line Brexit supporters are now 

saying ‘We in England should also have the vote for whether Scotland 

should leave the UK’ and ‘If people in Northern Ireland want trouble, let 

them get on with it’. 

 

Bill: The shocking number of people who have jumped on the Brexit 

Bandwagon purely for personal gain. The deep level of ignorance 

about the European Union and how it functions and how people 

benefit, at every level of society. The shocking attitudes that many 

people have felt free to express since the referendum, often inciting 

hatred, and violence. The disappointing reaction of millions of people 

who may lose very important rights and yet do little or nothing to try 

and retain those rights and advantages. 

Here we see concerns not about the economic impact of Brexit but about a broader 

weakening and a fear coarsening of a rightward populist politics. This is coupled with 



195 

 

a dream; a hope of a second referendum. While castigating opportunists and 

speculators, Bill again lays blame at the door of the deluded and ill-informed Brexit 

supporter who has allowed the far right to come out of the shadows and express the 

previously forbidden and give them street power.(7) Like Bill, Penny is concerned 

about racists being empowered to express the previously unsayable and threatening 

social cohesion. But she adds that Brexit also unleashes misogynistic male backlash 

that will turn back the clock for women. Penny fears that Brexit will cause the break-

up of Britain. But she also sees that Remainers have a broader fight on their hands.  

Penny: For me, Brexit is not just about leaving the EU; it’s about 

fighting the normalisation of the far right, of bullying, hatred, 

xenophobia, lying and cheating.  I was starting to think the Union Jack 

was safe again as a motif for socks, credit card wallets, etc.  But now it 

has been commandeered by the Far Right and Brexiteers again, so 

that’s another thing that’s once more lost to us. 

 

Brexit is seen here as a lubricant easing dishonesty, a coarsening of politics, and 

move to the right. Leavers have annexed the national flag, and Brexit is seen to 

legitimate overt and violent racism, for example. 

 

Catherine: I’ve certainly become less comfortable in this country which 

seems to be so much less tolerant and more aggressive.  My own 

family has been affected by the rise in anti-Semitism…. I fear what 

happens when the impact of Brexit bites (my edit)    

Catherine fears that the Leavers holding anti-Brussels sentiments will widen the net 

and the worst is yet to come. Participants feel that its already started. 

Rachel: We all got family members or colleagues that has falling into 

the trap of right-wing propaganda. You will find bizarre situations where 

a man is married to an immigrant woman, and still have quite hostile 

right-wing views about migrants. Go figure. Stop Brexit. Brexit is just 

stupid. It needs to be stopped. 
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Catherine: just can’t see that it will end well and I cannot see that the 

reputational damage will be repaired in the short or long term. …I am 

not optimistic about the future – there are too many challenges and not 

just to services/NHS/ education/jobs but the fallout from Brexit – 

economically, politically and the rise of extremist right wing violence 

and as the UK seeks its new place as an insignificant island bobbing 

along in the North Sea. (My edit) 

Catherine’s pessimistically identifies a future of failing public services and escalating 

right wing violence. 

Penny: I’ve started to think about identity. What is my idea of 

Englishness? It has little to do with the ideas that are being peddled, 

which are based on race, exclusivity, exclusion and hatred of the 

Other.  My English identity has more to do with a sense of place, a 

certain type of humour, seasons, shared experiences like music, films.  

Richard Curtiss films always make me feel proud to be British. But in 

the wider societal sense, I have never felt so ashamed of being British 

(8) 

Brexit challenges Penny’s quaint British / English identity and feels that it has been 

humiliated and stolen. She also feels that it will be worse on the Island as  

Penny: On the Isle of Wight we have an extra dimension because we 

have the double Splendid Isolation [the Solent isolates the Island] I 

think our society has taken a wrong turn in many ways and I would 

really like to scrub it all out and start again. 

The data here supports the argument that Brexit is a rupture that has undermined 

middle class Remainers’ faith in the political system and challenged the stories that 

they held about nationhood (Jennings et al., 2021). However, what is unique here is 

the data shows that the middle class feel that they have lost their cultural authority to 

the artless and ignorant. Despite liberal causes (gender and sex equality, equal 

rights legislation etc) enjoying successive victories (that have subsequently 

prompted a culture war backlash), the participants feel that they are the defeated 
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section of the middle class who are losing their authority to tasteless, intellectually, 

and morally inferior opponents. 

The referendum result was so traumatic for the losers because everyone expected 

Remain to win. According to Cameron’s autobiography, Farage, Gove, Johnson and 

Cameron expected Remain to win by a large margin (Cameron, 2020). This trauma 

was clear in the fear, anger, and frustration among the participants. This is 

consistent with national data. While Leavers are nostalgic for an imagined past, 

soundtracked by Vera Lynn, Remainers are nostalgic for a less divided society when 

welfare care was from ‘the cradle to the grave’ or like Penny, simply dream of a 

return to life before June 2016 (Richards et al., 2020) .  

Rachel, however, still holds on to the European ideal.  

I work in an international environment, I have colleagues from all over Europe, 

and I have worked in Romania. This has made me more aware of how 

important it is to work together, regardless of country borders. Being a liberal, 

I am not comfortable with belonging to one state. I understand that we need 

passports to identify ourselves, but I am very glad that Norway has negotiated 

itself into the European Identity card scheme, because I believe that is the 

future. A European identity to replace a one-state-identity.  

While other Remainers in the study experience a crisis in national identity, they are 

not sure if the identify with Brexit Britian, Rachel still identifies herself as a citizen of 

Europe.  

Robert: I have become much more vocal and passionate about a robust, 

progressive, socialist view on life, Island life and those advocating turning 

backwards, returning to the old days, the empire and all things conservative, 

which never worked first time around as it was pure hype and propaganda. 

Robert is exceptional in both his strident empowerment (rather than despair) since 

2016 and in his reference to an alternative to free market capitalism.  

Affective Polarisation 

In Chapter 9, we saw participants scapegoating the elderly and the uneducated 

middle class as the root of the Island’s problems Here, they blame Brexit nationally 

on the elderly or the left behind, uneducated working-class northerners and Daily 
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Mail readers manipulated by the media and Russians. This perception is consistent 

with the ‘us and them’ affective polarisation, where both sides believing in the 

existence of a powerful corrupt elite exploiting the ordinary members of society. 

(Clarke, 2019: Hobolt, 2019). However, we also as the participants feel their cultural 

authority seeping, we see a deriding of democratic norms and a turning away from 

the harmony, compromise, and tolerance that liberal democratic policies claim to 

produce if properly applied. They also fear that Brexit has opened the door to the 

free expression of racism and English nationalism.  

The scapegoating othering of Leavers and the belief in a powerful (external) elite 

manipulating the referendum exonerates Remainers. Because they feel that they 

have a just cause, there is no criticism of the Remain campaign or its leadership by 

any of the participants. Furthermore, throughout the data set, there is extraordinarily 

little mention of the benefits of EU membership. Rather, we see an anger, despair, 

and sadness directed at Leavers and a frustration and fear that departure from the 

EU cannot be halted.  

 

D. Relations with Leavers   

 

Marie: Brexit is always going to cause debates …. Brexit has ended up 

with shouting matches with my folks.  

The affective polarisation is a lived divergence. As we have seen in previous 

chapters, the participants prefer to be among the like-minded but find it hard to avoid 

opponents at work or leisure, and out in public. Consistent with the national data, 

(Davies 2019, Carter and Davies, 2019) the Brexit divide is also affecting the 

participants’ family and friends on and off Island.  

 

Marie: On FB [Facebook], some of the people I grew up with, and 

some family members hold what I would consider bigoted and ignorant 

views which just makes me cringe.  

 

Catherine: I think it would be a real difficulty if we had some open 

Tories in my immediate family.  
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Steve: he [father] is a walking cliché of a working class but financially 

comfortable pensioner, who voted for Brexit for reasons that he seems 

to never remember my rebuttals to. 

 

GC Do your family hold the same views as you?  

Mary: Mostly yes but find it best to be discreet with (mostly in-laws) 

who do not.  Daughter sent me details of I4E, [Islanders for Europe] 

which she attends, though her husband voted to leave.   

Bill: Some of them do not so that makes things awkward and I would 

tend to avoid them. My in-laws hold opposing views and we now very 

rarely see them although we used to see them almost every week.    

Melanie: Some aunts and uncles vote tory, we tend not to talk politics 

over Christmas dinner but it’s not a deal breaker, everyone is entitled to 

their opinion, and we all have our own truths.    

In the face of polarisation, we see a desire to avoid conflict by avoiding the topic. 

Melanie practices self-censorship, but there is a hint that for her, keeping families 

together is more important and we see a rare glimpse of tolerance of opponents 

regarding Brexit.  

 

Penny: My brother’s former wife is a Brextremist, adorer of Nigel Farage 

and Brexit Party voter.  We have contact only on Facebook and I have 

had to ‘unfollow’ her for the sake of my own mental health.  Other family 

members, I either suspect or know that they support Brexit for the usual 

reasons.   

Rachel: I have an uncle and an aunt, who voted no to EU membership, 

and have some strange views about immigrants and homosexuality. And I 

have a father who is under the influence of right wing propaganda, a bit 

closet racist, and married to a Thai woman, go figure...  

Simon: They have very, very different beliefs to me about inequalities and 

politics. The people that they married are also from very different 
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backgrounds to mine. I regularly get into arguments about politics with 

them when we meet for family events.  My wife tends to kick me under the 

table when I discuss politics with other people as she does not want any 

potential conflict with others.  

 

While in earlier chapters we saw participants feeling out of place on the Island. Here, 

the Brexit polarisation produced division, suspicion of family members and bruised 

shins. It also produces different responses – Simon wants to engage and escalate 

while his wife seeks a quiet family life. With Penny, family disputes are seen as a 

threat to her wellbeing, so contact is ended (for the ‘usual reasons’) with family 

members who are ‘Brextremists. Meanwhile, Rachel highlights the contradictions in 

her opponents’ position. In all cases, we see avoidance, distrust, and separation 

rather than attempts at reunification.  

Like Simon, Bill is confrontational.  

 

Bill: Before the referendum, when we saw my in-laws, they would 

occasionally make, what I would say was offensive remarks about 

refugees or about people’s race. They read the Daily Mail and 

supported people like Farage who I see as a racist. We would always 

say something but without wanting it to become an argument.  

Again, the Daily Mail is identified as toxifying the middle-class. He continues. 

After the referendum things seemed very different. What looked like 

relatively harmless remarks now looked actually dangerous. I did not 

realise how many people held such racist views and now those people 

looked to me like a dangerous group that were pushing UK politics ever 

further to the right.  

The referendum has changed how Bill interprets conversations, what was innocuous 

everyday racism is now perceived a threat to the country and himself. Like others, 

Bill sees Brexit as opening the door to legitimating the expression of explicit racism. 

He continues.  
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With the spike in hate crimes and comments being made to people I 

knew about “Going back to where you belong”, the views of my in-laws 

looked far more dangerous and I had no tolerance for it so my decision 

was to cut myself off from them, believing that communication would 

lead to an argument.  

Like Penny (above), Bill actively accelerates the Brexit polarisation by ostracising 

Leaver relatives -despite the personal costs. He continues. 

This was especially difficult as we have children. My wife has kept 

some involvement although this has gradually decreased. There have 

also been occasional exchanges of opinion, but this has led to more 

animosity.  

Bill’s wife keeps contact with her parents, but Bill escalates the mutual animosity 

during the proroguing of Parliament. 

My wife, in an email mentioned we were going on a defend democracy 

event, my Father in Law’s partner accused us of acting 

undemocratically and I wrote telling her “Get lost you old bat”. (my 

emphasis) 

Although his anti-racism is to be admired, here Bill is active in widening the 

polarisation. From the above accounts, it seems that neither side is ready for a 

compromise. However, there is also the issue of friendships with Leavers and life on 

the Isle of Wight 

Kevin: It's only in the last two years that I've been unable to ignore the 

unsympathetic political climate of the Island. … Where it's worthwhile I 

occasionally challenge a conservative opinion but, to be honest, that's 

less frequent as Brexit has entrenched broader political stances.  We'd 

lived in [places] before the Island and I'm sure that I didn't have to 

make the same allowances in order to preserve good relations with 

friends and acquaintances.  That might only mean that we tended to 

associate with like-minded people! 

 

Shocked by Brexit discourses, centrist Kevin is trying to work out if the Brexit divide 
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is peculiar to the Island. A national polarisation is played out on a day-to-day basis 

locally by, that involves managing who is met and what is said to whom. It involves 

deciding whether to make allowances. It involves social differentiation and interaction 

based on Brexit identities.  

 

For Penny, the polarisation is experienced on social media, but even walking the dog 

poses challenges.  

  

Penny: I can do the small-talk – we don’t need to be bosom buddies with 

everyone we meet, but it’s nice to smile and have a quick word when you see 

someone every day while out walking the dog.  But again, the present 

situation has added an element of ‘danger’ to all this, in case the conversation 

turns to immigrants or the demon EU.  I know I’m in the minority on the Isle of 

Wight, and the past three years have been very depressing.  

 

Here we again see a powerful sense of being an isolated Remainer minority and a 

feeling that Brexit threatens everyday routines and legitimates expression of overt 

racism to such an extent that Penny wants to return to her pre-referendum life -or at 

last just make it all go away. She continues. 

 

This is why it has been good to find the 48% group, and to know that this is a 

group of people with whom I share a very good overlap of views.  It’s the first 

time I’ve ever been part of a ‘political’ group, but important to counter the 

isolation. 

 

Once again, we see talk of salvation, security and finding oneself via a Remainer 

group to counter feelings of seclusion, fear, and feeling out of place in a location 

where 62% voted Leave. 

 

The next section sees participants thinking about the long-term impact of Brexit. 

 

E. Perceptions of the Impact of Brexit 



203 

 

So far, we have seen participants fearing that Brexit will empower the far right and 

legitimate public expressions of racism. Here, they contemplate other consequences.  

 

Damage to the economy and public services. 

   

Robert: it is becoming abundantly clear that the Tories always want to shrink 

the state; reduce taxes; strip back infrastructure and investment in the 

medium to long term future; ignore society, etc and get their nickers in twist 

about Europe.  

Robert fears a decline in public services because of the state machinery focusing on 

Brexit while also supplying a route to an intensification of neoliberalism -with more 

outsourcing, deregulation, and privatisation. He continues.  

They have lost the plot and are taking the country to hell in a handcart. 

People, and younger people are becoming worried, concerned, angry and not 

happy at all. Brexit is a Tory invention and hopefully it will come to define 

them for a few generations and perhaps the middle ground will be there for 

the taking. 

For Robert, Brexit has re-ignited the generation gap, and his hope is for a resolution 

via generational replacement. However, it must be noted that but 60% of those aged 

18-25 didn’t vote in 2016 (Dorling & Tomlinson, 2020). While Robert is hopeful of a 

return to centre ground politics, others are concerned about the economy. 

Kevin: The UK will become both comparatively and absolutely poorer 

and will probably do so more quickly if we leave the EU.   

Marie: Protectionism doesn’t work in the long term and can damage an 

economy enormously. 

Loss of rights 

Interestingly, the participants make few explicit references to the benefits of EU 

membership, Sharon is an exception. 
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Sharon: I also see Brexit as a massive divisive influence on 

communities. We are now defined as a remainer or a Brexiteer. I voted 

to remain as I see our future as part of a larger European society, and I 

want my children to have free travel and experience a wider world, I 

also see that leaving the European Union would be a disaster for 

Britain.  

 

Here Sharon is recognising the emergence of Brexit identities. While others 

exclusively focus on the potential damage caused by Brexit, she provides a rare 

mention of benefits of EU membership -albeit for instrumental reasons. Elsewhere, 

we only see the benefits of membership implicitly discussed.  

 

Rachel: Citizen rights I never thought that I would ever experience that 

my citizen rights would be taken away from me, that came as a shock 

after the EU referendum in 2016. Now I know not to take anything for 

granted, and that we all have to fight to keep our rights in society. 

Marie: Brexit will affect my generation and my children’s. I’m worried 

about worker rights from a union perspective.  

Sharon: I get very frustrated by the lack of progress on inequality, and I 

believe if we leave the European Union, it will get worse, we will go 

back to having poor employers who exploit their workforce.  

 

Here we see concerns about employment and human rights and participants 

contemplating where the next battle will lie. Overall, the benefits of the EU are only 

implied in discussions of them disappearing. There are very few explicit mentions of 

the benefits of the EU and the focus is primarily on leaving causing harm and 

empowering racists and bad employers This may be because the participants are 

recycling a tepid remain campaign that primarily focused on the damage that Brexit 

would inflict (neutralised by Leavers as ‘project fear’) rather than any benefits of 

membership. Worryingly, apart from a second referendum, the participants do not 

foresee any alternative or any ways forward via compromise. Since some express a 

desire for a return to their lives of before May 2016, because they were presumably 
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comfortable with the status quo. But when the data was collected in 2019, they 

feared that things are going to get much worse 

 

E. Discussion 

 

Elections and referenda produce positive and negative emotions among the winners 

and losers respectively (Anderson et. al., 2005: Easaisson, 2011; Singh et. al., 2011) 

However, referendums carry an extra dimension as there is no short- or medium-

term opportunity for a re-run (Tilley and Hobolt, 2024). Indeed, referendums can lead 

to the ‘tyranny of the majority’ where the wishes of the losers are overlooked in 

subsequent policy planning (Butler and Ranney, 1978; Gamble,1997; Liphart 1999). 

The 2016 referendum also had its unique dimensions; political discourse was very 

emotionally charged during and after the vote (Osnabrugge et. al., 2021), an MP was 

assassinated seven days before the vote, and complex policy problems reduced to a 

stark in /out choice (Rose, 2019). Furthermore, the vote took place without the 

electorate, or politicians being clear as to what Leaving involved (Tilley and Evans, 

2024) and the person responsible for preparing a road map, David Cameron, 

resigned the on the morning after the vote. All his successor, Mrs May could 

repeatedly state was that “Brexit means Brexit.”   

Consequently, what we see in this study are Remainers angry with the process and 

outcome of the Referendum - consistent with quantitative studies (Nadeau et. al., 

2021, Tilley and Hobolt, 2024.) However, the data here is uniquely participant-led 

and in rich qualitative detail. Furthermore, in chapters 3 and 4, we saw how higher 

education correlates with tolerance for a range of sexualities, ethnicities, and 

lifestyles. Here, we see graduates intolerant of those who seek to leave the EU.  

What makes affective polarisation different from conventional political divides is the 

intensity of the emotions involved (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020). The qualitative 

data here richly captures the crystallisation and hardening of Remainer identities 

during the stalemate of 2019. They are aware of the 52%-48% division from 2016, 

and they feel that have a just cause and know that they are right. Consequently, we 

see an othering of Leavers as ideological dupes; characterised as left behind 

working class northerners or uneducated / ill-informed middle class Daily Mail 
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readers. We see an affective polarisation that the participants are aware of but are 

active in amplifying. There is little room for, (or pessimism about) the possibility of 

negotiation or compromise. During an affective polarisation, both sides cling more 

tightly to their convictions and are unwilling to understand the views of opponents 

(Brader and Marcus, 2013; Vasilopolou and Wagner, 2017; Weber, 2013). 

While the participants seek to distance themselves from Leavers, the same 

detachment was being played out nationally. Prominent Remainer, Alistair Campbell 

admits that the People’s Vote social media campaign set filters to exclude “anyone 

who watched Top Gear, played bingo, didn’t have a degree or liked Piers Morgan”, 

(Campbell, 2024, p236). While the People’s Vote campaign caricatured Leavers and 

focused on preaching to the converted, the participants also define Leavers as a 

group that cannot be reasoned with. In addition to rejecting the legitimacy of the 

referendum, we see an implicit suggestion some issues are too important for the 

public (especially uneducated Leavers) to have a say on. However, while democratic 

norms are questioned, we also see a surprising level of fear and anxiety among 

participants that emotional rupture of Brexit has opened an uncertain future, and they 

are ashamed to be British. 

 

The participants have found a new community and sense of purpose in Brexit. In 

referenda, those in safe parliamentary seats like the Isle of Wight are provided with 

their only electoral chance to have an impact. Hence for participants, there is hurt 

and shock at the outcome among a class whose capital stock normally entitles them 

to effective agency (Hastings & Matthews, 2015; Lawler, 2005; Reay, 2020; Skeggs, 

1997a, 2003). 

 

Those previously inactive participants claim that they found cause in Brexit, it was 

the issue that they had been searching for, and they have found sect-like salvation in 

Islanders for Europe. Given the ages of the participants, there have been numerous 

causes and movements that they could have attached themselves to in the last 20-

30 years, but few mentioned them. (9) Also, the participants speak less about the 

benefits of EU membership than they do about leaving the EU empowering Leavers -

who embody everything that they despise and dislike. One can only assume that 

some participants (and some Reaminers nationally) were comfortable with the status 
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quo before May 2016, and what concerns them is the loss of their cultural authority 

to (what they see as) an alliance of the elite and the ignorant.  

 

Most of the participants are unable to produce any alternative to Brexit or other than 

negating the referendum result. There was no national campaign to secure a soft 

Brexit, and the participants showed no enthusiasm for May’s deals that were tabled 

during the study. Nationally, the People’s Vote campaign and the European 

Movement and the New European Newspaper had one goal; secure a second 

referendum and reverse the result.  

 

As we shall see in the next chapter, the General Election result in 2019 was a 

heartbreaking double defeat for the participants. 
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Chapter 11 

DOUBLE DEFEAT: THE 2019 GENERAL ELECTION  

A. Introduction  

 

This chapter covers the participants’ immediate responses to the 2019 General 

Election result. It marks the moment when they feel that their cultural authority is 

gone. The election resulted in a very right-wing Conservative government with an 

eighty-seat majority, keen on a ‘hard Brexit’.     

 

Brexit was the main concern of the participants, and most became active after 2016. 

Since the outcome meant that their hopes of cancelling Brexit were evaporated, I 

wanted to know how they felt, and what would be their next move. Shortly after the 

election, I e-mailed all the participants and asked about their feelings and thoughts 

about the future. Replies came within 1-2 days -and some gave additional detailed 

responses later. This chapter provides new knowledge as it captures in words the 

complex range of raw emotions that are missing from the quantitative accounts of 

the period (Ford and Bale, 2021; Tilley and Hobolt, 2024). As in Tilley and Hobolt, 

there is the absence of losers’ consent (Anderson et. al., 2005: Blais,1993; Easton, 

1975) but some of the participants go beyond this to lose faith in the present 

electoral system. The data supports the claim (De Botton, 2020) that the election had 

left remainers politically homeless, paralysed, and unable to envisage an opposition 

to Johnson. However, here the participants here have the resources to recover and 

move on to other issues such as climate change and electoral reform.  

 

 B. Background 

 

Since 2017, the Government did not have a working majority and could not pass a 

Brexit deal. During 2016-19, several national organisations had emerged to oppose 

Brexit including, People's Vote, Britain for Europe, European Movement UK, 

Healthier IN the EU, Wales for Europe, Our Future Our Choice, Scientists for EU, 

and Right to Vote. Their main goal was to exploit the hung parliament and overturn 

Brexit via a second referendum (Fletcher, 2018). Local groups such as Islanders for 
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Europe sprung up affiliated to these parent groups and fed into large demonstrations 

in London during 2016-19 (Forsdike, 2019).The New European launched in 2017 as 

an anti-Brexit weekly paper selling around 25,000 copies per week plus over 15,000 

listening to its podcasts and using its website (Maher, 2023). Meanwhile, pranksters 

Led By Donkeys and their billboards and projections began to saturate social media 

from late 2018 onwards (Led by Donkeys, 2020).  

In 2019, the affective polarisation reached fever pitch. The breakaway party Change 

UK was formed in February 2019 to oppose Brexit. In March, an online petition to 

revoke Article 50 received over six million signatures (BBC Reporter, 2019). The 

Liberal Democrats promised to cancel Brexit and came second in the May EU 

elections - won by the newly formed Brexit Party who were prepared for a ‘no deal’ 

departure (BBC NEWS Staff, 2019c).  On the Island, Islanders for Europe members 

organised coaches and train journeys to attend the London marches (County Press 

Reporter, 2019; Staff Reporter, 2018). Islanders for Europe, the Greens, and Labour 

organised local demonstrations against the proroguing of Parliament in September 

that were met by Leaver opposition (Silverwood, 2019a).  

Elected as leader in July 2019, Boris Johnson called the election (with the SNP and 

the Liberals providing the numbers needed for a majority), purged the party of 

Remainers, and promised to “Get Brexit Done” (Cowley, 2021). During the 

December election campaign, the sectarian divisions among the Island’s liberal left 

to a head. The initial Labour Party candidate stood down after a verbal assault on 

their family (Little, 2019a). The Greens negotiated for the Liberals to stand down -

without the knowledge of their local candidate or party (Silverwood, 2019b). The hard 

Brexit supporting Conservative MP won with 56.2% of the vote.  

A typically boosterish Johnson appeared on TV the morning after to rub salt into 

Remainer wounds.  

 

Well my friends, good morning, everybody.  

 

My friends, well we did it. We did it. We pulled it off didn't we - we 

pulled it off, we broke the deadlock, we ended the gridlock, we 

smashed the roadblock.  
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In this glorious, glorious pre-breakfast moment, before a new dawn 

rises on a new day and a new government… 

  

…And with this mandate and this majority, we will at last be able to do - 

what? (Audience: "Get Brexit done".) You were paying attention. This 

election means that getting Brexit done is now the irrefutable, 

irresistible, unarguable decision of the British people. With this election 

I think we've put an end to all those miserable threats of a second 

referendum. 

 

Boris Johnson, Friday 13th December 2019 (my edit)  

(BBC NEWS Staff, 2019b) 

 

C. Anger, Depression and Blame  

 

As we saw in chapter 10, opposing Brexit gave the participants a sense of 

community and purpose; it gave them an opportunity to have a political impact in a 

safe Conservative seat. Furthermore, because the 2017 election had defied the 

polling predictions, they assumed that 2019 would be similarly close. So, after the 

2019 result, they felt enraged, unstable, hopeless, and mortified.  

GC How are you feeling?  

Rachel: Angry   

Robert: Absolutely and utterly flat, fed up and pissed off if I'm honest.   

 

Melanie: I have been very emotional since the result. I think it has affected 

my mental health negatively.  

 

Simon: I've been in a state if disillusionment ... I've avoided alcohol but I do 

feel like a bottle a night, even maybe during the day.   
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Bill: I’m in a dark phase at the moment. Although this is very painful I feel I 

am moving on in my life quicker than I have ever moved on. I am sad about 

many things in the world but still I feel happy. This makes me confused. I am 

full of anger and hate and love and happiness. I have no answers but 

perhaps that is better than being wrong. 

 

These are the powerful emotions of overlooked Remainers who were feeling 

disenfranchised by discourses claiming Brexit as “the will of the people” and 

dismissals of Remainers as ‘traitors’ and ‘saboteurs’ (Evans and Schalfner, 2019). 

Bill does not know what to feel and it is only his feeling of moral superiority (‘better 

than being wrong) that gives him strength. The others are describing themselves as 

mentally scarred by their mixed feelings of anger, loss, and vindication. After over 

three of years of hope, they are hurt, distraught and doubly defeated. The 

Conservative Party had secured an 80-seat majority, and a hard Brexit seemed 

likely. The election result felt like a cataclysm - the crusade which had given them a 

sense of determination and security was lost. 

 

Bill: Had one night when I did not sleep. Spending less time watching 

TV, more talking and sitting quietly.    

Rachel: I am more worried, and probably a bit depressed, and more 

angry, at the same time.      

Catherine: Distancing myself from what's going on, so becoming less 

interested in what people we meet say about the election and the 

unicorn uplands. 

 

Penny: Numb, shocked, depressed, getting on with things but avoiding 

the News. Thinking about me and my family rather than ‘the good of 

the country’.    

 

Melanie: I am feeling very sad. But not surprised. I feel the media is 

misleading and people are misinformed.   
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Catherine: Feeling hugely depressed, disappointed, angry with the 

media for its extreme bias, papers and TV, Yes, I don’t want to watch 

the news or discuss politics, haven’t even put the trimmings up!    

 

The retreat from engaging with the result is common in the data. Amidst the feelings 

of hopelessness, there is also sarcastic wordplay – Leaver leaders had promised 

‘sunlit uplands’ that were dismissed by Remainers as fantasy promises of unicorns. 

Similarly, Penny’s use of inverted commas is ironically mimicking claims by Leavers 

to be acting in the national interest. For Catherine, things are so bad that Christmas 

is on hold. She and others look for blame.  

. 

Catherine: Only a week since the election but had been very anxious 

before because I thought it was so wrong for the LibDems to agree to 

the election and then Labour to fall in - thought the timing was all 

wrong, JC [ Jeremy Corbyn] the wrong person - and no clear plan. 

Angry that the lp [Labour Party] doesn't appear to have learnt any 

lessons and feel that i won't see a labour party in (power in) my 

lifetime. Also, cross that the lp didn't see the loss of seats in the north 

east coming - 

 

Didn't stay up [to watch the results} - for the first time probably ever, 

Friday a bit surreal but avoided people apart from the library and 

consoled myself with books over the weekend whilst the reality of the 

remain campaign being completely over and no chance of reversal 

sank in. Since then have been away and staying with other depressed 

remainers so have only encountered a few islanders but all a bit 

muted?  

 

While most participants avoided the media after the outcome, Catherine did not 

watch the results because she knew what was coming -but it still hurt. Facing the 

possible prospect of a Conservative government for the rest of her life, she retreats 

into her habitus of the home library and the comfort from only associating with the 

like-minded.  
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Mary also foresaw the outcome and spreads the blame.  

   

Mary: I must say that I was expecting it. I predicted 50+.  Reason being 

mostly the Corbyn issue.  We had been all through this left wing thing 

in the early seventies. I saw Brexit as the result of the financial crash in 

2008.  When it comes to feelings I now realise that I am unlikely to see 

another Labour Government in my lifetime.   

 

Steve: I think we [Labour] were just fucked. 

 

Penny: People are going to have to work out for themselves that they 

have made a very big mistake by electing this hard-Right government.  

People will suffer.  But with a majority of 80 in Parliament, there is no 

longer any need for me to try to make a difference.  The government 

can do whatever they want.  But they will have to own it. Despite the 

above, I am feeling strangely optimistic.  

 

Simon: I firmly believe that we as a people are doomed to obscurity if 

we carry on being selfish and look for immediate gratification. I am not 

optimistic for the future, unless the voting public start voting for more 

collective, green and selfless policies.  

 

What makes affective polarisation different from routine political divisions is the 

passionate intensity of the emotions involved (Hobolt, 2016; Hobolt et al., 2020). 

Here, the emotions are so intense and mixed that they presently stand in the way of 

objective strategizing. Penny implies that Leavers will deserve their suffering as they 

failed to appreciate her efforts. The distraught participants are attributing the defeat 

to opposition parties or a manipulated and misguided electorate. While Catherine 

and Mary blame Corbyn (and the crash) for the defeat, Steve wrote at length that 

Labour lost because it had no choice but to sit on the fence over Brexit (1). While 

Corbyn claimed in December 2019 to have ‘won the argument’, he has little support 

here. Paradoxically, we see Penny and Bill optimistic -because of their belief that the 

troubled times will inevitably end – we return to this cyclical view of history below. 
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While most embark on an immediate retreat from election coverage, others 

contemplate a long-term withdrawal. 

Melanie: My behaviour has become less motivated. I am reluctant to go 

on social media or read the news. I talk to people less about politics.  

Sharon: my inherent beliefs that there should be a better way grows 

deeper year on year but my faith that a better way will ever be realised 

diminishes. I feel frustrated and disillusioned, and guilt that I don’t do 

more to change it. I don’t believe a party, or an individual can make 

things better. I think this comes from repeatedly seeing the same old 

same old. I think Jeremy Corbyn not amounting to anything after the 

Momentum movement has broken my spirit somewhat – now I just 

think what’s the point? Just do right be people in your corner and don’t 

bother trying to hope for change. I also think with age that fire has gone 

somewhat, I used to be more activist minded now I just want to tend to 

my garden and ignore it all.  (My emphasis) 

Sharon is devastated and seeks solace in retreat – she still has a life and resources 

to draw on - but she is also feeling guilty for being seduced by hope and reflects on 

her life course. The surprising narrowness of the 2017 result had led to an optimistic 

belief among Corbyn’s supporters (like Sharon) that victory was imminent. 

Catherine also blames herself.  

 

Catherine: Don't know if you can make anything of this - I have been 

trying but your questions forced me to re-evaluate what I've done over 

the past 40+ years and it's been a bit trying. I'm really good at "if only 

I'd done this not that". I've also had to face that I'm very good at nearly 

but not quite finishing anything. 

Here, the election and participation in the study has prompted a forlorn reflection on 

Catherine’s her life course – questioning if she (and those like her) have ever had 

any impact. The loss of cultural authority leads to her doubting that she has ever had 

any.  
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Brexit involves most Leavers voting against their financial interests via self-imposed 

economic sanctions (Saunders, 2023). Consequently, the participants can only 

conclude that Brexit and Johnson’s victory are the product of media brainwashing. 

Hence the media are to be avoided post-election for fear of contamination or further 

pain. The disillusionment here is the failure of their agency, the double defeat, and 

the scale of the defeat. Previously guided and protected by their cultural authority 

logical superiority (evident in Chapter 9), they were broken and not sure what to do 

next because they feel that they have lost to the uncultured and uneducated. 

 

Penny: This has been a battle for the soul of the country, and I do not 

want to live in the country we have become. Leaving [personally] is not 

currently an option, and even if it were I’m finding it difficult to find a 

place I would prefer, since nationalism has been on the march in many 

countries.  So I’ve been thinking about how I can get through this.  Do I 

retreat into my shell? Do I try to develop ways of not engaging with this 

distorted money-oriented society? Do I try to forge stronger networks 

with like-minded people?  

 

Here we return to the language of heroics seen in Chapter 10 -and having lost the 

fight, Penny is trapped. She wants to leave Britain, but escape is curtailed by the 

removal of freedom of movement and the rise of populism / nationalism elsewhere. 

But while staying, it is hard to avoid her opponents.  

Penny: I recognise that by reading online comments from very negative 

and unpleasant people (some of which almost certainly are not people 

at all) I have let these people into my life and allowed them to disturb 

my peace.  I have to find a way to stop this.  I have to find a way to live 

my life and find my peace despite what is happening.     

Robert: my ongoing and constant desire to keep abreast of things 

happening in the news, on a political front, social media, general family 

discussions are now stifled and my overall interest is waning. There is 

a great emptiness and hollow in wanting to know what’s going on….its 
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just not there and not sure how long it will take to return….it will return, 

I know but at this moment in time I just don't know.  

A key part of affective polarisation is that opponents become enemies (Iyengar, 

2015). For participants, the ‘battle’ has involved engaging with the enemy letting 

them (and their online bots) enter ‘our lives.’ But after defeat, Remainers are in 

hollow limbo, trapped in a political purgatory, living out the final days in the EU, and 

all one can do is not let more harmful stuff in while the anger and depression churn. 

As they withdraw from politics, they have the resources to get on with their lives -a 

garden, books or relocate abroad. There is a nostalgia for the days before the 

referendum when they were secure.  

Interestingly, there is absolutely no mention of the parties that they voted for and 

why. The content of Labour / Green / Liberal manifestos and policies are never 

mentioned.  

D) The Future  

 

The above section captures the participants immediate response to the election, this 

section moves on to their perceptions of what is to come.  

 

More Fear, Pessimism and Uncertainty 

 

GC Are you optimistic about the future?  

 

Rachel: No, fascism is on the rise, and I don't know how we can stop it.  

Catherine: At present not at all – not just the political situation / Brexit 

and the rise of populism. For the near future – I don’t have a clue how 

it’s going to turn out but I fear that the vast majority don’t give a toss – 

bread and circuses over the past few years have had their effect  … 

already happening, removal of the protection of workers’ rights from the 

withdrawal agreement, (her edit) 

Bill: When people’s personal issues are added to a country’s issues 

then the temptation for many is to externalise everything, find an 
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enemy, someone to blame. This solves neither the internal nor the 

external problems and eventually there needs to be a reckoning. 

 

Johnson’s victory is viewed as part of a wave of right-wing populism involving a 

bonfire of human and employment rights. Driven by impotent rage, as we have seen 

throughout this thesis, the participants again attribute blame to an apathetic mass 

distracted by media ‘circuses’ - with Bill foreseeing their Biblical day of reckoning.  

 

The sense of fear and loathing and dark foreboding continues:  

 

Rachel: I’m devastated at this shift to the Right, at the adulation of 

people like Farage and ‘Tommy Robinson,’ at the acceptance of 

Machiavellian ‘ends justifies the means’ approaches to politics and 

governance, at Nazi salutes on our streets and ‘Leave means Leave so 

why are you still here?’ (again from our 48% page [Islanders for Europe 

Facebook page] there was such an incident in Shanklin a few weeks 

ago).  

 

Sharon: We will swing further to the extreme right, despite peoples 

assurances that they will try to get labour voters on board, they have 5, 

maybe 10 years to pass some of their far right legislation – 

unchallenged. I am already getting an increase in emails offering 

private health care, NHS will be privatised by stealth,  

Robert: it is becoming abundantly clear that the Tories always want to 

shrink the state; reduce taxes; strip back infrastructure and investment 

in the medium to long term future; ignore society, etc. …They have lost 

the plot and are taking the country to hell in a handcart. (my edit) 

Catherine: I am not optimistic about the future – there are too many 

challenges and not just to services/NHS/ education/jobs but the fallout 

from Brexit – economically, politically and the rise of extremist right 

wing violence and as the UK seeks its new place as an insignificant 

island bobbing along in the North Sea.  I’ve certainly become less 
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comfortable in this country which seems to be so much less tolerant 

and more aggressive.  My own family has been affected by the rise in 

anti-Semitism.  

Sharon: I get very frustrated by the lack of progress on inequality, and I 

believe if we leave the European Union it will get worse, we will go 

back to having poor employers who exploit their workforce. I was 

recently made redundant from my role as [occupation] for a 

manufacturing company on the Isle of Wight,  

 

Here we see doomsday scenarios and fears of a return to the 1930s or at best, 10 

more years of neo-liberalism and the final embers of social democracy. The threat of 

violence is real as the referendum campaign involved the assassination of Labour 

MP Jo Cox, by a far right Brexiteer. Here, Rachel has been threatened and as a 

migrant, and she fears that her right n to stay in the UK is potentially jeopardised by 

Brexit. Catherine’s’ Jewish relatives have been recent victims of antisemitism and 

Sharon has fallen foul of diluted employment rights. Rachel also fears a diminution of 

democratic protocols, a view that is shared by others–     

 

Penny: The breakdown of democracy 

• The normalisation of lying, cheating and using subversive 

means to achieve power. 

• Availability of social media, making it easier to access 

people, both directly and through covert / illegal means 

I really do need to start seeing some evidence that things have 

reached the bottom and are on the way up.  Too often there has been 

a glimmer of hope – e.g. the illegalities surrounding the referendum 

would have rendered it null and void had it been binding.  Its status as 

purely advisory means it can stand.  And yet it is being treated as 

binding.  Where is the logic in that?  These are crazy times we are 

living in.   

 

We see again the theme of lost hope, concern over the erosion of democratic norms 

and a feeling of being in a prolonged period of difficulties, extremism, and possible 
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violence.  

Penny: One of the problems for me is that I have seen truth, justice, fair 

play, honour, evidence… all turned over for the sake of winning the 

prize.  …. More than anything, this is what has shocked me. Nothing I 

can do (or we, regarding our wider networks) can change this.  If we 

could have, we would have succeeded (her breaks)  

Everything that Penny has valued in her legal career has been torn up and inverted. 

She was comfortable and politically unengaged until 2016 and now she is at a loss 

and affronted – she despairs at her individual and collective lack of agency. 

Sharon: Dominic Cummings influence is coming to the fore with people 

(Zac Goldsmith, Nicky Morgan) being elevated to the House of Lords 

so that they can be in the cabinet.  

In addition to participants identifying a democratic deficit (Marquand, 1979, 1999)  

there is also concern about the power and influence of the unelected. (2) In 2019, 

the participants are recognising that Johnson’s government had been transgressing 

democratic norms.  

A post-democratic society is one that continues to have and to use all 

the institutions of democracy, but in which they increasingly become a 

formal shell. The energy and innovative drive pass away from the 

democratic arena and into small circles of a politico-economic elite.  

(Crouch, 2004) 

The decline in integrity among the British political class has been particularly evident 

this century – e.g. the ‘sexed up’ dossier in the lead up to the second Gulf War 

(2003) or, the repeated Coalition claims that Labour‘s spending caused an 

international banking crash in 2008-09 (Jones, 2015). With Brexit, the Leave 

campaign claimed that Türkiye was about to join the EU, Brussels was going to ban 

Teas-Maid machines. and a promised an extra £350m a week for the NHS 

(Saunders, 2023).Crouch stated in 2013 that we are not "living in a post-democratic 

society, but that we were moving towards such a condition” (LSE, 2013). In 2019, 

Johnson’s conduct -particularly the proroguing of Parliament -meant that we edged a 

little closer. In this context we have Remainer participants sharing the Leaver 
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perception that society is controlled by a dishonest and manipulative elite who act 

against their side’s interests (Clarke, 2019).  

Optimism - Cycles  

Some of the participants have an optimistic vision of the future based on seeing 

history as guided by a hidden hand producing predictable outcomes via cyclical 

repetition. 

  

Penny: I understand that these things are cyclical.  We can make 

comparisons to Germany in the 1930s.  I know it will all come right in 

the end.  But how bad will it get before then?  In other words, where 

are we in the cycle?  The beginning?  The middle?  Near the end?    

Penny 

 

Mary:  all you can do is get back out there until the tsunami has done 

its worst and hope that sanity will return for the time being, self-

preservation is the only solution turn. 

Bill: I think looking after ourselves is really important. A lot of people 

seem to have done the same thing. But the last traces of brexit being a 

good thing have gone down the plug hole. In a way things have gone 

very quiet but that silence is very loud.   

GC Are you optimistic about the future?  

Robert Yes. Always. It will take time and things generally go in cycles.  

Here we see a searching for a new hope, a new optimism rooted in a belief that we 

have hit rock bottom, troubled times will eventually end, and that history involves 

inevitable cycles. The belief that historical events have some form of guiding hand 

that restores equilibrium is at odds with a middle class that are used to agency and 

effectivity. However, it is consistent with the belief in Karmic cycles among middle 

class New Age practitioners (Heelas, 2009). However, such faith may be rooted in 

the fact that the participants have the material social and cultural capital to weather 

the storm. There is a belief here that normal politics will soon resume but for the time 

being, self-preservation is the only option.  
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However, from their accounts, the participants are not personally damaged by Brexit 

- only Sharon mentions a resulting job loss (but she soon found a better paid job on 

the mainland). What the participants anticipate is a period of licking their wounds, 

rebuilding and eventually reasserting their cultural authority.  

 

Cycles and ‘Our War’ 

 

In 2019, Brexit Party meetings commenced with a blackout and an air-raid siren, 

while UKIP gatherings played “The Great Escape” theme. (Saunders, 2023). As we 

saw in Chapter 3, the Leave campaign invoked a nostalgia for Empire, Spitfires, and 

the Blitz. World War Two is also a touchstone for Penny when thinking about what 

comes next.  

 

I see this as our ‘War’.  Our parents and grandparents had WW1 and 

WW2 to deal with.  Maybe this is the upheaval that we have to go 

through.  Maybe all this, awful as it is just now, is what’s needed to 

shake everything up and find a new order.  So I have optimism, not that 

things will go back to how they were before – we are too divided for 

that, and what was there before (is still there) was rotten – but that 

hidden hand something good might come of it.   

 

Again, we see a view of history as involving inevitable cycles of rebirth and renewal 

and a vision of human progress arising from a guiding force. As we saw in Chapters 

2 and 3. New Age spirituality has become a central feature in English middle class 

thought. Here is a supernatural belief that something good might come out of the 

Brexit divide -just like the NHS and welfare state arose from World War Two. This 

belief that things have got to get worse before they can get better is mixed with an 

ambivalence about missing two world wars and consequently history had to deal the 

next generation a period of cleansing and suffering. 

 

Penny: And in the meantime we have started to stock up on foods that 

we might not be able to get in the event of a No Deal, and we have 
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started to grow more of our own fruit and veg.  This has had a knock-

on effect in making me feel more creative (something that has been 

lacking over the last three years due to Brexit-depression).  

 

Penny’s parallels between Brexit and the 1940s are so deep that they encompass 

hoarding food (a private solution to a public problem that she can afford) and ‘digging 

for victory’ in her garden. 

 

Bill: I see a message for humanity as a whole, the delusion being 'I can 

do whatever I want and the planet will cope'. With Brexit, the same 

message, an underlying message of 'It doesn't matter, everything will 

be fine'. History and reality tells us different, but even if things were fine 

Death is still where we are all heading. I don't mean to sound negative 

or depressed, which I'm really not, but if humanity is heading towards 

global disasters then this is not a good thing, even if it produces 

positive results for the future. WW2 led to the formation of the EU and 

years of prosperity and peace but WW2 was still very bad.  

While Bill harbours dark, apocalyptic fears about environmental collapse, he shares 

Penny’s vision of cyclical rebirth and renewal after a crisis that will be guided by the 

hand of fate. 

 

The participants are struggling to find a narrative into which they can insert their 

present. The Remain campaign was anchored in the present as it promised more of 

the same; the Leave campaign promised a better future rooted in an imaginary 

history (3). Brexit involved a Leaver narrative that joining the EU was a wrong turn in 

Britain’s proud history and this had to be corrected via ‘the great escape.’ Britania 

would become ‘unchained’ to produce a ‘Global Britain’ trading with ‘anglophone 

nations’ across the world. But the participants reject that envisioned future and are 

locked in an impasse, they have nowhere to go.  

 

In the absence of a Remainer popular memory narrative and vision of the future, the 

participants are grappling with fragments of their 1940s knowledge to stitch together 

a sense of history and the road ahead.  
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E) Their Future 

 

Since opposing Brexit was their main raison d’etre and it was now ‘done,’ I wanted to 

know what their next move might be.  

 

Centre Ground Politics 

 

Mary: I shall be supporting Change in future [Change UK a breakaway 

pro EU party formed in Feb. 2019] – if they survive, but from “little 

acorns” who knows.   I would like to but will obviously have to see how 

it goes.  I suspect there will be a lot of changes and I may have to vote 

LibDem, or for a European party. I resigned from the [Labour] party 

…because of the way it moved after 2010 but someone like Keir 

Starmer might entice me back.   If Momentum continues to dictate 

policies and gets its own candidate in as leader then I think you can 

kiss goodbye to ever being in power again.  Britain does not want what 

it considers to be “extreme” policies.   

Penny: I realised [while working for a local council] voting Labour didn’t 

have to be about ‘us’ versus ‘them’ and small attitudes.  It could 

actually be the reverse of that: politically engaged people who were 

doing fine for themselves but who wanted a more equal, fairer society 

for everyone. This was the Labour I could identify with, and have voted 

for ever since, until Brexit.  

Robert The middle or centre ground tends to move after a significant 

period of one particular brand of politics and it’s only a matter of time 

before that middle rump of floating voters begins to notice the patterns 

that emerge over time. They (eventually) join the dots up and conclude 

how poor and unhelpful a tory government actually is.  

Amidst defeat to the right, there is a latent relief that Corbyn’s Labour were defeated 

and a hope that a centrist pro-EU party will emerge. Again, Robert sees history as 

cyclical and guided by an equilibrium mechanism that always pulls the Overton 
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Window -the range of possibilities and discourses open to political leaders - back to 

the centre (Lehman, 2010) .  

On the other hand, after vacillating membership of Labour, Catherine is in a 

quandary.  

Catherine: Each time I returned [to Labour] through maybe misplaced 

optimism and because I couldn’t see myself as belonging to any other 

party though the Lib Dems have had their attractions from time to time.  

I’ve returned with an internal decision to get more involved and then 

have not done much more that the ballot paper.  I suspect because I’m 

not a very social person at all, I go to meetings and then find I often 

can’t relate to the others there and am too lazy/fearful to try to change 

others’ minds?  

Here we see regret that she has not done enough; the party’s failure is seen as 

stemming from her own personality -rather than from the alienating atmosphere of 

formal meetings. She continues. 

On the last occasion [re-joining Labour] it has been because I see 

institutions that I treasure like the NHS under sustained attack and 

thought I should do something however small. I have been very 

tempted to leave and probably for the last time over the current Labour 

Party activities and not just because of Brexit but its behaviour on 

antisemitism has been a grief.  

During 2016-19 Labour sat on the fence over Brexit for fear of alienating Leavers but 

in doing so, perplexed its Remainers like Catherine. The EHRC Report into anti-

Semitism in the Labour Party was published in October 2020 (4).  

Proportional Representation / Progressive Alliance 

For Tilley and Hobolt (2024), Remainers would not accept the outcomes of either 

2016 or 2019. Here, we see a loss of faith in first past the post and we see a 

common desire for a change in the voting system and party co-operation.  
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Steve: If the Greens were to ally with Labour (like the co-op party) I 

would be a Green party member and would align myself with that 

section of the left.  

Melanie: I would like a voting system that reflects number of posts not 

first past the post. I would like to be able to trust those in power rather 

than resent them. I would like to see right wing politics buried in the 

past where they belong. What a mess!  

 

Rachel: Electoral reform. UK is the country in most desperate need of 

proportional representation. And a new parliament, a round house, just 

like every other democratic country has, Scotland included.     

Penny: I now believe we should have a form of Proportional 

Representation.  FPTP has given an 80-seat majority for a party that 

only got .3 million votes more than in 2017, whilst the Lib Dems, with 

1.3 million more votes than in 2017 actually lost one seat.   

 

Proportional representation (PR) is seen here as a panacea to kill off the right – 

there is no consideration that it could also produce coalitions of parties on the right, 

or a repeat of the 2010-15 Coalition. Nevertheless, in the Island’s safe Conservative 

seat the liberal left fall victims of a first past the post FPTP system that leaves them 

feeling unrepresented. So, PR would provide the participants with a sense of power 

and enfranchisement that is consonant with the effectivity that they enjoy in the rest 

of their lives, it would restore the political purpose and sense of democratic control 

that has just been lost.  

New Concerns 

 

Having spent 3 years focusing on Brexit, the participants are now looking further 

afield.  

Sharon: What I want to happen is a closing of the gap between rich 

and poor, workers rights protected, child poverty decreased, protection 
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for tenants in private housing, NHS funded properly, and I want to have 

a feeling of hope not despair for our future. 

Alternatively, Catherine seeks a local focus. 

Catherine: Like many people we've decided to increase our monthly 

contribution to the trussell trust [food bank charity] as things will get 

worse for those already suffering.  But have said to myself that this lack 

of interest is only to be till after Xmas, then current thinking is to start 

keeping a watchful eye on Bob Seeley [Island MP] fulfilling his election 

promises, and contact him - won't get a response - regularly on the 

promised extra money/improved status of the IoW.  And as things 

maybe start to go wrong there will be the mantra - "that's what you 

voted for, get over it.” 

But like others, she also starts thinking globally. 

 

Catherine: There also have to be worries especially around climate 

change for the whole world – probably the greatest threat we face, the 

proxy war in the near east and the rise of populist governments 

elsewhere.    

Rachel: Fight fascism and racism Fascism is on the rise in so many 

countries, it is scary.  

Kevin: Both domestically and internationally liberal democratic values – 

not just economic advantage – need to be shown to be the best hope 

for a just and sustainable society.  This is a tall order at home but 

approaches derision when the developing world understandably sees 

economic success as its first priority and views attempts by the 

developed nations to limit growth as a plot to deny them reasonable 

opportunities.  Sustainability in terms of water supply will also be 

pressing. Only international action can realistically tackle these 

problems. Despite such challenges I believe that the general 

improvement in most indices of economic and social life across the 

world over the last two generations should encourage us.  The dangers 
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of nuclear weapons and of over-population, for example, still exist but 

they are not the inescapable nemesis which earlier generations feared.  

When I became a migrant myself [moving to the Island] I suddenly 

realised how difficult it is to move from one country to another. Now I 

have an enormous amount of sympathy with people that are forced to 

flee their home, and go elsewhere. All European countries should do 

like Germany does, help refugees in need. 

Here we see the liberal left turning their attention to war / nuclear proliferation, 

climate change, anti-racism, migration, and refugee support and grasping at signs of 

hope to retain a sense of personal sanity. I suspect that if the study had been 

conducted prior to 2016, such typically liberal issues would have been at the 

forefront. Similarly animal and human rights are back on the agenda. 

Melanie: I personally see animal rights as a huge issue but realise I am 

intensely biased and in a minority as a vegan. I believe government 

have an ethical responsibility to reduce livestock suffering and to tell 

the truth about the food chain in terms of antibiotic resistance, growth 

hormones, carcinogens as well as the environmental impact of agro 

farming. Again, huge impact on human health and the planet but it’s 

ignored and pushed down the agenda in favour of capital greed and 

the games they play in Westminster. 

Rachel: Citizen rights I never thought that I would ever experience that 

my citizen rights would be taken away from me, that came as a shock 

after the EU referendum in 2016. Now I know not to take anything for 

granted, and that we all have to fight to keep our rights in society.  

What we see here is a resetting of the middle class liberal left agenda into the 

conventional territories discussed in chapter 3. There are no signs of the middle 

class returning to their ‘natural home’ of the Conservative Party. For the participants, 

realignment is a long-term phenomenon.  

What is interesting is that there is little mention of local issues and problems on the 

Isle of Wight. The middle-class habitus involves a national and international lens, a 

downplaying of the local (Payne, 2005) that contrasts with the prevailing localism of 
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the Island. Given the desire of the participants to distance themselves from Islanders 

and Leavers in Chapters 8 & 9, any future political alliances will require a bridging of 

middle-class national /international concerns with a working class and older middle 

class that sees the world in terms of a local setting and their desires for improved 

local conditions and opportunities (Kilcoyne et.al., 2019; Mattinson, 2020)  

Throughout the study, Steve has been the exception, his concern was that Brexit 

was dividing the Labour Party. After the election, he seeks to put socialism (and 

optimism) back on the agenda. 

Steve: To a simple extent it is that I’m rationally optimistic that we can 

do better than capitalism. Just as the societal structures of a capitalist 

society are grander than those of some kind kleptocracy or other, the 

societal structures of a socialist society are grander still. Building such 

grander structures to be stable is of course difficult, but the challenges 

we face have made that task ever more necessary. It may well be that 

a better functioning form of capitalism could theoretically deal with the 

failings of the past few decades of Neoliberal orthodoxy that led to the 

2008 financial crisis and its political fallout, but there is no power base 

for that option. The lobbying power of wealth that has grown under 

Neoliberalism inherently wants to maintain that status quo, and a 

platform of “saving capitalism” is just uninspiring for any politics that 

would take a grassroots path to power. 

After the election (unlike the other participants) he sees a return to Blairite New 

Labour managerial policies as unlikely to shift the Conservatives. Both he and Simon 

want Brexit finished so that the working class will return to Labour and political 

agendas will return to their normal setting: 

 

Steve: [the completion of] Brexit will make people return to Labour.  

   

Simon: Brexit needs to come to some kind of conclusion so that it no 

longer muddies the political waters and so that those who would 

normally vote left wing do so. 
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 Penny on the other hand, wants to fight on   

I would like our Islanders for Europe group to morph into something 

else.  In recent days our group has been sharing a number of very 

positive articles discussing where we go from here.  We are no longer 

Reaminers, but actually we can’t even be Rejoiners at this stage.  

There is too much of a gap between us and the other member states.  

There is much work to be done before they would even consider an 

application from us, and it is sobering to realise that as a nation we 

now actually fail the basic Values test for membership of the EU, as set 

out in Article 2 of the Lisbon Treaty (5) …. We have become the skunk 

of Europe.  So I believe our collective role, as a group of open, tolerant 

people, is to support each other in continuing to be who we are; to live 

as though who we are and what we believe is normal; and to model 

openness, tolerance, enlightenment, culture, and encourage others to 

join in. (my edit)  

So, her vision is one of a political community of middle class respectables / disciples 

living separate from the state (and the formal political process) and acting in a 

prefigurative way to prepare for an application to re-join. A middle-class vanguard 

that is seen as necessary because British culture has become so incongruous with 

that of the 27 EU member states and only a polite cadre can return Britain to its 

‘normal’ setting of middle-class norms and values.  

 

F) Discussion  

 

For democracies to effectively operate those on the losing side must accept their 

defeat (Anderson et. al., 2005: Blais,1993; Easton,1975). Often it is assumed that 

political activity is rooted in a rational instrumentalism, but political choices involve 

navigating ideological and good sense accounts of events and situations (Gramsci et 

al., 1971). In addition, emotions are powerful drives behind political actions and 

beliefs (Huddy et. al., 2007; Mac Kuen et. al., 2010; Valentino et. al., 2008; Webster, 

2020). As we have seen, the affective polarisation after 2016 produced two angry 

and opposing camps (Hobolt and Tilley 2020). Furthermore, anger undermines 
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losers’ consent (Brader and Marcus, 2013; Vasilopolou and Wagner, 2017; Weber, 

2013). On this basis, it has been argued that angry Remainers refused to accept the 

process and outcome of the 2016 Referendum and refused to accept 2019 result 

(Tilley and Hobolt, 2024). In this study we see the former but not the latter – the 

participants accept the 2019 result, and their range of emotions are far more 

complex than anger. The participants accept the election result, but they are 

distraught and afraid. They are losing faith in the political class and the electoral 

system.  

I wish to argue that during the affective polarisation 2016-19, there was a democratic 

deficit (Marquand,1979) where ostensibly democratic organizations or institutions 

cease to appear to adhere to the principles of democracy in their practices or 

operation. This applied to both sides. Remainers such as those in this study sought 

to overturn a democratic referendum. On the other hand, discourses 2016-19 about 

delivering Brexit as ‘the will of the people’ meant that the Government abandoned 

any claim to govern on behalf of the whole country. From the referendum on, 

Remainers were politically excluded and the state machinery during 2016-19 

became exclusively dedicated to delivering Brexit while the Leave supporting 

politicians and press dismissed Remainers as ‘traitors’ and ‘saboteurs’ (Evans and 

Schalfner, 2019). For Remainers, the goal was to halt a democratic decision via a 

second referendum- but they had no vision of a better future.  

This chapter gives rare insights into the feelings hopes and fears of the doubly 

defeated immediately after the election. For many of the participants, it was the first 

time that they were engaged and felt a chance of having an impact in a safe 

Conservative seat. For the participants, the General Election was the final roll of the 

dice, and they have lost, and they fear that the size of the majority will keep them in 

opposition for years. After a period of hope, there was existential angst, political 

exclusion and a fear that being ‘economical with the actuality’ wins votes. They are 

feeling the pain of ‘Cruel Optimism’ (Berlant, 2011)  

For Berlant, Cruel Optimism operates at a generalised and a specific level. The 

generalised level involves the cruel optimism that has prevailed since the 1980s, as 

the 1945 social-democratic promise of ‘a good life for all ‘has been unravelled and 

withdrawn in the United States and Europe. 
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The fantasies that are fraying include, particularly, upward mobility, job 

security, political and social equality, and lively, durable intimacy. The 

set of dissolving assurances also includes meritocracy, the sense that 

liberal- capitalist society will reliably provide opportunities for 

individuals to carve out relations of reciprocity that seem fair and that 

foster life as a project of adding up to something and constructing 

cushions for enjoyment (Berlant, 2011, p3) 

 Most of the participants are old enough to have enjoyed free higher education and a 

welfare system that cared ‘form the cradle to the grave,’ while all have witnessed 

waves of privatisation and erosion of the welfare state since 1979.  

Catherine: I have realised how lucky I have been growing up in the 60s 

when we thought anything was possible and looked forward to such a 

rosy future - Thatcherism wasn't on the horizon and I think I probably 

had the best of everything - good education, free tuition at uni, great 

support throughout my life from the NHS, freedom to travel throughout 

the EU - didn't do enough of it etc.  … Brexit - just despair  

Against this general backdrop, cruel optimism involves the specificities of people 

attaching significance to conspicuous consumption, an object, relationship, or a 

political project in belief that it will make them happier and lead to lead a good life. 

But it is cruel because it makes them unhappier and a threat to their flourishing. For 

the participants, resisting Brexit and an emotional attachment to the EU / European 

culture has been their main political project. Hence the 2019 election result causes 

pain after their optimism inherent in their political project. Membership of the EU 

offered them a chance of “the good life” - freedom of movement, enhanced cultural 

capital, opportunities to expand their omnivore tastes, and retirement under 

European sun. During 2018-19 the participants were also optimistic that a nihilistic 

Brexit could be stopped. Now they are enduring the cruel pain of an emotional 

overload and emotional shock that stifles rational thought:   

the impasse is a stretch of time in which one moves around with a 

sense that the world is at once intensely present and enigmatic, such 

that the activity of living demands both a wandering absorptive 

awareness and a hypervigilance that collects material that might help 
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to clarify things, maintain one’s sea legs, and coordinate the standard 

melodramatic crises with those processes that have not yet found their 

genre of event.  (Berlant, 2011, p5) 

 

The study captures and documents a particular conjuncture where there was 

national rupture and the personal and the political became indistinct. The data in this 

chapter and elsewhere is important because it captures the red raw feelings of 

Remainers during the affective polarisation as it peaked during 2019. By mid-

December, the participants felt like the sky had fallen in and their only hope is that 

things will sort themselves out. They had lost their cultural authority, and because of 

their mix of fear, anger, and despair they are withdrawing from politics -at least in the 

short term. However, the angry are more likely to participate in politics (Huddy et. al. 

2007; Valentino et. al. 2011; Weber, 2013). The participants have lost faith in the 

democratic process, but still have the social, cultural, and economic capital to get on 

with their lives while fostering new political agendas.  
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Chapter 12 

CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH   

A. Introduction and Overview  

This Chapter covers answers to my research questions, reflects on my data 

collection and analysis, and makes suggestions for further research.  

The data was collected during the stalemate 2019 when the tensions over the type of 

Brexit deal and the campaign for a second referendum were peaking. My data 

confirms the affective polarisation thesis (Hobolt et al., 2020) but via unprompted 

qualitative data. This thesis also uniquely captures qualitative data on the formation, 

hardening, and deployment of Remainer identities after 2016 as Britain became 

emotionally, spatially, politically, and culturally polarised by Brexit (Hobolt, 2016; 

Hobolt et al., 2020).  

Writing autobiographies has often been a means of preparing for ones’ own death 

(Berger and Berger, 1976). Here, after writing during 2019, and after the general 

election, the participants are mortified by the double defeat. My data compliments a 

later quantitative study (Tilley and Hobolt, 2024) of the anger felt by Reaminers years 

after 2016 and 2019. However, this study captures a far more complex range of 

emotion than mere anger -while both studies reveal the fragility of democracy during 

a period of affective polarisation.  

This study makes a unique contribution by contributing new knowledge about how 

the liberal left middle class respond the 2016 /19 defeats by asserting their logical 

superiority, questioning the legality of the referendum, or seeking a second 

referendum. The participants feel that they are losing their cultural authority to what 

they perceive to be those less moral, less educated, and less tasteful than 

themselves: the non-graduate middle class and the ‘left behind’ working class. One 

of their important responses to defeat is to either question whether these groups 

should be enfranchised, or question whether the electorate should be consulted on 

important national issues.  

The original impetus for the study was to deploy a range of sociological theories and 

concepts to extend our knowledge of the class realignment in English politics. The 
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biographic study adds to our knowledge of ongoing political socialisation by uniquely 

documenting memoires of the formation, continuities, and reformation of political 

consciousness over time as ideological fields are negotiated. It finds a socialisation 

process more complex than in existing models and reveals the impact of salient 

moments such as the 1984-85 miners’ strike, New Labour, and the 2016 

referendum. While all localities are heterogeneous, this study captures how it feels to 

relocate from a liberal, urban cosmopolitan locality to a right-wing, Eurosceptic 

constituency. 

The participants identify education as their main formative experience, but most were 

left leaning prior to their degrees due to their parents, feminism, youth culture, and 

early knowledge of class differences. What this study argues is that a graduate 

identity (Ford and Sobolowska, 2020; Stubager, 2008, 2013) combines with artistic 

and cultural tastes (Bourdieu, 1984; Lawler, 2005) to be both source of cultural 

authority and the means by which a middle class fraction identify, socially 

differentiate and create symbolic boundaries (Coulangeon, 2017; Jenkins, 1992; 

Khan, 2011; Lamont & Molinar, 2002). Faced with a loss of cultural authority in Brexit 

Britain, the participants assert the value of their cultural capital and create a symbolic 

boundary between themselves and those with material capital but with less cultural 

capital. They see themselves as having superior morals, tastes, knowledge, and 

wisdom than the Islands’ affluent, non-graduate middle class and these are 

prioritised over differences in material capital.  

In sum, this study makes an important contribution because while supporting the 

affective polarisation thesis, for the Remainers in this study, the middle class are 

divided by something greater than Leave / Remain. This subjective fragmentation of 

the middle class is consistent with studies showing a division in the middle class 

between professionals with culutal capital and managers with less cultral capital and 

more material capital (Jarness, 2015, 2017; Jarness et al., 2019; Wynne,1998). 

Futher, since many of the participants are from the public sector, we are seeing one 

side of the divide (discussed in Chapter 2) bewtween liberal Herbivores and right 

leaning private sector Carnivores (James, 2008). Since some of the participants 

have cosmopolitan and eclectic tastes that inform their logical superiority, we are 

also seeing evidence of Omnivores establishing a new aesthetic hierarchy (Chan 



235 

 

and Goldthorpe, 2007a, 2007c, 2007b; Coulangeon, 2017; Jenkins, 1992; Khan, 

2011; Lamont & Molinar, 2002; Ollivier, 2008; Warde, Wright, and Gayo-Cal, 2008). 

In Chapter 2, we saw the English middle class as a group used to getting their own 

way. In the literature in Chapters 3 and 4, we see liberal graduates tolerant of a 

range of lifestyles, ethnicities, and sexualities. Faced with not getting their way, and 

losing their cultural authority, we see in this study an English middle-class fraction 

highly intolerant of Leavers and Conservatives and adding to the divide by 

ostracising them. For most of the last century, the Conservatives successfully 

exploited the middle-class’ tendency to draw symbolic boundaries and socially 

differentiate. They persuaded most of the middle class that they were patriots who 

have nothing in common with those beneath them -such as the working class, trade 

unionists, users of public transport and those in rented accommodation (Mckibbin, 

1999; McKibbin, 1990: Earle, 2023). What we see in this study is the next stage in 

the breakdown of that articulation between class and party during a period in which 

cultural hierarchies are changing and middle-class offspring may face 

proletarianisation. This study suggests that this articulation has broken down 

because the liberal left middle-class participants have redefined who it is that is 

beneath them as: the elderly affluent, nationalists, the self-made / non graduate 

middle class, flag wavers, and Daily Mail readers.  

In response to the realignment, some right wing politicians and commentators have 

attempted to instigate a culture war (Nagle, 2017) whereby any educated person 

concerned with universal human rights is dismissed as ‘woke’. People like those in 

this study were dismissed by a Conservative Minister in the Commons as.  

Yes, I’m afraid, it’s the Labour Party, it’s the Lib Dems, it’s the coalition 

of chaos, it’s the Guardian-reading, tofu-eating wokerati, dare I say, the 

anti-growth coalition - Home Secretary, Suella Braverman on 

Parliament TV, 18th October 2022. (Davies, 2022) 

While previous folk devils have been stigmatised for violence, sexual activities, or 

drug use, ‘woke’ educated liberals are stigmatised for their values. The affective 

polarisation and the realignment have resulted in a situation where culture war 

conservatives are abusing a class who until recently, were their core constituency -

thereby adding to the political realignment of classes. In response, we see middle 
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class participants here frustrated and intolerant of their opponents - and asserting 

their logical superiority and creating a new political dynamic.  

Neither side are building bridges, and the Brexit divide is enduring. Despite Europe 

being off topic in the 2024 General Election, the Leave – Remain polarisation still 

determined voting - with Remainers voting Labour, Liberal, or Green and Leavers 

voting Conservative or Reform (Wheatley, 2024). How people voted in 2016 still 

correlates with their views on climate change, defence and security, overseas aid, 

human rights, trade, national economic policy, and the UK’s relationships with other 

nations (Gaughan et. al., 2024). The question arises of what next? Any attempt to 

mobilise a coalition of voters to the left of the Conservatives requires resolving the 

progressive dilemma (Marquand, 1999) of how to appeal to both the middle and 

working class. At present, most of the middle class are socially liberal, but hold 

centre-right economic views (Evans and Tilley, 2017: Rayson, 2020). The former 

possibly confirms the impact of education on social attitudes while the latter suggests 

a middle-class inclination to pursue economic self-interest. In contrast, the working 

class are left of centre on economic issues (e.g., taxation, public spending) but are 

not liberal on social issues (such as sexuality, immigration, or censorship). The 

progressive dilemma has clearly worsened by the post 2016 affective polarisation 

and realignment.  

B. Main Themes in the Data / Answers to Research 

Questions  

1 Research Question One:  Current Concerns  

 

a) Brexit  

At the onset, I expected to discover concerns about the impact of austerity on local 

services, tuition fees, and a worsening work situation and market position. Three 

years after the referendum, I did not expect to feature Brexit so extensively. Life 

histories are often constructed though the lens of present-day concerns (Crossley, 

2002; De Rivera & Sarbin, 1998; CCCS, 1982; McAdams, 2019; Murray, 2000) and 

this certainly is the case here. While Brexit was their main concern in 2019, only one 

participant cited EU membership as a formative influence, and none mentioned key 
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events such as the EU Exchange Rate Mechanism crisis of 1992 or the launch of the 

Euro.  

This study captures the crystallisation of Remain identities among Remainers as the 

affective polarisation was hardening after 2016 (Hobolt et al., 2020). Consequently, 

their accounts of moving to the Island before 2016 are clearly coloured by present 

knowledge that it is a leave stronghold. Much of the data on Brexit polarisation 

involves surveys with pre-set responses, ratings scales, or a menu of words set by 

the researcher for participants to describe their opponents / themselves. These 

reveal that both sides do not wish to talk to the other side, would be unhappy if one 

of their children married an opponent ‘s offspring (Hobolt and Tilley, 2020). When 

asked to pick words to describe their opponents, both Leavers and Remainers 

describe their opponents as; selfish, hypocritical, and closed minded and describe 

themselves as; intelligent, open minded, and honest. (Hobolt and Tolley 2020). 

However, the benefit of the biographical approach is that we capture spontaneous 

valid data of the Remainer world view, their othering of Leavers and their narratives 

of how the polarisation is played out among family and friends. What I conclude here 

is that the actions of the Remainers in the study actively contribute to and 

exacerbate the polarisation via their homophily and ostracising of Leaver family and 

friends.  

Island Leavers are identified as the affluent, elderly Daily Mail readers who lack 

cultural capital / academic credentials. This worldview is consistent with studies of a 

fragmented middle class and symbolic boundaries and cultural differentiation within 

the middle class (Jarness, 2015, 2017; Jarness et al., 2019; Wynne 1998). Leavers 

nationally are seen as the economically ‘left behind’ in the midlands and north.  

Despite the affective polarisation, Leaver /Remainer perceptions nationally are 

similar - both see the other as being duped by a biased and powerful media (Clarke 

2019: Menon, 2019, 2021). Similarly in my study, the participants see themselves as 

cultured, educated, and tasteful, while Leavers are perceived as an ignorant group, 

who cannot be reasoned with and are brainwashed mainly by the Daily Mail.  

We also see a decline in democratic protocols. By the end of 2019, participants have 

lost faith in first past the post system. Furthermore, their concerns about the tactics 

of the Leave Campaign reveal a questioning of the referendum’s legitimacy. In 
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addition we see participants so intolerant that they question the right of their less 

educated opponents to be consulted.  

As we saw in Chapter 3 and 4, there is debate as to whether middle class liberals 

are instrumental or altruistic. Despite the obvious EU membership benefits for the 

English middle class (e.g. ease of passing through customs, Erasmus schemes, and 

careers and property within the EU) the participants say little about the personal 

benefits of EU membership. We see occasional concerns about the loss of freedom 

of movement, but Leavers are opposed as a symptom /personification of everything 

that they fear and loathe -primarily a tabloid-backed populist nationalism among the 

uneducated. Brexit is seen as a trojan horse brining in a weaker democracy, and the 

normalising of lying by political leaders -alongside more inequality, greater 

xenophobia, and diluted human rights. But paradoxically we see a liberal fraction of 

the middle class either seeking technocratic rule or a narrowing of the franchise. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, the Brexit polarisation has produced various tribal 

groupings but strong Leave and Remain sentiments are confined to the middle class 

(MORI, 2021). The participants fit into MORI’s category (MORI, 2021) of ‘Liberal 

Remainers’ – educated progressives with strong Remain identities - who compose  

about 20% of the electorate. Alternatively they are ‘Conviction Liberals’ (Ford and 

Sobolowska, 2020) - university educated, open minded Remainers linked to Labour, 

Greens, and Liberal Democrats. However as with all ideal types, they do not fit 

neatly into the category (4). 

Except for two active Amnesty members, most were relatively politically inactive until 

Brexit. This may be either because they were comfortable with the status quo, or the 

Island context breeds a fatalistic acceptance of Conservative dominance. The 

participants speak in religious / heroic terms about ‘finding a cause’ where they can 

find hope, locate the likeminded and have an impact via deploying their cultural and 

social capital. Consequently, the finality and cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011b) of 

defeat in December 2019 is so painful.  

b) The Miners’ Strike 

In their biographies, the participants seek to understand their predicament via 

historical parallels. This may be because England is a country that is tangled up in 

popular memories of its past (CCCS, 1982). Some draw parallels with World War 
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Two - and in December 2019, Penny is hoarding food and ‘digging for victory’ in 

preparation for EU departure. More commonly, the Miners’ Strike 1984-85 is a 

touchstone for some participants as both a formative experience and a way of 

understanding the present – even though it took place during their youth /early 

adulthood. The strike is important because it marks the defeat / weakening of unions 

(Lison, 2012). It marks the start of the disconnection of sections of the working class 

from a Labour Party, and the acceleration of a Thatcherism that still haunts UK 

politics (Harris, 2023). The strike refuses to go away and we see regular reminders 

in TV series e.g. Our Friends in the North (1996), films such Brassed Off (1996), Billy 

Elliot (2000), Jeremy Deller’s recreation of The Battle of Orgreave (2001), and Pride 

(2014) -plus numerous documentaries. For some, it was the defeat of the Miners in 

1985 that instigated the present crisis in the British left (Lison, 2012). For the 

participants in this study, it is a parallel period of wounds, national division, and 

(liberal left) defeat. Brexit is their Miners’ Strike. 

There are other parallels. On 19 July 1984, Margaret Thatcher delivered a speech 

during the strike which she referred to ‘the enemy within’. 

We had to fight the enemy without in the Falklands. We always have to 

be aware of the enemy within, which is much more difficult to fight and 

more dangerous to liberty. (Thatcher, 1984) 

 

In a similar vein, Remainers were addressed 2016-19 as ‘enemies of the people’ or 

‘saboteurs’ of the ‘will of the people (Evans and Schalfner, 2019). The participants 

respond to such stigmatising by othering and seeking to avoid their political 

opponents- thereby contributing to the polarisation. Despite this, for some 

participants, Brexit has made them belatedly consider the impact of the miners’ strike 

and economic decline on working class communities since the 1980s. In trying to 

understand the shock of Brexit, they now sympathise with those in declining regions. 

This implies that so far, they have been ignorant of, and personally immune to socio-

economic misery both on the Island and in former mining communities.  

Despite an early knowledge of class differences (in Chapter 7) it has taken Brexit to 

make inequality less of an abstract concern or something merely read about. Indeed, 

when they discuss inequality, it is often reference to evidence from to academic texts 
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rather than first-hand experience. It may also be that the public image of the Island 

as an affluent paradise causes them to view their locality through ‘rose tinted 

spectacles.’ Alternatively, it may be that a middle class social circle and reference 

group distort their perceptions of inequality (Dorling, 2018; Edmiston, 2018; 

Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018; Irwin, 2018). 

c) Other Concerns 

Other political concerns are woven throughout the data set such as racism on the 

Island, foxhunting, housing, MPs expenses and local schools- but the 2008-09 crash 

and subsequent austerity receive little mention. The Gulf Wars, Afghanistan, 9/11, 

7/7 are not mentioned at all. There is no evidence of an obsession with ‘niche issues’ 

– as alleged by others (Embery, 2021; Rayson, 2020). Foreign policy is barely 

mentioned -except for references to Brexit impacting on Britain’s international 

standing. LGBT+ rights are only mentioned with reference to discomfort with the 

heteronormative culture of the Island. It may be that such rights are passively 

accepted, or the participants them as battles already won, rather than being absent 

concerns. 

I was surprised that there was little reference to work /symptoms of 

proletarianisation. There are fears about the shrinking opportunities for offspring, but 

only those in their thirties working in education mention their own declining work and 

market situation- often with reference to how they nearly succumbed to ideologies 

about welfare scroungers. Again, this may be because the rest of the sample are 

middle aged and secure, or it may reflect the conjuncture – public sector pay / 

service crises and middle-class industrial action have only come to greater 

prominence since 2019. Much of the data is a lament for the slow death of social 

democracy and social security. However, there is a generational split. The younger 

participants discussed their own problems such as debt, poverty, and renting flats in 

run down localities. In contrast, the older participants lament the pulling up of the 

ladder of opportunity for their offspring.  

After the December 2019 election, we see the participants drifting from Europe into 

other concerns such as global warming, human rights, and equalising opportunities. 

However, except for Steve and Simon (who want to restore politics to conventional 
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issues and settings), Remain is so ingrained in the participants’ identities, that I 

conject that they would not support any organisation that accepts Brexit.  

The participants also support electoral reform, but overall, there is a desire for a 

return a social democratic / meritocratic system. There is no mention of a re-

nationalisation of public services -despite its prominence in Labour’s 2017 and 2019 

manifestos. But again, debates about ownership of utilities (especially energy, water, 

and transport) that have become more prominent since 2019.  

 

2) Research Question Two: Formative influences and Experiences 

a) Early Political Socialization 

In contrast, with the quantitative models discussed in Chapters 3 and 7, the 

biographies in this study uniquely reveal the role of agency, contingencies, and 

mutability of identities within the life course. Given the 30-62 age range of the 

sample, some graduated and came of age before the impact of Thatcherism, others 

came of age as Neo-Liberalism was impacting. The younger members of the sample 

came of age under New Labour and were among the first to pay tuition fees. Since it 

is a small purposive sample of the middle-aged liberal left, there is no possibility of 

checking the received wisdom that adults move right with age. Nevertheless, we find 

the opposite: half of the sample reported starting on the political right and claim to 

have moved left as they faced challenges (parenthood or career changes) and 

reflected on their experiences.  

I was interested in how the participants developed a ‘good sense’ (Gramsci et.al., 

1971) understanding of capitalism. There is some evidence of generational 

transmission with most inheriting the voting preferences of at least one parent. We 

also see early knowledge of class differences / unequal opportunities as common - 

with these reinforced by education. There is also evidence of rebellion against 

Conservative parents and / or key life events promoting a leftward move (e.g. having 

children, new job, or financial worries). These triggered a triumph of ‘good sense 

‘over ideologies about ‘welfare scroungers’ that tempted some participants. Others 

are born into liberal-left homes and retain affiliations - but again, there also some 

rebellion against the parent culture and innovation in outlook. We also have unique 
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qualitative evidence of the impact of social mobility as those from a working-class 

background experienced habitus clivé (Bourdieu 1987, Friedman 2014, 2016) due to 

relocating and attending university.  

In all cases, the participants find new ways of being on the liberal left that distinguish 

themselves from their parents – with feminism particularly influential on females. 

Youth sub-culture has had a long-term impact on some by providing role models, 

alternative ideologies, and a gateway to other radicalising influences such as music, 

film, and literature. This is significant because it contests the orthodoxy (Hall & 

Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1991) which sees youth culture as only a temporary and 

symbolic resistance with no relevance or relation to, mainstream politics.  

The study compliments a similar that identifies the unique pre-HE formative 

influences on the middle class liberal left (Searle-Chatterjee, 1999). However, her 

study uses biographies to identify those influences on a factual basis. Since this 

study collects narratives, we see those influences as a process involving reflection, 

agency navigation, and decisions made during personal crises and transitions.  

b) Political Socialisation: Higher Education  

All participants cite formal education as the main influence on their political 

socialisation. While the extensive survey data merely correlates Remain /left 

liberalism with degree holding, this study contributes narratives of unique 

experiences and insights into the broader immersive experience and social milieu 

that FE, HE, and degree holding provide. The findings have implications for 

consideration of the impact of higher education on those who study from home and 

the greater use of online learning. Overall, we see confirmation that level of 

education plays a significant role the reinforcement or formation of identity, political 

consciousness, and cultural authority.  

A graduate identity (Stubager, 2008) is evident in the participants and we see a 

subjective fragmentation of the middle class. They see themselves as educated and 

cultured and distinguish themselves from older, middle-class holders of material 

capital but little cultural capital. This is  consistent with other studies of a fragmented  

English middle class (Savage, 1995 and 2015; Stewart, 2016, Wynne 1998 ) but we 

see here how a Brexit division is added to the mix.   
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While holding an educated / graduate identity, participants are ambivalent about their 

own class position. They perceive themselves as beneath a powerful national elite 

and see themselves as less organised, and less powerful than the middle-class 

Conservatives on the Isle of Wight. Their self-identification implicitly distinguishes 

themselves form the working class – however, those with working class roots retain 

a sentimental attachment to their roots and / or do not feel materially secure.  

After education and careers on the mainland, the lives of the participants was 

disordered by their move to the Island - where they feel like a fish out of water. 

 

3) Research Question Three: Life on the Isle of Wight  

a) Ambivalence about the Island / Othering of Islanders  

The participants were attracted to the Island’s beaches and countryside, but they 

were surprised by, and object to, the local culture, politics, and deprivation. Most 

self-identify as a resident (or even a lodger) rather than an Islander. 

Other studies (in Chapter 5) have found an insider-outsider divide on the Isle of 

Wight involving hostility to incomers and accords greater status to those resident for 

several generations (Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011). Here, there is little evidence of 

Islanders being hostile to the participants as incomers. Rather, we see an inversion 

as participants see themselves as intellectually, morally, and culturally superior to 

locals -consistent with another study (Brailsford, 2017). There is an othering of 

Islanders, and the sample assume that most of the local population are backward, 

racist, nationalist, lacking taste, incapable of being reasoned with. While targeting 

locals and expressing affinity with fellow ‘overners,’ the participants do not mention 

the affluent second home / boat owners who are resented by the many Islanders. 

The othering and hostility of the participants is directed at the older, less educated, 

middle class - who are perceived as both transmitting their values and racism to their 

offspring and dominating local discourses. There is less evident hostility to the local 

working class – partly out of sympathy and partly out of frustration.  

Participants arrived on the Island to be shocked by an unfamiliar political and cultural 

environment- where they still find it difficult to avoid opponents. As a class used to 
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agency and effectivity, they still feel powerless on the Island in the face of an affluent 

and organised opposition - there is a large Conservative club in nearly every town. 

As we saw in Chapter 5, the Conservatives are hegemonic on the Island and in 

general elections, their support (on its own, or combined with Brexit supporting 

parties) normally outnumbers the combined opposition. The participants’ response is 

to seek out and associate only with the middle class like-minded- thereby amplifying 

any polarisation. However, outside of party meetings and local arts centres, the 

middle class like-minded are difficult to identify / locate -and opponents are difficult to 

avoid. Participants speak of being ambushed by casual racism in everyday 

conversations with the public, or they express concerns regarding opponents 

straying into ‘our’ territory of local cultural events.  

For some participants, the middle class are defined as those with a caring disposition 

and or with an interest in the arts -regardless of economic circumstances. Overall, 

morality, education, culture and the arts here provide a means by which the sample 

identify the like-minded and differentiate themselves from the right leaning members 

of their own class - replicating the findings by Jarness (Jarness, 2015, 2017). The 

identification of creativity and the arts as a lynchpin also highlights the continuity of 

bohemian culture discussed in Chapter 3.  

Throughout this study we see a contrast between the localism of long-standing 

Island residents and the cosmopolitan / omnivore worldview held by the participants. 

Islanders are seen as holding a narrow, parochial, and rigid world view - while the 

participants’ hold aspirations to a cultured European identity. At heart is an 

unresolved liberal left ambivalence about localism and self-determination that was 

exploited by Brexit campaigners in their emphasis on independent sovereignty 

(Meek, 2018, 2019) (5). This study adds a unique perspective on this because it 

looks at cosmopolitans on an island where localism is exceptionally strong.  

Meek rightly suggests that the left has issues with self-determination because it 

holds contradictory core values of universalism and particularism. It believes in 

universal human rights and universal principles while at the same time believing in 

the right of nations and identity groups to follow a path of self-determination (e.g. the 

right to follow customary dietary, matrimonial or religious practices). The problem is 
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that the self-determination can confer an autonomy that permits nations or groups 

the right to break those universal principles. (6)  

In this study, some participants respond to this contradiction by prioritising human 

rights and seeing the EU as the protector of these rights. Leaving / the UK seeking 

self-determination is opposed as a project leading to a bonfire of employment and 

broader human rights (7), Secondly, they also seek to tell Leavers that they were lied 

to, were duped by the media, and that the self-determination that they seek is wrong. 

Healing will be a terribly slow process (8)  

    

b) Perceived False Consciousness Among Opponents 

For the participants, their Island opponents are the older, affluent, less educated 

fraction of middle class who are perceived as duped by local and national tabloid 

newspapers. Newsprint is presumed to be all-powerful and controlled by a 

manipulative elite. Contrastingly, radio, TV, films, books, magazines, and social 

media receive far less blame – presumably because participants deem the affluent 

elderly as too old for social media. 

This perception of opponents being in a state of false consciousness is congruent 

with the argument that the liberal- left is presently paralysed because without a  

coherent theory of the state or the media (Fisher & Gilbert, 2013).  As a result, 

political failures are blamed on a media induced false consciousness in opponents – 

thereby exonerating the defeated. (7)  

4) Research Question Four - The Future  

The participants are shell shocked and feel hopeless after 2019 double defeat. Most 

seek a centre ground politics, and some would even settle for a return to the relative 

stability of their lives in early 2016. Some believe in cycles of fate -where troubled 

times inevitably end -but feel that we have yet to reach the bottom, and fear of what 

is to come. Alternatively, they believe that politics inevitably gravitates to the centre 

as its equilibrium. However, they feel that democracy, truth, and trust have been 

damaged during 2016-19.  
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Nevertheless, as a class with material, social and cultural capital, at the end of 2019 

we witness a class with the resources to get on with their lives. They have been 

knocked down – but they will get back up again. As we saw in Chapter 3, there is a 

debate among political scientists as to whether the realignment is permanent. 

Among the participants, there are no signs of them turning to, or returning to the 

Conservative Party. After the 2019 election, we see a temporary withdrawal from 

political life. However, worries about polarising class inequality, human rights and the 

environment / climate change are concerns that are likely to keep them on the liberal 

left in future. 

C.  Implications of Events in Britain since 2016  

1 Implications for Academia 

Most of academia were shocked by Brexit because they did not expect it. Brexit  

revealed how little political scientists and pollsters knew about Britain in 2016 

(Saunders, 2023). There has been an abundance of subsequent publications on 

Brexit, but most of the qualitative research has explored the motives of Leavers and 

this study makes a small contribution to compensate. As I argued in Chapters 1 and 

2, the academic division of labour / disciplinarity presently stands in the way of 

obtaining a better understanding of the social world. Brexit showed exposed how 

much disciplines need to talk to each other. 

Furthermore, few have explored how populations relocate between cosmopolitan 

and ethnocentric strongholds during various stages of their life course. This is a 

study of urban cosmopolitan graduates transplanted - something that may become 

more common as urban localities (e.g. London or Manchester) become unaffordable 

and if home-working prompts a de-urbanisation and dispersal. The politics of a 

locality allegedly does not influence choice of place of residence (Jennings, Bua,  

Laurence, & Brett, 2017; Jennings, & Stoker, 2016). This is confirmed by the study 

as participants relocated to the Isle of Wight for the natural beauty – but more 

research is needed into the influences on decisions to relocate. Furthermore, more 

research is required into how a particular political culture becomes dominant or 

declines within a locality - via processes such migration, gentrification, and decline. 

(How did say, Brighton and Clacton develop their distinct political profiles?) The 

difficulties in entering the British housing market will mean that fewer graduates will 
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be able to afford to live in cosmopolitan urban localities in future and / or they will 

become centres for the super-rich and young, childless renters. 

2) Implications for the Liberal Left 

In this study, there is a reluctance to identify with the Island beyond its natural 

beauty. The liberal left holds an ambivalence about localism (Meek, 2018, 2019) that 

involves a distinction between good localism (e.g. the neighbourhood organic veg 

shop) and bad localism (e.g. opponents of a centre for asylum applicants). In the 

context of a nascent culture war, any left sanctimony or indifference to local 

sentiments could further alienate and polarise. (10) 

There is a deeper crisis among the left. For Fisher, we presently live in a melancholic 

and sterile world of ‘capitalist realism’ where crises are normalised, and the future 

has been cancelled (Fisher, 2009). For the participants, their vision of a European 

future is cancelled. They are condemned to live in a country that has been captured 

by Leavers, and they no longer recognise as theirs. Both Fisher and  Brown (Brown, 

1995, 1999) claim that the liberal left are suffering from left melancholy that has 

produced a retreat into the politics of identity whose primary focus is on equalising 

the representation of specific groups. However, is the desired endgame here the 

eradication of the significance of difference characteristics – in the way that eye 

colour lacks significance? Or is it long term goal the identification, celebration, and 

reification of an infinite range intersectional identities? Until this is resolved, we 

cannot return to any notion of a commonwealth that was at the heart of social 

democratic projects. Meanwhile the risk is that resentment of the ‘woke’ gains 

traction so that the working class further align themselves with the populist right 

against liberals who prioritise policing pronoun and language use rather than acting 

on social issues (Harris 2024).  

Secondly, rather than seeking to change the future, left melancholy prompts a retreat 

into nostalgia where the liberal left risk becoming the curators of a museum that 

celebrates victories and more commonly, brood on the defeats. The risk is dwelling 

on (and collecting merchandise commemorating) long held sentiments: - Peterloo, 

Tolpuddle, Orgreave, the Suffragettes, the General Strike, Jarrow, the 1945 Election, 

the birth of the NHS, the Durham Miners’ Gala, Nye Bevan mugs, Freda Kahlo T 

towels and kitsch posters and artefacts from the Cultural Revolution. (11). 
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Meanwhile, while the right (and its tech disruptor allies) own and define what it 

means to be modern (Fisher, 2009). In this study, some of the participants are 

nostalgic for the days before the referendum. They just want Brexit to go away. 

Others hold a nostalgia for the heyday of social democracy. Also, the double defeat 

has triggered a long-term reconsideration of their life and feelings of personal failure 

/ powerless / regret. They have yet to form a future dream. 

 

After the defeat of the miners in 1985, Stuart Hall argued that the British left was in 

crisis because they could not explain either its historic victories or its numerous 

defeats (Hall, 1988, 2017).  More importantly, the eighties liberal left had failed to 

outline a coherent analysis of the present and offer a coherent view of what a better 

future would look like. Brexit confirms the continued relevance of both points. In 

2016, Leavers offered a promise of sovereignty, national pride, a fully funded NHS, 

and cheaper food, clothing, and footwear. Meanwhile, after six years of austerity, 

Remainers promised more of the same. 

 

Picture 11:  Leaflet distributed by the Remain Campaign Spring 2016 
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D. Reflections on the data collection /analysis 

 

I chose the biographic method because the dominant models of political socialisation 

(Chapter 3 and 4) failed to capture the complexities, mutability and nuances of 

political identities and the ideological battles during the life course. Hence, I selected 

a sample of middle aged who had sufficient experiences to reflect upon. This meant 

that I could access narratives of the process of formation and reformation. 

There is a tendency for middle-class narrators to provide unreliable accounts of how 

they became ‘today’s hero ’ (Lawler, 2005). I have no means of verifying the 

accuracy of the narratives collected, but in 2019, the participants saw themselves as 

heroic crusaders who believed that Brexit could be curtailed. But by the end they 

emerge as defeated, bitter, and proud upholders of a just cause - rather than heroic. 

In Chapter 6, we also saw the biographical method / oral histories as commonly used 

to enable the researcher to give voice to those unrepresented or hidden from history. 

My initial thoughts were that a sample of secure, educated middle class participants 

hardly fits into this category. On reflection, I obtained rich valid data form a group 

who feel marginal on two counts. Firstly, their voice is that of a ‘silent minority’ on an 

Island where a conservative, heritage-based nationalism is culturally and politically 

hegemonic. Secondly, during 2016-19 (and beyond) Remainers were politically 

excluded as the state machinery exclusively focused on leaving the EU. In addition, 

journalistic and academic focus on explaining Brexit meant that Remainer motives 

and meanings were often overlooked. Hence this study has broader relevance for 

our knowledge of Reaminers and those on the liberal left in safe Conservative 

constituencies. It gives insights into the bitter taste of defeat when election coverage 

focuses on the winners and is often quantitative.  

The study collected a large amount of ethnographic data, and the participants wrote 

their life histories in a range of different formats / chronological sequences. After 

initial problems of fragmenting the data, thematic analysis proved to be a rigorous 

and systematic way of locating commonalities in the data. However, in doing so, I 

was also able to identify exceptions or distinct cases where participants were unique 

or uncommon. As a result, there are often as many differences as well as similarities 

– particularly when the sample were discussing their education or family background.  
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My initial fears were that the biographic method would either fail to provide any 

useful data, and / or that the participants would drop out of the study because the 

soul searching was too upsetting. It is more suitable for some groups or topics than 

others and that success depends on the participants trust in the researcher(s). The 

process of ethical review and its outcomes were useful in building that trust.  

As it transpired, the data was rich and detailed, and no one dropped out after 

commencing. What I noticed was there is extensive ‘fourth walling’ - a knowing 

dialogue with me in their narratives (12). In the data, we see reflexivity that involves 

reflecting on their memories and addressing me, trying to persuade me, or 

recommend reading, or seek approval. Often, I am personally addressed with 

comments such as ‘this may be what you want / don’t want / what ought to read.’ We 

also see the participants regularly contradicting themselves or revising their views – 

sometimes mid -sentence – as if the act of writing led to them thinking things thinking 

through. 

When I contacted the participants with a summary of the findings in 2020, they said 

that they found taking part quite therapeutic. As a researcher, the raw emotion 

expressed after the 2019 defeat was difficult to face -but overall, the participants 

provided moving accounts of growing up and getting old during the dismantling of 

social democracy (13). 

 

E.  Further Research 

 

1 The participants identify Island Leavers and Conservatives as the affluent 

elderly Daily Mail readers lacking in cultural capital / academic credentials. 

Given the complexity of the leave alliance detailed in Chapter 4; more 

investigation is required to see if this is the case. A study of the life histories, 

motives, and concerns of middle-class Leavers / Conservatives on the Isle of 

Wight would bookend and partner this thesis. 

 

2 Numerous issues arise regarding Remainers. Firstly, why were many of the 

pro EU organisations invisible or non-existent before the 2016 referendum? 

What specifically happened in 2016-19 to galvanise Remainers to believe that 
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Brexit should and could be halted? Far more research is needed to 

investigate the substantial number of national and local pro-EU groups that 

formed after the referendum and their activities and goals since we have left 

the EU. More research is required to see if Brexit remains an important source 

of identity. It may be that Remainers have since moved on to other issues 

such as climate change and electoral reform as the participants here are 

hinting.  

 

3 The role and motives of left wing Eurosceptics (‘Lexiteers’) in Brexit has yet to 

be fully researched. Labour had opposed entry to the EEC in 1973 and 

opposed continued membership in the 1975 referendum. The 1980s ‘ Bennite’ 

left opposed the EEC and the party remained lukewarm on Europe till the 

1990s  (Dimitrakopoulos, 2015). During the referendum Jeremy Corbyn was 

subdued on Europe and refused to campaign with Conservative Remainers. 

In 2016-19 several MPs on the Labour left (e.g. Kate Hoey, John Mann, 

Gisela Stewart) supported Leave and voted with the Conservatives on Brexit 

bills. The Morning Star, Spiked website, and Claire Fox formerly of the 

Revolutionary Communist Party (and made a baroness by Johnson) all 

supported Leave. The most prominent ‘Lexiteer’ union, the RMT Railway 

workers’ union’s website still claims (2024) that: a) the EU is a capitalist club 

serving only the bourgeoisie b) the EU would block Labour’s renationalisation 

plans c) post-crash austerity was an EU /German driven project (Anderson, 

2022; RMT Press Office, 2016). In the 2024 General Election, The 

Communist newspaper, the Morning Star backed Farage’s Reform Party.  

   

4 Given the wealth of evidence in Chapter 3 and 4 that education engenders 

progressive values, I would like to see more research into the experiences 

and political socialisation of those in their late teens who do not enter higher 

education and become more right-wing (Perez, Lersch, & Baxter, 2020; 

Surridge, 2016). Furthermore, MORI’s data shows that is it this group who are 

most likely to neither vote nor engage with current affairs (MORI, 2021).  More 

research is needed into the life course of non-graduates. What are their key 

experiences, and consumption patterns that influence their worldview? Who 
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are the opinion leaders that induct them into right of centre politics or 

disengagement? Rather than HE liberalising, it may be that it removes and 

insulates young adults form the forces that provide right wing values and 

attitudes. 

 

5 While there is extensive evidence that higher education correlates with 

liberalism (including here), some graduates are not on the liberal left. As we 

saw in Chapter 3 and 4, graduates also form the leadership in right wing 

parties and organisations and most graduates voted Conservative in every 

election until 2015. More research is needed into how and why some enter 

and /or leave higher education with right wing views and affiliations. Do they 

have particular class, ethnic or educational backgrounds? Do they attend 

specific universities, are they found on particular courses?  

 

6 The British political polarisation is also partly geographical with the liberal left 

and remainers concentrated in large towns /cities with a university. This study 

looks ate those who move away from cosmopolitan environments to a 

Conservative locality. I would be interested to know what happens when right 

wingers move into a cosmopolitan Remain / liberal left area. Similar studies of 

relocation are required to help understand how the dominant political 

characteristics of a locality are formed and changed.  
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END NOTES 

Chapter 2 Who are the Middle Class? 

1 Bourdieu subdivides cultural capital into personal or embodied cultural 

capital (posture, accent, body language knowledge or manners); objectified 

cultural capital (property that conveys cultural capital e.g., scientific 

instruments, books, antiques, art); and institutionalized cultural capital 

(qualifications, honours and titles and the hierarchy of institutions awarding 

them).   

Bourdieu defined cultural capital as ‘familiarity with the legitimate culture 

within a society’; what we might call ‘high culture’ such as classical music. 

classics, paintings by old masters, opera, ballet, or the cannon of English 

Literature. Upper- and middle-class families passing on cultural capital to their 

children by introducing them to dance and music, taking them to theatres, 

galleries, and historic sites, and by talking about literature and art over the 

dinner table. In contrast, the tastes of the working class such as soap operas, 

Jack Vettriano paintings, Tamla Motown, Mills and Boon novels, big hair and 

spray on tans not deemed as legitimate, cool, or tasteful.  Bourdieu goes 

beyond seeing cultural capital as something cognitive because it is also 

personified and embodied in language, dialect, vocabulary, accent, phrasing, 

posture, body language, clothes, hairstyle, and manners.  

Capitalism in England involves an expectation that a person carries 

themselves in the ‘right way’, speaks ‘correctly’ using RP and one’s overall 

deportment and elocution are carried ‘properly’. In addition, one’s homes are 

expected to contain the ‘right’ books, furniture, lighting, décor, brand of white 

goods, curtains, antiques, or scientific and technical equipment in order not to 

be judged as ‘vulgar’. Cultural capital is embodied by an individual who is 

knowledgeable about a wide high range of culture and is comfortable 

discussing its value and merits. It is characterised by the experience and skill 

to be able to deploy the ‘appropriate’ knowledge and play the rules of the 

game in any given situation: a job interview, a date, a dinner party, an 

academic conference and so on. 

Many of Bourdieu’s supporters have added additional forms of distinction. 

These include technical capital in the form of marketable skills, e.g., ICT, high 

level mathematics, engineering skills Emotional capital: - the skills of 

emotional literacy, empathy or sympathy that might be valued in certain 

positions. Sub-cultural capital (Thornton, 1995) refers to knowledge of 

(upcoming) trends within a set – what’s ‘hot’ in clothing or music or what are 

the ‘cool’ places to eat or dance. There are particularly important for getting 

ahead in industries such as fashion or the music industry. National capital the 

knowledge of national traditions (Bennett, 2009). Finally, Erotic or Sexual 
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Capital (Hakim, 2011) refers to the social power gained from sexual 

attractiveness and social charm – relative to the context in which they are 

deployed.  

 

2 However, Bourdieu is inconsistent about the relationship between economic 

class and culture. In ‘Distinction’ differences in taste are a necessary 

precondition for the formation of classes and classes seen as reproduced via 

the transmission of cultural capital during early childhood. Differences in 

cultural capital also mark the differences between the classes (p 69) and the 

accumulation of economic capital depends on social and cultural capital 

(p177.)  But elsewhere in Distinction and in his interview with Eagleton 

(Eagleton, Terry, and Bourdieu, 1977)  he says  that the economic field is 

dominant and that cultural and symbolic forms of capital cloak and naturalise 

the true (economic) causes of inequality  

 

3 So, what makes English middle class culture simultaneously unique and 

indistinct is its appropriations from the working class such as denim, work 

boots, burgers and beer (Skeggs, 2003). Skeggs cites the appropriation of 

blues and folk music as the apex, but we could also add the annexation of 

football (King, 2002; Tempany, 2017) and popular music genres and festivals 

(Stanley, 2014, 2022). 

More research is needed into the middle-class desire to gain kudos or cool (or 

street cred) from appropriating working-class culture. Possibilities include, 

jeans, T shirts, trainers, flat caps, workwear, (Carhart, Belstaff, Timberlands, 

Dr Martens, chore jackets, turned up selvage denim, Blundstone and Redwing 

boots and other accoutrements to enable the hipster to dress like a 1900s 

millworker) hand rolled cigarettes, comic books, open fires, wood burning 

stoves, beefburgers, porridge, cycling, shell fish, stand-up comedians, pubs, 

pale ales, most of the pre1919 housing stock, the latter’s interior furnishings 

(doors, fireplaces, ceiling roses, skirting boards etc), opaque tights, pine 

furniture, Cornish pasties, allotments, disco classics, Northern soul, tattoos, 

parkas, black pudding, baked potatoes, ABBA, woolly hats and beanies, plaid 

shirts, Carry On Films, bare floorboards, rugs, David Bowie, Two Tone, 

staycations in caravans, reggae, fish finger sandwiches, shopping in Aldi /Lidl, 

table football, public libraries, brown bread, sea shanties, duffel coats, working 

class crockery from the 40s to the 70s, camp / kitsch retro ornaments, eating 

liver, kidney rabbit or pigeon, Jungle (‘intelligent drum and bass’) and Dubstep 

We also see a plundering of the working class in literature and film. This 

ranges from DH Lawrence to the ‘angry young men’ (sic). writers (e.g., John 

Osborne, Nell Dunn, Kingsley Amis, John Braine, Alan Sillitoe, Willy Russell) 

and the social realist films of from the 1960s onwards (e.g., Directors such as 
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Peter Collinson, Ken Loach, Tony Garnett, Mike Leigh, Lewis Gilbert, Karel 

Reisz, Dennis Potter and Tony Richardson).   

Skeggs claims that the plundering is not reciprocated. However there is a 

history of a succession of working class youth cultures appropriating upper 

and middle class styles (M. S. Cotgrove, 2009; Hall, Stuart & Jefferson, 1976; 

D. Jones, 2021; P. Thornton, 2003) 

 

Chapter 3 The Middle-Class Liberal Left 

1.  However, the middle class also provides the leadership in many right wing 

(e.g., the Countryside Alliance,) and anti-EU groups since the 1980s 

(Bagguley 1992). The latter is important when recent analysis has tended to 

see all graduates as on the liberal left.   

Chapter 4 The Impact of Brexit and Higher Education 

 

Chapter 5 The Isle of Wight 

1. A detailed IOW history resource / archive can be found at  

https://www.iwhistory.org.uk/    and  

http://www.invectis.co.uk/iow/history.htm   

 

2. There are exclusive sailing clubs in Yarmouth, Cowes, Bembridge and 

Seaview, The Isle of Wight Hunt meets every Saturday  

http://www.iwfoxhounds.com/,  Pheasant shooting takes place in Calbourne, 

Rowboriugh, Cheverton, Chillerton, and elsewhere. 

 

3. Although tourist numbers have remained fairly constant at around 2.5 million 

pa, there has been a shift from one or two week holidays to day trips or, short 

breaks on full board for 3-4 nights  Source  Isle of Wight tourism  

https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/information/frequently-asked-questions  

 

The decline of tourism is well documented by Phillip Norman in ‘Babycham 

Night, (Pan, London 2004) Austerity-led closures of town tourist offices and 

public toilets have recently dampened tourism. Some hotels extend the 

summer season via ‘tinsel and turkey’ holidays from early September-January. 

These packages involve staff and (mostly elderly) visitors dressing up and 

role-playing Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, Boxing Day and New Year’s Eve 

across four consecutive nights in a hotel fully decorated for Christmas.  

 

https://www.iwhistory.org.uk/
http://www.invectis.co.uk/iow/history.htm
http://www.iwfoxhounds.com/
https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/information/frequently-asked-questions
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4. The 1970 festival followed smaller festivals in 1968 in Godshill (featuring T. 

Rex and Jefferson Airplane) and 1969 in Wootton (headlined by Bob Dylan 

who attended the Island rather than Woodstock). The 1970 event involved a 

near riot in which hippies (plus French anarchists and the UK White 

Panthers) seeking to replicate the free festival at Woodstock. They tore down 

the perimeter fence to witness the biggest acts of the day with limited food, 

water, and sanitation on the Afton site. See the 1995 Film /DVD ‘Message to 

Love’ directed by Manny Learner covering the 1970 Festival. Brian Hinton’s 

book also titled, ‘Message to Love’ which covers all three festivals (Sanctuary 

Music Library 2015). Nostalgia for the first 3 festivals weights heavy on the 

Island. The 1970 Festival is celebrated in a museum at Dimbola Lodge 

https://www.dimbola.co.uk/ and various local memorabilia outlets. The 

museum’s recent erection a statue of Hendrix in its gardens met some local 

opposition. 

 

5. Every year, local letters pages reveal local ambivalence about the main 

festival. While welcoming the entertainment and the injection of visitors, jobs 

and cash, some Islanders are concerned about noise, drugs, litter, 

congestion, and the impact of festivals on local health services.   

 

Furthermore, main festival attracts many local pupils and students for 5-6 

days in the middle of the GCSE /A level exam season. Attendees at 

September’s Bestival used to miss the first week of the academic year-or 

even longer. 

 

The 1970 festival also included Miles Davis and the socially mixed Sly and the 

Family Stone. In contrast, the main festival since 2002 has never had a black 

headline act – although Lionel Richie was scheduled for the cancelled 2020 

and 2021 festivals. It is a festival mainly consisting of white males – with a 

white audience. For a history of line ups since 2002, see 

https://isleofwightfestival.com/info/history 

 

6. These include: the Bestival 2004-17 (all varieties of dance), Rhythm Tree 

2010-present (world music / reggae /heritage rock), Mondomix 2013-present 

(world music / reggae & dub), Jack Up the 80s /Jack up the Summer 2013-

present (1980s/90s pop / tribute acts ). Happy Daze and V-Dub Festivals 

(70s reggae & 90s jungle) and Together (1990s house/ techno /drum and 

bass). Furthermore, agricultural festivals (e.g., the Garlic Festival) and Cowes 

Week host outdoor live music -mostly tribute and revival acts. The 

International Scooter Rally every August bank holiday weekend hosts a 

weekend of ska, two-tone, 60s reggae, mod revival bands and northern soul 

in numerous venues. Pride is also held every year in Ryde. 

 

https://www.dimbola.co.uk/
https://isleofwightfestival.com/info/history
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7. Charles I was imprisoned in Carisbrooke Castle (1647). George IV 

established the Royal London Yacht Club in Cowes (1815) later renamed as 

The Royal Yacht Squadron 

 

8. There are also connections between Russian Royalty and the Island.  In 

1698, Tsar Peter the Great recruited his shipbuilders from East Cowes. The 

Russian Imperial yacht 'Queen Victoria' was built at the J S White's Grid Iron 

Yard in East Cowes in 1847. Tsar Nicholas II and his family visited Cowes 

Regatta in 1909. The Romanovs have a family memorial and a blue plaque in 

E Cowes. See, Stephan Roman, ‘Isle and Empires: Romanov Russia, Britain 

and the Isle of Wight’ (Medina Publishing, 2021) (Roman, 2021) 

 

Among the residents and visitors attracted during and after Victoria were 

Tennyson, Dickens, Marx, Keats, Darwin, George Bernard Shaw, Lewis 

Carroll. J.B Priestley, Elgar, Marconi, Garibaldi, Swinburne, Haile Selassie, 

Barnes Wallace, David Niven, Ghandi, Julia Margaret Cameron, and 

Churchill. Seaview provided childhood summers for Margaret Thatcher and 

still hosts retired Conservative ministers. Virginia Bottomley, Norman Fowler, 

and Lord Oakeshott have houses in Seaview. Theresa May regularly pops 

over for her Sunday lunch in Colwell Bay.  

 

For details of the Literary History of the Island see 

h2g2 - The Isle of Wight's Literary Connections 

https://h2g2.com/entry/A87777779#:~:text=Jane%20Austen%20%281775-

1817%29%20%27She%20thinks%20of%20nothing%20but,the%20Island%20

in%20June%201813.%20William%20Wordsworth%20%281770-1850%29 

 

9. After World War Two, the Needles was used as the site to test space rockets  

(Bull, 2022; Williams, 2016) and today, Cowes hosts BAE Systems’ 

manufacture of military equipment and navigation systems. Northwood 

military museum offers “the history of human success” and Churchills Café. 

Cadet forces and military marching bands thrive in most towns.  

 

10. The Island is presently marketed as ‘Victoria’s Island’ -promising an escape 

from modernity and the chance to “make a royal holiday of it” or “walk in the 

footsteps of a Queen” along Victoria’s Heritage trail. There are also 

Tennyson, Churchill, and Lord & Lady Worsley heritage trails, that can be 

experienced prior to flag waving at the Island Proms (Quotes are from the 

IOW Tourism website  https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/things-to-

do/attractions/heritage Details of Victoria’s Island Trail can be located at  

https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/things-to-do/victorias-island-trail) 

 

 

https://h2g2.com/entry/A87777779#:~:text=Jane%20Austen%20%281775-1817%29%20%27She%20thinks%20of%20nothing%20but,the%20Island%20in%20June%201813.%20William%20Wordsworth%20%281770-1850%29
https://h2g2.com/entry/A87777779#:~:text=Jane%20Austen%20%281775-1817%29%20%27She%20thinks%20of%20nothing%20but,the%20Island%20in%20June%201813.%20William%20Wordsworth%20%281770-1850%29
https://h2g2.com/entry/A87777779#:~:text=Jane%20Austen%20%281775-1817%29%20%27She%20thinks%20of%20nothing%20but,the%20Island%20in%20June%201813.%20William%20Wordsworth%20%281770-1850%29
https://h2g2.com/entry/A87777779#:~:text=Jane%20Austen%20%281775-1817%29%20%27She%20thinks%20of%20nothing%20but,the%20Island%20in%20June%201813.%20William%20Wordsworth%20%281770-1850%29
https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/things-to-do/attractions/heritage
https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/things-to-do/attractions/heritage
https://www.visitisleofwight.co.uk/things-to-do/victorias-island-trail
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11. Including, Julia Margaret Cameron, G. F. Watts; Edward Lear and Lewis 

Carroll   

 

12. This is an abusive reference to local folklore involving allegations of 

inbreeding which allegedly resulted in caulkheads having only four toes and 

military intervention in the Wroxall area during the early 1800s to deal with 

cases of incest. The accuracy of these allegations is very far from certain.   

 

Interestingly some nearby mainlanders take a negative view of Islanders. 

When I worked in Southampton, my colleagues referred to the Island as 

‘Fraggle Rock’ and the Islanders are referred to as ‘inbreds’ and ‘Fraggles’.  

Similarly, when I taught in the local prisons, the mainland prisoners referred 

to local prisoners as ‘Fraggles’.  Fraggle Rock is an old spin off from the 

Muppets TV series. Note also that ‘Muppet’ is a common colloquial term of 

abuse.  

 

For Bek, nativist hostility to outsiders on the Island is an act of resistance, 

rooted in the ‘invasion’ of the Isle of Wight by alien upper class Londoners 

during 1750-1900. Impoverished Locals opposed the disruptive imposition of 

a pastoral romantic fantasy on which the Island was remodelled by 

developers (Bek, 2012)  Thus, for Bek, both the continuing hostility to 

outsiders and heritage culture are the legacy of the metropolitan colonisation 

of small farming and fishing communities. However, others claim that it has 

been the decline of tourism in UK Islands that has increased tension between 

insiders and outsiders. The fall in tourist numbers has led to the closure of 

facilities, an increased sense of isolation, and a local feeling that their locality 

is no longer attractive.(Canavan, 2013)    

The insider -outside distinction is a proto-type for culture war tropes .Given 

the strong support for Brexit in many English seaside resorts (Kilcoyne and 

Ledwith (2019) more research is needed into whether the hostility to ‘Brussels 

bureaucrats’ is a reworking of such insider-outside tensions.  

13. During the Covid pandemic 2020-21, the insider / outsider divide intensified 

as outsiders were viewed as bringing infection to an area of low incidence. In 

the summer of 2020, there was outrage when the Island’s MP was caught 

attending BBQ with ‘DFLs’ in Seaview during lockdown.  During autumn 

2020, the Island was in tier 1 (with pubs and all outlets open) and the 

surrounding mainland was in tier 4 (with most facilities closed) and some 

called for the ferries to be shut down after Island pubs became full of 

mainlanders. 

However, the insider / outsider distinction is often mocked, Furthermore, the 

‘island mentality’ is regularly parodied by the Isle of Wight Can Depress social 

https://www.reuters.com/journalists/clodagh-kilcoyne
https://www.reuters.com/journalists/sara-ledwith
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media group mocks the status hierarchy. The following was posted on 

Facebook 26th November 2020 when the Island was in tier one and warns 

about an influx of DFLs  

  
 

‘Red trousers’ refers to the tendency for DFLs to wear red chinos. The group 

also parodies the caulkheads for their alleged lack of work ethic, time- free 

existence and an unpunctuality -whereby things will be done ‘somewhen’. 

The Isle of Wight Can Depress group (their name is a parody of The Isle of 

Wight County Press local paper). 

https://www.facebook.com/IsleofWightCanDepress   

The intense localism on the Island was astutely picked up in the comedy 

‘Mark Steele’s In Town’   Radio 4 programme recorded in Ventnor 19/89/17 

broadcast on 17th Jan 2018 http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09l068v  

A Ryde skate shop sells merchandise (T shirts, hoodies, caps, stickers etc,) 

branded with ‘Wight Trash’ -much to the annoyance of some local councillors.  

https://wight-trash.com/ 

 

There is some debate about the use of the term ‘grockle’ See 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=grockle 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/grockle 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/grockle 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/news/Ban-the-word-grockle-says-councillor-

of-seaside-town/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/notesandqueries/query/0,5753,-9551,00.html 

14. Deprivation is concentrated in East Cowes, Central Cowes, Newport, 

Sandown, Shanklin, Ventnor & Ryde. These are highly populated urban 

areas. Deprivation was lowest in Yarmouth, St Helens, Bembridge and 

https://www.facebook.com/IsleofWightCanDepress
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09l068v
https://wight-trash.com/
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Seaview – areas that are also the most popular with affluent second 

homeowners and the retired.  

15. The same ONS data shows that in 2020, the average individual full-time 

salary on Isle of Wight was £29.7k compared with a UK average of £38.6k. 

The Island’s median salary was £27.3k. against a UK median of £31.5k. In 

February 2021, 7.0 % of the Island aged 16-64 were registered as 

unemployed and receiving benefits – compared with 5.4% in the South East 

and 6.5% in England 

16.  In 2019, 32.7% of Island children were living in poverty compared to 30% in 

England. (End Child Poverty Coalition) By October 2020, there were 7,300 

children living in poverty on the Island. Local eligibility for free school meals 

(20% of children in 2021, 21% in 2022) is higher than both nationally and 

regionally. (Hill 2022). See also Oliver Dyer ‘Isle of Wight Child Poverty Rates 

Among Worst In South East’ - Isle of Wight Radio website   Oct 23rd 2020    

https://www.iwradio.co.uk/news/isle-of-wight-news/isle-of-wight-child-poverty-

rates-among-worst-in-south-east/?fbclid=IwAR1AymB2XruEuMOENhf-

TIkxw6iDZEpdFxLWb9EE4ob4XYza32NzDi2nV_Y  

The article uses End Child Poverty Coalition’s data 

http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/ 

 

 See also  Isle of Wight education union urges action from Bob 

Seely to help 7,300 Island children living in poverty. On the Wight 

website 15th October 2020 https://onthewight.com/isle-of-wight-

education-union-urges-action-from-bob-seely-to-help-7300-island-

children-living-in-poverty/   After initially refusing assistance during 

the 2020 lockdown, the Local Authority, relented and paid 

Chartwells Ltd to deliver a fortnightly food parcel to children on free 

school meals– but the contents were worth way below the amount 

paid and provided insufficient sustenance. A delegation from IOW 

Labour Party met with local councillors -who expressed surprise that 

there were any IOW children receiving free school meals.  

17. The largest full-time employers are the NHS, care homes, education, local 

government, social work, and the prison service.  (IOWC Joint Strategic 

Needs Assessment 2018). Employment in finance and insurance, 

professional managerial scientific and technical industries is lower than 

national levels 

 

18. The number aged 65 - 74 years rose by around 4,600 while the number of 

residents between 35 and 49 years fell by just under 5,100 (18.8% 

decrease).  

 

https://www.iwradio.co.uk/news/isle-of-wight-news/isle-of-wight-child-poverty-rates-among-worst-in-south-east/?fbclid=IwAR1AymB2XruEuMOENhf-TIkxw6iDZEpdFxLWb9EE4ob4XYza32NzDi2nV_Y
https://www.iwradio.co.uk/news/isle-of-wight-news/isle-of-wight-child-poverty-rates-among-worst-in-south-east/?fbclid=IwAR1AymB2XruEuMOENhf-TIkxw6iDZEpdFxLWb9EE4ob4XYza32NzDi2nV_Y
https://www.iwradio.co.uk/news/isle-of-wight-news/isle-of-wight-child-poverty-rates-among-worst-in-south-east/?fbclid=IwAR1AymB2XruEuMOENhf-TIkxw6iDZEpdFxLWb9EE4ob4XYza32NzDi2nV_Y
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/
https://onthewight.com/isle-of-wight-education-union-urges-action-from-bob-seely-to-help-7300-island-children-living-in-poverty/
https://onthewight.com/isle-of-wight-education-union-urges-action-from-bob-seely-to-help-7300-island-children-living-in-poverty/
https://onthewight.com/isle-of-wight-education-union-urges-action-from-bob-seely-to-help-7300-island-children-living-in-poverty/
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19. Greydhoj and Hayward (2014) point out that the areas with the smallest 

proportion of graduates are St Helens and Bembridge and that both also 

have the largest percentage of affluent retired. The low level of education in 

this group is mainly a function of them being educated prior to expansion in 

HE. But it raises the question of what was the source of their affluence that 

enabled them to live in one of the most expensive parts of the Island. 

 

 

20. However others argue that the impact of ethnic diversity varies by the 

specifics of each locality (Bennett, M. R., Parameshwaran, M., Schmid, K., 

Ramos, M., & Hewstone, 2022; Laurence James, 2016; Li, D., Ramos, M. R., 

Bennett, M. R., Massey, D. S., & Hewstone, 2021; Sturgis, P., Brunton-Smith, 

I., Kuha, J., & Jackson, 2014).     

 

 

21. A typical English applicant for social housing in England has been waiting 

over 20 years (National Housebuilding Federation 2021) 

22. in October 2020, 3,564 homes on the Isle of Wight were not being 

used. Of these, 3,054 were second homes -with only 802 having been used 

within the last six months. There were also 510 vacant properties that are not 

second homes but have unoccupied for at least six months- of which 131 had 

empty for over 2 years. (Lori Little ‘CRISIS in the Isle of Wight rental property 

sector’ Isle of Wight County Press June 4th 2021) 

Meanwhile the zones of extremely expensive housing (parts of Bembridge, St 

Helens, Seaview, Yarmouth, West Cowes, and the more affluent inland 

villages) can only be realistically afforded by those on the mainland. For 

details of the most expensive locations, see ‘Megan Hinton, The ten most 

expensive streets on the Isle of Wight’ Isle of wight County Press April 11th 

2021   https://www.countypress.co.uk/news/19219609.10-expensive-streets-

isle-wight/ 

For details of a similar picture in other seaside towns /Cornwall  see Indra 

Warnes  “10,000 Airbnbs and nowhere to live: Cornwall’s housing crisis”  

Open Democracy  September 2nd  2021 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-

nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-

crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009

%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=News

letter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgz

aIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm 

And James Tapper and Suzanne Bearne, ‘Staycation boom forces tenants out 

of seaside resort homes’ The Observer Sun 30 May 2021  

https://www.countypress.co.uk/news/19219609.10-expensive-streets-isle-wight/
https://www.countypress.co.uk/news/19219609.10-expensive-streets-isle-wight/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/10000-airbnbs-and-nowhere-to-live-cornwalls-housing-crisis/?utm_campaign=Weekly%20flagship%20newsletter%20%2804%2009%202021%29%20%28VMp9UT%29&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter%3A%20oD%20weekly&_kx=fCbrZqmjS5BtzjjGJGnMK9qp7mU6CvJEgzaIGwu-dZ0%3D.YjCYwm
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23. Zoopla is a site that lists properties for sale and rent 

https://www.zoopla.co.uk/to-rent/property/isle-of-

wight/?price_frequency=per_month&q=Isle%20of%20Wight&results_sort=ne

west_listings&search_source=home 

  

24. Sources: Ministry or Housing Communities and Local Government Energy 

Performance of Buildings Data.  June 2020  

https://epc.opendatacommunities.org/: Isle of Wight Joint Strategic Needs 

Assessment June 2019 data 

https://www.iow.gov.uk/azservices/documents/2552-Fuel-poverty-june2019-

updateAW.pdf 

 

25. Austerity particularly affected the Island with the closure of sure start centres, 

small primary schools, youth service, youth clubs, tourist offices, public 

toilets, theatres, and swimming baths. Some have since been taken over and 

run by volunteers while other services (e.g. libraries) have reduced their 

opening times.   

 

26. The Island was once a notorious Rotten borough. Newtown, the former 

capital, had 14 houses, 23 voters and 2 MPs - one of whom was the Duke of 

Wellington. Since 1832, the Island has had one MP. There are presently 

113,021 on the electoral register in 2019 – against a national average of 

73,000). As a result of the 2023 Boundary Commission Review, it will have 2 

MPs from 2024. 

 

27. At the end of the 1970s / early 80s, Militant were very active in the local 

Labour Party and in 1983, the Party secured its lowest ever constituency vote 

-with a candidate parachuted in from Liverpool. 

 

28. Independents consist of former BNP/UKIP/ Brexit Party candidates, members 

of some form of Isle of Wight Party and unaffiliated individuals. The latter two 

usually claiming that national / party politics are nothing to do with the Island’s 

local government. 

 

29. The fixed link (a proposed bridge or tunnel connecting the Island to the 

mainland) is a trigger issue that divides Islanders and opposition and 

crystalises the insider /outside division.  

 

The issue dovetails with rifts about autonomy from the mainland. Police and 

fire services are controlled and delivered from Hampshire. Also, in a failed 

attempt to deliver improvements, the local authority subcontracted education 

services to Hampshire in 2014. Furthermore, growing numbers of NHS 

treatments are not available locally because regional strategy hinges on 

https://www.zoopla.co.uk/to-rent/property/isle-of-wight/?price_frequency=per_month&q=Isle%20of%20Wight&results_sort=newest_listings&search_source=home
https://www.zoopla.co.uk/to-rent/property/isle-of-wight/?price_frequency=per_month&q=Isle%20of%20Wight&results_sort=newest_listings&search_source=home
https://www.zoopla.co.uk/to-rent/property/isle-of-wight/?price_frequency=per_month&q=Isle%20of%20Wight&results_sort=newest_listings&search_source=home
https://epc.opendatacommunities.org/
https://epc.opendatacommunities.org/
https://epc.opendatacommunities.org/
https://www.iow.gov.uk/azservices/documents/2552-Fuel-poverty-june2019-updateAW.pdf
https://www.iow.gov.uk/azservices/documents/2552-Fuel-poverty-june2019-updateAW.pdf
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university hospitals. Many patients bear the cost and inconvenience of 

treatment on the mainland.  

 

The quest for greater self-determination this has produced a range of Island 

parties (e.g., Isle of Wight Party, Vectis Party, Vectis National Party) and some 

Independents seeking more autonomy. Some seek Island independence form 

the UK (and prior to 2016, independence from the EU.) and / or the 

introduction of a local currency. Alternatively, there are parties (Island First, 

Our Island, Island Independents) who seek some form of specialist status that 

would enable ferry subsidies and access to additional central funds – just like 

the Scottish islands. In response, the local MP has made repeated promises 

of an Island Deal.   

 

Wind turbines (on land or sea) are the other trigger issue. The debate began 

in 2007 with the application to build wind farms. ThWART (The Wight Against 

Road Turbines) are a very vocal opposition to turbines while Eco Island Group 

/ the Green Party support them. The latter galvanising Green electoral support 

in the process.  

 

30. Kilcoyne and Ledwith found a ‘nostalgic regret’ a longing for the days when 

we used to talk to each other, when there were more opportunities and a 

longing for the days of a Fordist economy and welfarist social democracy. 

However, they conclude that Leavers do not / cannot express their desires in 

such terms and so what is sought comes out as nostalgia for Empire, 

Spitfires, and in reminiscences about late 1960s early 1970s  -the years just 

before we joined the EU. They conclude that what separates Leavers and 

Remainers in coastal towns is that Leavers want more opportunities at home 

while Remainers want more international opportunities.  

 

31. In the 2019 MEP elections, the newly formed Brexit Party won 46.67% of the 

votes on the Island compared with 36.07% across SE England. UKIP won an 

additional 3.6% of the vote. Meanwhile Labour and Conservatives came 4th 

and 5th respectively behind the Greens and Liberal Democrats.  

 

Chapter 6 Methodology  

 

1. Gouldner argues that social scientists aspire to objective neutrality in order to 

promote their own careers and sell their services to the highest bidder 

(Gouldner, 1968). Given that universities are under attack for their alleged left-

wing bias we might see a resurgence in academics denying any moral or 

political content in their work. We also must note that the seemingly neutral 

data produced by political scientists can and has been used by Party advisors 
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and their ‘think tanks’. Seemingly neutral data on political dealignment and 

realignment clearly informed Conservative Party strategists’ assault on the 

‘red walls’ in 2019 (Cutts et al., 2020). 

 

2. E.g., the clichés that everyone was a hippie in the 60s, the 70s were a period 

of ‘bad taste’, or the 80s were a period of yuppies and Porches. 

 

Chapter 7 Formative Experiences 

 

1 For Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1984 pp 328-330 such auto didacticism (including 

acquiring knowledge of popular culture) is a response by the self-made 

petit bourgeoisie when faced with colleagues holding higher credentials.  

For Bourdieu, the typical autodidact is a TV Quiz show contestant.  “In his 

symbolic class struggle with the certified holders of cultural competence, 

the 'pretentious' challenger--nurse against doctor, technician against 

engineer, promoted executive against business-school graduate.” 

(Bourdieu, 1984 p329). 

 

This analysis does not apply here as the auto-didacticism accumulates 

cultural capital / subcultural capital that facilitate gaining academic credentials 

and / or enable the upwardly mobile to facilitate a change in habitus. 

Furthermore, for Chan (Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007) omnivores are mainly 

those from a high-class background adding popular culture to their 

repertoires. For Friedman (Friedman, 2014) the upwardly mobile acquire 

highbrow tastes as a coping strategy. In this study, youth cultural innovation 

and mobility involves a complex set of sub-cultural tastes that do not include 

much high culture.  

 

2 Here Catherine is referring to Miners’ Union leader refusing to hold a ballot to 

mandate the strike and the Governments subsequent claim that the NUM 

were undemocratic and causing self-inflicted hardship.  

 

3 Grasso et al argue that the cohort who came of age during the Blair -Brown 

years are more right wing than previous generations. This is because their 

formative years were during a period when New Labour acquiesced to the 

market and there was no longer any opposition to neo-Liberalism. (M. T. 

Grasso et al., 2019) The above participants felt that they were part of an 1980 

/90s oppositional culture and have stayed immersed in it.  In contrast For 

Grasso et al found that the ‘Blair babes’ who came of age during New Labour 

1997-2010 have little sympathy for the unemployed, seek tougher sentences 

for criminals and reject both increases in income tax for high earners and 

increases in welfare benefits because there was no oppositional culture.  
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The problem with Grasso et. al. is that those in their twenties during the Blair-

Brown years are now (2024) aged 34-47. This cohort were not strong 

supporters of the Conservatives in either 2017 or 2019 - despite coming of 

age after the supposed decline of an oppositional culture. Again, the problem 

lies is their assumption that periods of party rule involve a homogeneity of 

culture and socialisation and fails to note that oppositional cultures did not 

disappear in 1997. Grasso et al assume that since New Labour did not seek 

to re-nationalise public services, there was zero progressive content in either 

policy or in political discourses during 1997-2010 that could have radicalised 

the new cohort of adults. Grasso et al quote evidence that 1985-96 saw a 

decline in support for state health care health, public housing, state pensions 

and financial help for university students (Curtice, 2017; Tilley,  2014).   

 

However, there is no evidence that this decline in support was concentrated 

among young voters, and one is left questioning whether the young 

generation are on the right when the increased participation in HE should be 

producing a more liberal young generation. The jury is out regarding the 

politics of first time voters and whether Labour’s surge in the 2017 General 

election involved a ‘youthquake’ among those age 18-25 who had had 

experienced their formative years under New Labour / Coalition  (Fieldhouse, 

E & Prosser, 2017; Sturgis & Jennings, 2020)  What we do know is that 

turnout was much lower in younger age groups in 2017 but not the reasons 

why. 

 

4 The Constitution, written in 1918 committed Labour “To secure for the workers 

by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable 

distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the common 

ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the 

best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry 

or service.” 

 

5 Michael Portillo was being tipped as the next Conservative Leader and his 

surprising defeat to a Labour candidate announced in the middle of the night 

signified that Labour had a chance of victory in 1997.  See ‘Were You Still up 

For Portillo?’ by Brian Cathcart (1997 Penguin) 

 

6 Interestingly certain issues are not mentioned as salient events or formative 

influences. These include Vietnam, industrial action in the 1970s, Afghanistan, 

9/11, the cold war and nuclear arms race, the fall of Soviet Communism, 

sexuality / HIV / transgender rights, climate change, Black Wednesday, the 

urban riots of the 1980s and 2011. There are many references to the 1980s 

but key incidents and figures such as Hillsborough, Lockerbie, Band Aid / Live 

Aid Iran, Diana, and Regan are not mentioned. There is only one mention of 

Ireland and Iraq and there is little mention of race and ethnicity (one 
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participant discusses anti-Semitism) except when discussing prejudice among 

their parents’ generation.    

 

7 Penny for example, narrates thirty years of navigation through the life course.  

Neither the senesce thesis nor the cohort models of political aging 

accommodate the complexity self-consciousness, shifts in place, skill, and 

confidence (and something like imposter syndrome) involved: 

 

There’s an acknowledged learning process of unconsciously 

incompetent → consciously incompetent → consciously competent → 

unconsciously competent, and the example usually given is learning to 

drive.  To start with you have no idea what’s involved (unconsciously 

incompetent) then you start to learn and you know that you’re 

incompetent, then you get better but you still have to think about it 

(consciously competent) and finally you can drive without even thinking 

about it, even while listening to the radio or chatting to your passenger 

– you are then unconsciously competent.  I think the way I was thrown 

in at the deep end with equal opps was like this….  When I went to 

London I had really no idea what equal opps was all about, except that 

I had started to use Ms instead of Miss.  I quickly realised there was an 

awful lot to it and there were a lot of ways I could mess up.  I was now 

consciously incompetent.  Then, after my baptism of fire, I became 

consciously competent – I understood the issues but in many ways 

was still rehearsing them in my own head.  It was at this point that I 

moved to another local authority, where they were not quite so in your 

face about equal opps.  There, the big issue was about trades union 

activity, and I was involved (by virtue of my work, not for a personal 

reason) in a huge union action that involved a reported court case.  It 

refers to [ person] but he was the test case representing all of the 

Estate Officers, and we were only taking action because of alleged 

discrimination against an active union official by the authority).  So a 

process similar to the equal opps issues was involved there, only this 

time with a quite radical union.  My third London borough was really not 

up to speed with this equal opps thing, and I was considered quite 

bolshy.  It was at this time that I was doing the Master’s in Politics and 

was also trying to deal with the revolutionary feminists on the Women’s 

Politics course, so I was still having to mind my Ps and Qs and hadn’t 

fully worked out where I personally stood on a lot of these issues.  To 

have spoken out against the voiced position in class could have 

resulted in a near-death experience! So what I’m trying to say is that 

becoming unconsciously competent was the longest stage in this 

process for me, and took years.     

 

8 The right’s concerns about Svengali lecturers first emerged in the 1970s: 
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 “In the universities, which should be sanctuaries for the pursuit of truth, the 

bully-boys of the left have been giving us a foretaste of what left wing 

dictatorship would endeavour to achieve, actively cheered on by the casuistry 

of some members of the university staffs, cuckoos in our democratic nest, and 

by the pusillanimity of others, by the apathy of many and, I must add, by moral 

cowardice in public life.…When young people are taken away from their home 

milieu, in late adolescence, crowded together in age groups, with diminished 

parental, and indeed, adult influence, and without the social disciplines which 

the need to earn a living impose, is it surprising that their late-adolescent 

rebelliousness should feed on itself, and seek ideological rationalisations? Left-

wing ideology is so convenient for this purpose; it requires little knowledge and 

less analytical thought, just a compendium of all-purpose phraseology. No 

doubt many will grow out of it when the leave for the world, [sic] but not all. 

Some will carry on an extended adolescence as teachers in schools and in 

polytechnics and in universities, helped by the like-minded, where they will co-

operate with the left-wing gangs.”  (Sir Keith Joseph, 1974 speech archived at 

the Margaret Thatcher Foundation) 

 

Note here how Joseph assumes that liberal left politics (‘late-adolescent 

rebelliousness’) is something that people grow out of – unless they are an academic. 

Malcolm Bradbury’s novel “The History Man” (1975) and subsequent BBC TV series 

(1981) became a longstanding touchstone for those concerned that universities are 

staffed by Leninist Lotharios.  

In their advisory guide to entry to upper class ‘Sloane Ranger’ life, York and Stewart- 

Liberty recommend sending elite offspring to the following universities; Oxford, 

Oxford Brookes, Edinburgh, Newcastle, Northumbria, Bristol, UWE, Durham or St 

Andrews in order to avoid contact with the ‘cuckoos in our democratic nest’.      

Marxism is a phase in which the old Sloane [upper class person] just might 

have gone through if he’d; got in with the wrong crowd at the wrong university. 

The hope is that it is just that, a phase brought on by a temporary lapse of 

judgement or temporary alignment with an unsuitable friend. All the same it’s 

safest to steer young Sloanes away from dangerous establishments which 

have the potential to bend tender ears. DANGEROUS UNIVERSITIES 

Liverpool -UEA (University of East Anglia)- SOAS-LSE-Aberdeen-Leeds-

Warwick”   (York, and Steart-Liberty, 2007)   (p 219) 

More recent examples of the right’s fear of indoctrination include MP Chris Heaton’s 

letter to universities (4/10/17) asking for details of who is teaching what about Brexit. 

Similarly, as Education Secretary, Michael Gove sought to remove /downgrade 

Citizenship from the National Curriculum, (some commentators blamed the 2011 

riots on the active citizenship component) remove climate change and the European 

Union from the National Curriculum and turn History into a celebration of the 

achievements of the British Empire (McInerney, 2019). In addition, far right 
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philosopher Roger Scruton has recently called for ‘left wing universities’ to be shut 

down completely (Bennet , 2019) 

In February 2020, Education Watch, the website of Turning Point UK, was launched 

as British arm of Turning Point USA. Their websites involve footage of covert filming 

of college and university lecturers who are ‘named and shamed’. It was immediately 

given messages of support from MPs Jacob Rees-Mogg and Priti Patel.   

((Fazackerley, 2019) Education Watch, claims that it is a tool for UK students to 

report lecturers for “left-wing bias”. A momentary look at its webpages reveals that it 

is more concerned with syllabus content than documenting the leanings of the 

lecturer. During the Covid 2020 lockdown, it scrutinised the online learning material 

provided for any left-wing content. (Private Eye No 1520, 24th April- 7th May 2020)  

See also 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/sep/26/communist-enemy-

nationalist-right-trump-us-bolsonaro-brazil 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/sep/27/uk-schools-told-not-to-use-anti-

capitalist-material-in-

teaching?fbclid=IwAR1_EL6DyMh9wkjHnHufdzvd7JINUNlliqYJTVqvtDR3cZb1hE3E

n-gjNXk 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/capitalism-teaching-school-racism-

violence-democracy-gavin-williamson-b625480.html 

 

9 While CCCS saw youth culture as experiencing a counter-hegemonic period 

followed by capitalist incorporation, some now see youth culture as 

incorporated, led by marketing departments and neutered from birth with 

everything from trainers to ice lollies being sold as stylishly ‘edgy’ and counter 

cultural (Frank 1998 Heath and Potter 2005). Some see these tribes as a 

challenge to the culture and laws of the dominant classes (Maffesoli 1996) 

while others see them as “depoliticised play in the post-modern pleasure 

dome” (Muggleton 2002). For Calcutt 1998, much youth culture has been 

individualistic and narcissistic; rooted in a selfish libertarianism and prioritising 

of artistic expression that are more consonant with neo-liberalism than with 

liberal social democracy. But as Blackman (2004) rightly argues, the so-called 

“depoliticised play” involves state regulation in the form of intolerant drugs 

policies, stop and searches, surveillance, restrictions on public dancing to 

‘repetitive beats’ and entertainments and licensing regulations. 

 

10 Featherstone and Hepworth identify two processes. Firstly, de-differentiation 

whereby differences in the consumption and leisure at different stages of the 

life course are dissolving. Secondly, they identify a process of de-

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/sep/26/communist-enemy-nationalist-right-trump-us-bolsonaro-brazil
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/sep/26/communist-enemy-nationalist-right-trump-us-bolsonaro-brazil
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/sep/27/uk-schools-told-not-to-use-anti-capitalist-material-in-teaching?fbclid=IwAR1_EL6DyMh9wkjHnHufdzvd7JINUNlliqYJTVqvtDR3cZb1hE3En-gjNXk
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/sep/27/uk-schools-told-not-to-use-anti-capitalist-material-in-teaching?fbclid=IwAR1_EL6DyMh9wkjHnHufdzvd7JINUNlliqYJTVqvtDR3cZb1hE3En-gjNXk
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/sep/27/uk-schools-told-not-to-use-anti-capitalist-material-in-teaching?fbclid=IwAR1_EL6DyMh9wkjHnHufdzvd7JINUNlliqYJTVqvtDR3cZb1hE3En-gjNXk
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/sep/27/uk-schools-told-not-to-use-anti-capitalist-material-in-teaching?fbclid=IwAR1_EL6DyMh9wkjHnHufdzvd7JINUNlliqYJTVqvtDR3cZb1hE3En-gjNXk
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/capitalism-teaching-school-racism-violence-democracy-gavin-williamson-b625480.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/capitalism-teaching-school-racism-violence-democracy-gavin-williamson-b625480.html


269 

 

institutionalisation whereby institutions (e.g. universities, festivals) cease to be 

associated with particular phases in the life course. 

 

11 For many, this totally immersive experience included coffee shops 

(independent or in museums and art galleries) arts labs /arts centres, film 

clubs, the college gig circuit, midweek ‘student nights’ in clubs, all nighter 

discos, all-dayer discos, warehouse parties, weekend house parties, meeting 

up in cheap curry houses, alternative press, fanzines, radical bookshops, 

bootleg records, second hand record shops, second hand bookshops, squats, 

cheap rents till deregulation in 1988, Law Centres and the Citizens Advice 

Bureau, upcoming bands and performers in pubs and small venues, pirate 

radio, women’s refuges, second hand clothes shops, consciousness raising 

groups, Rock Against Racism, the Anti-Nazi League, Greenpeace, the Anti-

Apartheid Movement, ‘head shops’, Reclaim the Night , Rape Crisis Centres. 

GAY Switchboard theatre co-ops, the weekly music press, alternative 

comedy, flea markets, railcards, CAMRA (Campaign for Real Ale) and student 

unions. The latter were important for many reasons but one was that since no 

ID was required and there was no security, those aged 14-17 could access 

subsidised drinks, see bands cheaply and meet the likeminded at discos. First 

generation applicants could also get a taste of university life and graduates 

could continue to immerse themselves in this culture. As a replay of the 2016 

Brexit Referendum, students at my own university voted to disaffiliate from the 

NUS in 2017 on a promise that savings on membership fees would be spent 

on union facilities. Now the student’s union bars, and bookshop have closed.  

Today’s immersive experience may simply involve 3 years in a hall of 

residence while holding down paid employment and the odd night in 

Wetherspoons.     

 

The 1980s experience is aptly summarised by comedian Stewart Lee:  

 

And how long ago the eighties seem now. Suddenly the decade has the dusty 

foggy flavour of the forties or the fifties. When did we grow old, we who 

guffawed at Monty Python and Spike Milligan on BBC2 as children and 

learned Young Ones scripts off by heart in out teens? It was a different world. 

This was the era when you could still scrape by on dole money, full student 

grants, like mine, or Enterprise Allowance Schemes and call yourself an artist 

without needing to earn a crust from art itself: when regional arts centres and 

the long lost Arts Labs still hummed with a sense of community and common 

purpose, rather than just being used as tour stops by covers bands and 

hypnotists; when stand-up comedy and rock music were still not deemed 

worthy of reviews in broadsheet newspapers, except under special 

circumstances: and when alternative and underground culture was bush-

telegraphed direct to your brain by inky fanzines and word of mouth.- Lee 

2001, Page 5 
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While there is a possibility that the liberal left holds a romantic nostalgia for the days 

of student radicalism, we also must remember Mrs Thatcher’s stated mission.  

What's irritated me about the whole direction of politics in the last 30 

years is that it's always been towards the collectivist society. People 

have forgotten about the personal society. And they say: do I count, do 

I matter? To which the short answer is, yes. And therefore, it isn't that I 

set out on economic policies; it's that I set out really to change the 

approach, and changing the economics is the means of changing that 

approach. If you change the approach you really are after the heart and 

soul of the nation. Economics are the method; the object is to change 

the heart and soul.    

-Margaret Thatcher interviewed by Ronald Butt, Sunday Times May 3rd 

1981 

 Archived at  https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/104475 

12 Searle Chatterjee’s similar sample also identified unique formative 

experiences. These included a teacher, meeting a Rastafarian, a girlfriend, 

working with animals on a farm, the sinking of Rainbow Warrior, mock 

elections at school, sixth form subjects, joining the World Wildlife Fund as a 

teenager and exposure to poverty during gap year experiences. This study 

finds that a series of similar accidents or contingencies shaped the formation 

of consciousness of participants – a parent, a book, a TV programme, a band, 

a fashion, a job a course option or teacher  (Searle-Chatterjee, 1999).   

 

13  Many of the popular biographies by liberal left figures lament the decline of a 

left leaning subculture due to the gentrification of bohemian zones of large 

cities, the redevelopment of city centres and the closure of many small to 

medium sized venues. After the failure of the hippie counterculture while some 

went “straight” (e.g. Jonathan Aitken, Felix Dennis, Richard Branson) others 

formed a bohemian petit bourgeoisie running record shops, record labels, an 

alternative press and fanzines, band management, gig and club promotion , 

cafes, wholefood shops, arts labs, alternative venues, radical bookshops, 

housing co-ops, second hand /alternative  clothing shops, pub management 

etc that meant that for a short while it was possible to live a life that involved 

minimal contact with corporate capitalism during leisure and consumption. In 

such spaces radicalising contingencies were likely. The decline of such 

spaces and the McDonaldisation of our High Streets has been one of the 

midwives of capitalist realism. See the biographies of the following (Albertine, 

2015; Lee, 2011; Rayson, 2020, 2023; Sayle, 2010, 2016; Thorn, 2013)   . 

 

However, some are not so sure whether the changes are social or personal  

 

https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/104475
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“Writing this now, God, how I miss the cultural side of the eighties the 

rhetoric, the raggedy clothes, the politics, the gigs that you were 

frightened to go into, Radio One when it had weird bits, Channel 4 

when it was radical, the NME when it had writers, and the thrill of 

discovering underground music and new comedy for yourself. Or 

maybe I just miss being eighteen, and like all those columnists who 

turned forty sometime in the nineties and wrote simultaneous think 

pieces on why punk was the best thing ever, I’m just confusing the thrill 

of being young with the notion that the era in which I was young was in 

any way especially creative or remarkable”  -Stewart Lee 2001, Page 8  

 

14 However, this is complex, Rekker at al found that social attitudes (e.g., on 

homosexuality or immigration) are formed earlier than economic attitudes 

(e.g. on taxation or redistribution) which their sample did not form until their 

mid-twenties (Rekker et al., 2015) . Even so, this may be a cohort effect: 

Rekker’s data was collected prior the 2008-09 crash – more recent data 

shows that economic issues are at the forefront of adolescent concerns 

(Greenglass et al., 2014). It is important to note that shifts in political views 

during the life course are not due to the person getting older in a static 

landscape. Rather, the agenda of public debate shifts over time and public 

concerns and priorities shift in line with changes in this agenda. 

 

Chapter 8 People Like Us 

1. Here Robert is referring to often quoted research showing that the majority of 

artists in the pop charts were educated at elite private schools in England- 

including Florence Welch. See  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_9373000/9373158.stm.  

 

He is also referring to the tendency of politicians to claim a love of radical in 

interviews or on BBC’s Desert Island Discs. David Cameron claimed affection 

for the Jam (Eton Rifles is an attack on Cameron’s old school) and The 

Smiths. https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0093vjz 

 

Chapter 9 Us and Them 

 

1 Some Isle of Wight Political candidates often have a deliberate / illusory 

disconnect form national politics. The Vectis Party (Vectis was the Roman name 

for the Island) Empowering Islanders and some independent candidates market 

themselves as Islanders who will finance and look after the Island independent of 

national political decisions. The main parties are not immune to this, Labour 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_9373000/9373158.stm
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0093vjz
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stood as ‘Island Labour’ in 2010 and 2015, the Conservatives have been 

standing as ‘Island Conservatives’ since 2021 

 

2  NIMBY (not in my back yard) refers to those who may support change or 

development but object to it in their own locality. Alternatively, they may be 

indifferent to closures of say libraries or nurseries but oppose such 

closures in their immediate locality. 

 

3 For Goodhart, of course, the UK is divided into somewheres (50%), 

anywheres (20-25%) with the rest as “Inbetweeners” He claims that this 

divide matters more than old distinctions of right and left, or social class. 

Somewheres are defined as geographically rooted and unsettled by the 

rapid changes in society they are also identified as older and less well 

educated. This may apply to some of the local Island residents, but it must 

be remembered that the Island has no history of industry, and many are 

affluent, retired migrants.  Furthermore, as we have already seen, localism 

is strong on the Wight, the Island has a population of residents with a 

sentimental attachment to the locality. Those on the right on the Island 

require further investigation. 

 

4 The Isle of Wight County Press is local weekly paper that supports the 

Conservatives. One of their staff is rumoured to be the alleged girlfriend of the 

current Conservative MP.  The other (free) weekly local paper -The Observer- is 

owned and edited by the former girlfriend of the previous Conservative MP.  

 

Chapter 10 Brexit and Affective Polarisation  

 

1. However, the anti-democratic sentiment is mutual. At one Islanders for Europe 

meeting, a member told of how a ferry passenger told them that they wanted all 

Remainers removed from ‘our Brexit Island’. After altercations at an Islanders for 

Europe street stall in Ryde was reported in local press, some questioned the right of 

Remainers to protest on ‘our Brexit Island’. At an Islanders for Europe meeting in 

2018 a well-known local member of the British National Party was in attendance 

claiming to be a member of the local press. He took photographs and sought the 

names of those present and refused to leave until the police were called. During a 

2019 an all-party demonstration against the proroguing of Parliament, glasses were 

thrown from a nearby pub -accompanied by chants of ‘we love Boris’.  

 

2.   In 2019 May’s inability to get a deal through Parliament took Britain to the edge 

of paranoia, Hardcore Leavers feared a Brexit in name only  (BINO) or a cancellation 
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of Brexit via a second referendum. While Remainers and others feared a no deal 

Brexit.  

3 In 2017, 3/4 self-identified as either a Remainer or Leaver. By late 2020 it was 

15/16 (MORI Polls)  

4  The Brexit affective polarisation involved a broader pattern of abuse and 

intolerance Remainers accused Leavers of being ‘Brexshitters’, ‘Brextstemists’ or 

‘Brexidiots’ before ‘Gammon’ became the most widely used term of abuse from 2018 

on. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gammon_(insult)    

Remainers were called ‘saboteurs’.‘traitors’ or ‘remoaners’ until Remainer itself 

settled as a pejorative and derogatory term.  

This continued after 2019. In July 2020, Boris Johnson called Kier Starmer an 

“Islingtonian Remainer” at Prime Ministers Questions and a “yo-yoing Remainer 

Lawyer” at 1922 Committee meeting,(Quoted in Martin Fletcher ‘By using 

“Remainer” as an insult, Boris Johnson shows he has no interest in reuniting the 

country’ The Guardian July 27th 2020)  

In political discourses, Remainers are also subset of a larger group, the ‘do gooders’ 

(with Starmer as ringmaster) who interfere with the process of human natural 

selection an operate in league with paedophiles, and traffickers of illegal immigrants. 

At the October 2020 Party Conference, Pritti Patel criticised.   “Those defending the 

broken system – the traffickers, the do-gooders, the leftie lawyers, the Labour party – 

they are defending the indefensible,” (https://www.conservatives.com/news/home-

secretary-priti-patel-fixing-our-broken-asylum-system_   

Later, PM Johnson repeated it. “But fan though I am of the police, we need to see 

results, not just spending; and so we are also backing those police, and protecting 

the public, by changing the law to stop the early release of serious sexual and violent 

offenders, and stopping the whole criminal justice system from being hamstrung by 

what the Home Secretary would doubtless and rightly call the lefty human rights 

lawyers and other do-gooders.” 

https://www.conservatives.com/news/boris-johnson-read-the-prime-ministers-

keynote-speech-in-full 

5 Here Penny is referring the hope that Brexit could be halted because Cameron’s 

construction of the 2016 referendum as advisory – but this subsequently shielded it 

from any legally binding allegations of impropriety.  

6 Penny is referring to the difficulty in convincing people in a climate where 

according to Michael Gove, (on Sky News 6/3/16) “Britain has had enough of 

experts”. The statement was widely reported.  

 

https://www.conservatives.com/news/home-secretary-priti-patel-fixing-our-broken-asylum-system_
https://www.conservatives.com/news/home-secretary-priti-patel-fixing-our-broken-asylum-system_
https://www.conservatives.com/news/boris-johnson-read-the-prime-ministers-keynote-speech-in-full
https://www.conservatives.com/news/boris-johnson-read-the-prime-ministers-keynote-speech-in-full
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7 There were outbreaks of violence on the Island after England football games 

in the 2016 Euros and 2018 World Cup. These mainly consisted of attacks on local 

European car dealers and on young European students visiting local language 

schools. I attended a meeting on this - as the police were reluctant to record events 

as hate crimes where a local councillor (UKIP) said that the attacks on students were 

just cases of ‘robbery with banter’.  

8         This quote was preceded by Penny saying  

“Something I know only a little about but would like to explore further – is how 

narrative / stories affect national identity.  I first read about this in a book by 

Laurens van der Post and can’t explain it very well myself so I’ve found a 

paper online for you: https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/d226d863-6d3a-

430e-9927-e4719f5ee6d3.pdf   

The article talks about the US identity as a nation of settlers, French as a 

political nation and Italy as a nation founded on and the root of culture … and 

England’s ‘Splendid Isolation’.  And it IS about England, not the UK.  These 

are identities that are perpetuated through ‘stories’ passed on and assimilated 

by the next generation. It’s interesting that it tends to be the higher ethnic-mix 

areas that voted Remain, while the rural areas, where there are fewer 

immigrants, voted Leave” 

Here Penny does not recognise that white South African, Laurens van der Post was 

a close friend of Margaret Thatcher who at age 46, got a 14-year-old girl pregnant 

and deserted her. However, like several participants, she recommended further 

reading to me.  

9) Given the ages of the participants, the previously unengaged may have met; anti 

racism movements such as the Anti-Nazi League / Rock Against Racism, anti-

nuclear campaigns, animal rights, climate change periods of mass unemployment, 

the Falklands and Gulf Wars. AIDS, Hillsborough, Reclaim the Night, Northern 

Ireland , the poll tax  ethnic cleansing in Europe, refugees, global inequalities, human 

rights abuses  privatisation of public utilities, PFI deals, the abolition of earnings 

related benefits and pensions,  mainland riots in the 80s and 2011,  Apartheid, the 

nuclear arms race, gay rights, abortion rights, BSE,  the Taliban, 7/7 and 9/11, tuition 

fees,  the 2008-09 crash and subsequent austerity  

10) As Labour strategically sat on the fence over Brexit 2016-19, Tory diehards John 

Major, Ken Clarke and Michael Heseltine emerged as the leading English opponents 

of Brexit and regularly appear in The New European and in Remainer social media.. 

Although there are none in this study, at the Party meetings that I attended, there 

were many ‘Lexiteer’ members of the Isle of Wight Labour Party that support Brexit. 

Their argument was that Islanders for Europe and the People’s Vote were front 

organisations for the Green Party. 

 

https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/d226d863-6d3a-430e-9927-e4719f5ee6d3.pdf
https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/d226d863-6d3a-430e-9927-e4719f5ee6d3.pdf
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Chapter 11 The 2019 election  

1 The Conservatives had been ahead in the polls since Johnson became leader in 

July 2019 However, the Conservatives dd not have enough MPs to trigger an 

election until both. the SNP and the Lib Dems supported the trigger vote. Having 

been calling for an election since the 2017, Labour had no choice but to fall in line 

and vote for an election. In the run up to the campaign, Labour was strategically 

ambiguous as to where it stood on Brexit, the Conservatives became the party of 

Leave (and Remainers who opposed Corbyn) while the Green and Lib Dems sought 

to cancel Brexit.   

 

Steve  

 

“The data suggests we maybe could have gotten away with holding out 

against backing a public vote, but it probably wouldn't have made enough 

difference anyway given the scale of our losses in leave voting seats and 

would have risked alienating a rising demographic just to keep hold of parts of 

a declining demographic that may well have just voted for the Brexitiest option 

anyway. At worst it could even have ended up as a step toward 

PASOKification. There's also nothing to suggest any significant Tory remainer 

rebellion that Labour could have capitalised on if positioned differently on 

other matters, or anything to suggest that being more remainer would have 

been a net positive for us. I think whoever is Labour leader as we actually 

leave the EU is going to receive some of the anger that will surround that 

moment, despite them being powerless against it happening now (anyone 

saying that we need to change leader )  “  

 

2 Goldsmith and Morgan both lost their seats in 2019 while Cummings is a renowned 

unelected special advisor. 

 

3 The referendum involved contested memories of the nation’s past -particularly 

World War Two - but the Remain campaign could not mobilise the popular memory 

(from comics TV and films) that enabled Brexit. Leavers fed and circulated myths 

that ‘Britain stood alone’ in 1940, an exceptional ‘Island Race’ of seafarers that gave 

the world Shakespeare, railways, football, and cricket, and created a virtuous global 

empire – all helped to mobilise the consent to leave.  

 

4 The EHRC Report is available at https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/our-

work/inquiries-and-investigations/antisemitism-labour-party/antisemitism-labour-party 

 

5 Here, Penny quotes the treaty, “The Union is founded on the values of 

respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law 

and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to 

minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in 

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/our-work/inquiries-and-investigations/antisemitism-labour-party/antisemitism-labour-party
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/our-work/inquiries-and-investigations/antisemitism-labour-party/antisemitism-labour-party
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which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and 

equality between women and men prevail."  The participants frequently 

produced researched responses (with quotes) or gave advisory answers / 

suggested reading. 

 

Chapter 12 Conclusions and Further Research  

 

1. “Conviction Liberals” seek to establish a broader definition of racism and seek 

alternative lifestyles to the conventional family. There is no evidence of either 

in the data set  

 

2. As Meek suggests, the middle-class liberal left distinguishes between bad 

localism and good localism. It supports supporting ‘good localism’ e.g. 

supporting a local organic grocer or artisan baker. It will defend localities 

against the construction of a large supermarket, the opening of a McDonalds 

or fight the closure of a local school. On the other hand, it will exercise its 

social and cultural capital to opposite ‘bad localism’ (or NIMBYISM) where 

residents oppose the construction of social housing, a refugee hostel, or a 

cycle track. At heart, here is an ambiguity as to whether or not communities 

should have the power of self-determination, how a community is defined and 

how conflicting interests of different identity groups (e.g. cyclists vs motorists, 

residents vs asylum seekers) are resolved. This will be an increasing issue 

across the political spectrum as housing, energy and transport issues 

escalate in the future.  

 

3. There is also a further contradiction among liberal left Remainers. They 

opposed a democratic referendum that gave Leavers and Britain the right to 

self-determination away from the EU. There is an additional irony in that 

sections of the English liberal left support Scottish /Welsh from Britain -but 

oppose Britain’s independence from Europe because they believe in unity and 

co-operation.  

 

4. There is an assumption here that the EU as a haven of human rights and anti-

racism that ignores the rise of nationalist populism inside the EU and 

assumes that nationalism is a peculiarly British / English phenomenon. 

 

5. Looking at the obverse, participants in Mattinson’s (2020) focus groups with 

white working-class Leavers in ‘red wall’ seats reveals a working-class self-

identity that is rooted in what they are not. Primarily this involves not being 

middle class. But it also means not belonging to one of several out groups: 

graduates, (quinoa eating) members of the Labour Party, immigrants, and 

benefit claimants. In addition to resentment of the ‘metropolitan elite’ in 

London, the commitment to the protestant work ethic remains strong - despite 

decades of de-industrialisation. A pride in holding down a trade and a 
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resentment of those who don’t work or perform ‘pen pushing’ occupations 

persists. But Mattinson also finds an ambivalence about education: red 

wallers may resent graduates but they are proud when their own children 

make it to university -but only if they do a ‘proper’ work-related course and not 

Media Studies or Sociology. So, the question arises as to whether Remainers 

and Leavers can be reconciled.  

 

6. Fisher identifies the main problem as a far-left Leninist/Trotskyist /Anarchist 

faction that sees the state and media as inevitably under the absolute 

capitalist control. (Despite their hostility to Conservative supporting 

newspapers, none of the participants fall into this camp). This faction rejects 

involvement with both mainstream media and parliamentary politics in favour 

of an alternative press, selective social media and extra-parliamentary activity. 

This faction is also prone to seeing proletarian victory as a historic 

inevitability- hence their politics involves sitting back and back and waiting. 

 

As comedian Alexi Sayle puts it, “I sometimes thought that the worst thing that 

Marx and Engels had written was that the destruction of capitalism and the 

triumph of the working class was inevitable. If it was inevitable, this spread the 

subconscious message that really Communists didn’t have to do anything 

because the world that they wished for was going to come along anyway. 

They didn’t have to adapt themselves in any way to how society was 

changing, so their ideas, the graphic style of their newspapers, the language 

they spoke remained in the nineteenth century while they just sort of hung 

around waiting for capitalism to collapse.”  Sayle 2016 page 61 

 

7. The liberal left’s sanctimony latter leave an open door to culture war warriors 

attacking the “woke” and authors such Goodwin who claim that an elite of 

university educated progressives have taken over Britain. See for example, 

“Values, Voice and Virtue: The New British Politics “- by Matthew Goodwin 

Penguin, London 2023 

 

8. For example, see Red Molotov https://www.redmolotov.com/  who sell mugs, 

T Shirts, T towels, hats, bags, prints and similar devoted to the liberal left’s 

shibboleth moments of defeat and victory.   

 

9. In drama, fourth walling refers to when and actor or actors suspend their 

performed representation of reality and face and address the audience to 

remind them that it’s all an act.  Michael Caine does it extensively in the 1966 

film ‘Alfie’ -as does Miranda Hart in the BBC comedy series ‘Miranda’  

 

10 Early on in this study, I looked at the biographies of celebrity left liberals such 

as Tracey Thorne, Viv Albertine, Alexi Sayle and Mark Steele.  A similar sense 

of loss in the face of capitalist realism is evident in all of them. 

https://www.redmolotov.com/
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Appendix 1 Draft Letter to Membership Secretaries  

Gary Clarke  

53 Wilton Park Road 

Shanklin 

Isle of Wight 

Date 

Their name 

Their address  
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Dear XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX  

I am a part time Postgraduate student completing a PhD at the University of 
Portsmouth. I am researching Island residents aged 30-60 who do not support the 
Conservative Party. I would be most grateful if you could contact your members and ask 
them to contact myself if they are interested in anonymously taking part in the study.  

Those who agree to take part will be asked to  

a) Write a short biography of their political career  that covers e.g. how and when 
were their views formed, what do they see are the key issues today 
 

b) Possible take part in an informal follow up interview 

If you have any members who are interested in taking part in the study, can they please 
contact me by phone or e mail 

E mail : up873505@myport.ac.uk 

Telephone 01983 867098 or mobile  07804856249 

More details of the research can be found in the sample Participant information Sheet 
and the Consent Form attached. 

Thank  you 

Yours sincerely  

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 Letter to Membership Secretaries -Post Review 

Gary Clarke  

53 Wilton Park Road 

Shanklin 

Isle of Wight 

Date 

Their name Their address  

 

mailto:up873505@myport.ac.uk
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Dear XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX  

I am a part time Postgraduate student completing a PhD at the University of 
Portsmouth. I am researching Island residents aged 30-60 in non manual occupations 
and hold liberal or left political views. I would be most grateful if you could contact your 
members and ask them to contact myself if they are interested in anonymously taking 
part in the study.  

Those who agree to take part will be asked to  

a) Write a short biography of their political career  that covers e.g. how and when 
were their views formed, what do they see are the key issues today 
 

b) Possibly take part in an informal follow up interview 

If you have any members who are interested in taking part in the study, can they please 
contact me by phone, text or e mail 

E mail : up873505@myport.ac.uk 

Telephone 01983 867098 or mobile  07804856249 

More details of the research can be found in the sample Participant information Sheet 
and the Consent Form attached. 

Thank you. 

Yours sincerely.  

 

Gary Clarke      

 

Appendix 3 Draft Version  October 15th  2018 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Title of Project: An Investigation of the Middle-Aged Left on the Isle of Wight.  

Name and Contact Details of Researcher: Gary Clarke  

Name and Contact Details of Supervisor: Dr Catherine Caroll-Meehan  

Ethics Committee Reference Number: XXXXXXXX 

1. Invitation 

I would like to invite you to take part in my research study. Joining the study is entirely up to you, before you 
decide, I would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. I 

mailto:up873505@myport.ac.uk
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will go through this information sheet with you, to help you decide whether or not you would like to take 
part and answer any questions you may have. I would suggest this should take about 10-15 minutes. 
Please feel free to talk to others about the study if you wish. If you have any friends relatives or colleagues 
who may be interested in taking part in the study please let me know on your consent form. Do ask if 
anything is unclear. 

I am a part time postgraduate student at the University of Portsmouth studying for a PhD. 

2.  Study Summary 

This study is concerned with how people form their political views, whether these views change over time 
and what it is like to hold left of centre views on the Isle of Wight. These are important issues because: a) 
traditional class patterns of voting and party support may be breaking down b) polls suggest that age and 
level of education are emerging as key factors shaping the UK electorate’s party preferences c) the Isle of 
Wight has recently been a stronghold for the Conservative Party.  

We are seeking participants who should be aged between 30-60, manly work in non manual occupations 
and whose political views are to the left of the Conservative Party.   Participation in the research would 
require you to write an autobiography that covers your political career. You may be asked to volunteer take 
part in a follow up interview of approximately one hour in a location of your choice. Transport can be 
provided by me for the latter if required. 

 
3.  What is the purpose of the study? 

 
In recent years left of centre parties have increased their support among non manual workers who have 
traditionally supported the Conservative Party. The reasons for this shift and the motives of non- manual 
workers for supporting left of centre parties have not been fully researched. In addition, recent data on 
voting patterns indicates that there may be age /generational patterns emerging in the UK electorate. 
Conservative support (and support for ‘Brexit’) is strong in the over 60s and support for the E.U. and other 
parties is strongest in those under 30. Little attention has been paid to the views and political concerns of 
those in the 30-60 age group – they are a neglected group. The aim of the study is to investigate and  

 

 

 

sympathetically understand the lives of the middle aged middle class left on the Isle of Wight. In 
particular  

• What do you identify as the main local, national and international issues? 
• What are your main concerns / main beliefs? 
• How were your views formed and when? 
• What is it like to be left of centre on the Isle of Wight?   
• Have there been any changes in your views over time? 
• Are you involved in any other campaigning or pressure groups? 
• Do your relatives/ friends / workmates / neighbours share the same views as yourself? 
• Is there any difference in the views held by indigenous Islanders and those who have moved to 

the Island?  

Participants will be asked to write an auto-biography of their political career that addresses these issues. 
Participants will be given approximately one month to complete this text. However the length and amount 
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of time devoted to the biography is entirely up to the participants. Since it will be easier to analyse, it is 
preferable that the biographies are completed and submitted electronically (see section 9 below). 
However longhand or printed biographies are acceptable. Some participants may be asked to participate 
in an interview of approximately one hour to obtain further details on the content of their biography. 

4.  Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited because you meet to criteria for participation in the study. Approximately 20 
volunteer participants will be recruited from the following organisations  

• Members of the Isle of Wight Labour Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Green Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Liberal Party  

• Members of the Islanders for Europe Group  

• Members of the Wight Sole branch of the Ramblers.  

Volunteers have been requested via requests made to the membership secretaries of the above 
organisations and/or via the social media pages and websites of these organisations . Requests have also 
been made to members using these media to act as gatekeepers to recruit volunteers who do not use 
social media   

5.  Do I have to take part?  

No, taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to volunteer for the 
study. We will describe the study in this information sheet. If you agree to take part, we will then ask you 
to sign the attached consent form, dated xxx, version number, xxx. 

6.  What will happen to me if I take part? 

 

 

 

 

You will be asked to write a biography of your political career of your own chosen length. You will be given 
approximately 4 weeks / one month to write this text. Some participants may be asked to take part in an 
interview to give more detail on what they have written. The interviews will be conducted by myself will be 
approximately one hour and will be electronically recorded. The interviews will take place in your chosen 
location and transport will be provided if needed.  

A summary of the key findings will be made available upon request. 

7.  Expenses and payments  

Because the research is entirely self funded No payment will be made to participants. Transport to 
interviews can be provided by me if required.   

8.  Anything else I will have to do?  

There are no other requirements of participants.  
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9.  What data will be collected and / or measurements taken?  

Data collected will be in the form of words given by the participants in their biographies and from any 
interviews. The research will ask participants to recollect how their views were formed and identify any 
changes in their views over time. For some participant this may involve a recollection of difficult or 
challenging periods in their life course. The research does not seek to intrude on these moments. 
However if participants feel emotionally distressed as a result of their recollections, they are advised to 
withdraw from the study and seek appropriate professional help.    

10. What are the possible disadvantages, burdens and risks of taking part?  

There are no risks (other than those posed by everyday life) involved in participation in the study apart 
from those mentioned in section 9 above.   

11. What are the possible advantages or benefits of taking part? 

Participants may find a therapeutic value in writing their own biography and reflecting or clarifying their own 
views.   

12. Will my data be kept confidential? 

The General Data Protection Regulations 2018 and The Data Protection Act 2018 legislation will apply 
during and after the completion of the study. 

 To ensure confidentiality, all names and details of persons, places, significant or locations or dates will 
be changed and or so that there is minimal potential to identify the participant either directly or, via a 
combination of data.   

The raw data, which identifies you, will be stored electronically will be kept securely by the researcher on 
a password protected research folder on the secure university ICT system. This can only be seen by the 
researcher. 

Anonymous data, which does not identify you, will be publicly shared at the end of the project and made 
open access.  A CC-BY licence will be applied to this publicly shared data.  This will allow anyone else 
(including researchers, businesses, governments, charities, and the general public) to use the  

 

 

 

anonymised data for any purpose that they wish, providing they credit the University and research team 
as the original creators. No restrictions will be placed on this shared anonymised data limiting its reuse to 
only non-commercial ventures. 

The raw data, which would identify you, will not be passed to anyone else without your express written 
permission. The exception to this will be any regulatory authority which has the legal right to access the 
data for the purposes of conducting an audit or enquiry, in exceptional cases. These agencies treat your 
personal data in confidence. 

The raw data will be retained for a minimum of 10 years. When it is no longer required, the data will be 
disposed of securely (e.g. electronic media and paper records / images) destroyed. Any electronically 
recorded data from interviews will be destroyed immediately after transcription.   
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Anonymous verbatim quotes from the biography and/or interview may be included in the thesis and there 
may also be included in papers presented to others at academic conferences, and / or publications about 
the research in academic journals or books  

13. What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  

As a volunteer you can stop any participation at any time, or withdraw from the study at any time without 
giving a reason. If you do withdraw from a study after some data have been collected you will be asked if 
you are content for the data collected thus far to be retained and included in the study. If you prefer, the 
data collected can be destroyed and not included in the study. Once the research has been completed, 
and the data analysed, it will not be possible for you to withdraw your data from the study. 

14. What if there is a problem? 

If you have a query, concern or complaint about any aspect of this study, in the first instance you should 
contact the researcher if appropriate. If the researcher is a student, there will also be an academic 
member of staff listed as the supervisor whom you can also contact. If there is a complaint and there is a 
supervisor listed, please contact the Supervisor with details of the complaint. The contact details for 
both the researcher and any supervisor are detailed on page 1. 

If your concern or complaint is not resolved by the researcher or their supervisor, you should contact the 
Head of Department: 

 

The Head of Department   Dr Catherine Caroll-Meehan  

Department / School of Education and Sociology 0239284520 

University of Portsmouth   catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk  

Portsmouth 

PO1 2HY 

 

 

Appendix 4 PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET Pote review version 2 November 19th 

2018 

Title of Project: An Investigation of the Middle-Aged Left on the Isle of Wight.  

Name and Contact Details of Researcher: Gary Clarke  

Name and Contact Details of Supervisor: Dr Catherine Carroll-Meehan  

Ethics Committee Reference Number: FHSS 2018-075 

1. Invitation 

mailto:catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk
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I would like to invite you to take part in my research study. Joining the study is entirely up to you, before you 
decide, I would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. I 
will go through this information sheet with you, to help you decide whether or not you would like to take 
part and answer any questions you may have. I would suggest this should take about 10-15 minutes. 
Please feel free to talk to others about the study if you wish. If you have any friends relatives or colleagues 
who may be interested in taking part in the study please let me know on your consent form. Do ask if 
anything is unclear. 

I am a part time postgraduate student at the University of Portsmouth studying for a PhD. 

2.  Study Summary 

This study is concerned with how people form their political views, whether these views change over time 
and what it is like to hold left of centre views on the Isle of Wight. These are important issues because: a) 
traditional class patterns of voting and party support may be breaking down b) polls suggest that age and 
level of education are emerging as key factors shaping the UK electorate’s party preferences c) the Isle of 
Wight has recently been a stronghold for the Conservative Party.  

We are seeking participants who should be aged between 30-60, manly work in non manual occupations 
and whose political views are to the left of the Conservative Party.   Participation in the research would 
require you to write an autobiography that covers your political career. You may be asked to volunteer take 
part in a follow up interview of approximately one hour in a location of your choice. Transport can be 
provided by me for the latter if required. 

 
3.  What is the purpose of the study? 

 
In recent years left of centre parties have increased their support among non manual workers who have 
traditionally supported the Conservative Party. The reasons for this shift and the motives of non- manual 
workers for supporting left of centre parties have not been fully researched. In addition, recent data on 
voting patterns indicates that there may be age /generational patterns emerging in the UK electorate. 
Conservative support (and support for ‘Brexit’) is strong in the over 60s and support for the E.U. and other  

 

 

 

 

parties is strongest in those under 30. Little attention has been paid to the views and political concerns of 
those in the 30-60 age group – they are a neglected group. The aim of the study is to investigate and 
sympathetically understand the lives of the middle aged middle class left on the Isle of Wight. In 
particular  

• What do you identify as the main local, national and international issues? 
• What are your main concerns / main beliefs? 
• How were your views formed and when? 
• What is it like to be left of centre on the Isle of Wight?   
• Have there been any changes in your views over time? 
• Are you involved in any other campaigning or pressure groups? 
• Do your relatives/ friends / workmates / neighbours share the same views as yourself? 
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• Is there any difference in the views held by indigenous Islanders and those who have moved to 
the Island?  

Participants will be asked to write an auto-biography of their political career that addresses these issues. 
Participants will be given approximately one month to complete this text. However the length and amount 
of time devoted to the biography is entirely up to the participants. Since it will be easier to analyse, it is 
preferable that the biographies are completed and submitted electronically (see section 9 below). 
However longhand or printed biographies are acceptable. Some participants may be asked to participate 
in an interview of approximately one hour to obtain further details on the content of their biography. 

4.  Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited because you meet to criteria for participation in the study. Approximately 20 
volunteer participants will be recruited from the following organisations  

• Members of the Isle of Wight Labour Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Green Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Liberal Party  

• Members of the Islanders for Europe Group  

• Members of the Wight Sole branch of the Ramblers.  

Volunteers have been requested via requests made to the membership secretaries of the above 
organisations and/or via the social media pages and websites of these organisations . Requests have also 
been made to members using these media to act as gatekeepers to recruit volunteers who do not use 
social media   

5.  Do I have to take part?  

No, taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to volunteer for the 
study. We will describe the study in this information sheet. If you agree to take part, we will then ask you 
to sign the attached consent form, dated xxx, version number, xxx. 

 

 

 

6.  What will happen to me if I take part? 

You will be asked to write a biography of your political career of your own chosen length. You will be given 
approximately 4 weeks / one month to write this text. Some participants may be asked to take part in an 
interview to give more detail on what they have written. The interviews will be conducted by myself will be 
approximately one hour and will be electronically recorded. The interviews will take place in your chosen 
location and transport will be provided if needed.  

A summary of the key findings will be made available upon request. 

7.  Expenses and payments  

Because the research is entirely self funded, no payment will be made to participants. Transport to 
interviews can be provided by me if required.   
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8.  Anything else I will have to do?  

There are no other requirements of participants.  
 

9.  What data will be collected and / or measurements taken?  

Data collected will be in the form of words given by the participants in their biographies and from any 
interviews. The research will ask participants to recollect how their views were formed and identify any 
changes in their views over time. For some participant this may involve a recollection of difficult or 
challenging periods in their life course. The research does not seek to intrude on these moments. 
However if participants feel emotionally distressed as a result of their recollections, they are advised to 
withdraw from the study and seek appropriate professional help.    

10. What are the possible disadvantages, burdens and risks of taking part?  

There are no risks (other than those posed by everyday life) involved in participation in the study apart 
from those mentioned in section 9 above.   

11. What are the possible advantages or benefits of taking part? 

Participants may find a therapeutic value in writing their own biography and reflecting or clarifying their own 
views.   

12. Will my data be kept confidential? 

The General Data Protection Regulations 2018 and The Data Protection Act 2018 legislation will apply 
during and after the completion of the study. 

 To ensure confidentiality, all names and details of persons, places, significant or locations or dates will 
be changed and or so that there is minimal potential to identify the participant either directly or, via a 
combination of data.   

The raw data, which identifies you, will be stored electronically will be kept securely by the researcher on 
a password protected research folder on the secure university ICT system. This can only be seen by the 
researcher. 

 

 

 

 

 

Anonymous data, which does not identify you, will be publicly shared at the end of the project and made 
open access.  A CC-BY license will be applied to this publicly shared data.  This will allow anyone else 
(including researchers, businesses, governments, charities, and the general public) to use the nonymised 
data for any purpose that they wish, providing they credit the University and research team as the original 
creators. No restrictions will be placed on this shared anonymised data limiting its reuse to only non-
commercial ventures. 

The raw data, which would identify you, will not be passed to anyone else without your express written 
permission. The exception to this will be any regulatory authority which has the legal right to access the 
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data for the purposes of conducting an audit or enquiry, in exceptional cases. These agencies treat your 
personal data in confidence. 

The raw data will be retained for a minimum of 10 years.  

Anonymous verbatim quotes from the biography and/or interview may be included in the thesis and there 
may also be included in papers presented to others at academic conferences, and / or publications about 
the research in academic journals or books  

13. What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  

As a volunteer you can stop any participation at any time, or withdraw from the study at any time without 
giving a reason. If you do withdraw from a study after some data have been collected you will be asked if 
you are content for the data collected thus far to be retained and included in the study. If you prefer, the 
data collected can be destroyed and not included in the study. Once the research has been completed, 
and the data analysed, it will not be possible for you to withdraw your data from the study. 

14. What if there is a problem? 

If you have a query, concern or complaint about any aspect of this study, in the first instance you should 
contact the researcher if appropriate. If the researcher is a student, there will also be an academic 
member of staff listed as the supervisor whom you can also contact. If there is a complaint and there is a 
supervisor listed, please contact the Supervisor with details of the complaint. The contact details for 
both the researcher and any supervisor are detailed on page 1. 

If your concern or complaint is not resolved by the researcher or their supervisor, you should contact the 
Head of Department: 

The Head of Department   Dr Catherine Carroll-Meehan  

Department / School of Education and Sociology 0239284520 

University of Portsmouth   catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk  

Portsmouth 

PO1 2HY 

If the complaint remains unresolved, please contact:  

 The University Complaints Officer 

023 9284 3642 complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk 

 

15. Who is funding the research?  

This research is being self-funded by myself. None of the researchers or study staff will receive any 
financial reward by conducting this study, other than their normal salary of the supervisor. 

16. Who has reviewed the study? 

Research involving human participants is reviewed by an ethics committee to ensure that the dignity and 
well-being of participants is respected.  This study has been reviewed by the Humanities and Social 
Sciences Faculty Ethics Committee and been given favourable ethical opinion. This committee can be 

contacted on ethics-fhss@port.ac.uk.  

mailto:catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk
mailto:complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk
mailto:ethics-fhss@port.ac.uk
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Thank you 

     Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for considering volunteering for this research. 

If you do agree to participate your consent will be sought; please see the accompanying consent form.  

You will then be given a copy of this information sheet and your signed consent form, to keep. 

 

Gary Clarke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 5   Consent Form Version 1 Nov 19th  2018 GC 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project: An Investigation of the Middle-Aged Left on the Isle of Wight 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Gary Clarke UP873505@myport.ac.uk 

Name and Contact Details of Supervisor (if relevant): Dr Catherine Caroll-Meehan 

University Data Protection Officer: Samantha Hill, 023 9284 3642 or data-protection@port.ac.uk 

Please initial 
each 
applicable 
box 

  

mailto:UP873505@myport.ac.uk
mailto:data-protection@port.ac.uk
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Ethics Committee Reference Number: FHSS 2018-075 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated..November 19th 2018 (version 2)  

for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have 

had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time without giving 

any reason.  

 

3. I understand that data collected during this study will be processed in accordance with data protection 

law as explained in the Participant Information Sheet Version 2 November 19th 2018). 

 

4. I consent to participate in a follow up interview if requested to do so 

 

5. I consent for my interview to be audio recorded.  The recording will be transcribed and analysed for the 

purposes of the research. (Details about destruction or subsequent storage of recordings and / or 

transcripts are contained in the Participant Information Sheet). 

 

6. I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications; I will not be named but I understand that there is 

a potential risk that I could be identified. 

 

7. I understand that to maximise the re-use and societal benefit of this research, anonymous data (which 

does not identify me) will be publicly shared at the end of the project and made open access under a CC-

BY licence. I understand that this means anyone else (including researchers, businesses, governments,  

 

 

 

 

charities, and the general public) will be allowed to use this anonymised data for any purpose that they 

wish (including commercial purposes), providing that they credit the University and research team as the 

original creators. 

 

8. I understand that the results of this study may be published and / or presented at meetings or academic 

conferences; I give my permission for my anonymous data, which does not identify me, to be 

disseminated in this way. 

 

9. I have a friend, relative or colleague who may be interested in taking part in the study 
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10. I would like to receive further information about the results of the study.   

 

11. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

 

Name of Person taking Consent:    Date:  Signature: 

 

Note: When completed, one copy to be given to the participant, one copy to be retained in the study file 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 6 Revised Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project: An Investigation of the Middle-Aged Left on the Isle of Wight 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Gary Clarke UP873505@myport.ac.uk 

Name and Contact Details of Supervisor (if relevant): Dr Catherine Carroll-Meehan 

University Data Protection Officer: Samantha Hill, 023 9284 3642 or data-protection@port.ac.uk 

Please initial 
each 
applicable 
box 

  

mailto:UP873505@myport.ac.uk
mailto:data-protection@port.ac.uk
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Ethics Committee Reference Number: FHSS 2018-075 

12. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated..November 19th 2018 (version 2)  

for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have 

had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

13. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time without giving 

any reason.  

 

14. I understand that data collected during this study will be processed in accordance with data protection 

law as explained in the Participant Information Sheet Version 2 November 19th 2018). 

 

15. I consent to participate in a follow up interview if requested to do so 

 

16. I consent for my interview to be audio recorded.  The recording will be transcribed and analysed for the 

purposes of the research. (Details about destruction or subsequent storage of recordings and / or 

transcripts are contained in the Participant Information Sheet). 

 

17. I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications; I will not be named but I understand that there is 

a potential risk that I could be identified. 

 

18. I understand that to maximise the re-use and societal benefit of this research, anonymous data (which 

does not identify me) will be publicly shared at the end of the project and made open access under a CC-

BY licence. I understand that this means anyone else (including researchers, businesses, governments, 

charities, and the general public) will be allowed to use this anonymised data for any purpose that they  

 

 

 

 

 

wish (including commercial purposes), providing that they credit the University and research team as the 

original creators. 

 

19. I understand that the results of this study may be published and / or presented at meetings or academic 

conferences; I give my permission for my anonymous data, which does not identify me, to be 

disseminated in this way. 
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20. I have a friend, relative or colleague who may be interested in taking part in the study 

 

21. I would like to receive further information about the results of the study.   

 

22. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

 

Name of Person taking Consent:    Date:  Signature: 

 

Note: When completed, one copy to be given to the participant, one copy to be retained in the study file 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 7 Application for Ethics Review – Staff and Postgraduate Students 

1. Study Title and Key Dates 

1.1 Title 

An investigation of the middle aged left on the Isle of Wight 
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1.2 Key Dates 

Date of original submission to ethics committee: 15th October 2018 
Version number of original submission: 1 
Ethics Committee Reference Number:  

Intended Start Date of Data Collection: November/December 2018 
Expected Finish Date of Data Collection: April 2019 

When resubmitting an updated application (e.g. in response to ethical review, or an 
application for substantial amendment): 

Date of resubmission to ethics committee: 
Version number of resubmitted documents: 

 

2. Applicant Details 

2.1 Principal Investigator  

Name: Gary Clarke         Title /Role /Course of study: Ph D     

Department:      Education and Sociology     Faculty: Humanities and Social Sciences 

Telephone: (01983) 867098 mob 07804856249                   Email: up873505@myport.ac.uk 

 

Has the principal investigator attended the graduate school (for 
students) or researcher development programme (for staff) research 
ethics training session? 

Yes – 

October 5th 2018 

2.2 Supervisor (if Principal Investigator is a student or a research assistant)  

Name:  Dr Catherine Caroll-Meehan            Title /Role: Supervisor 
  

Department:    Education and Sociology                          Faculty: Humanities and Social Sciences 

Telephone: 0239284520.                      Email: catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk 

Names and email of any other supervisors:  

Jodi Burkitt  jodi.burkitt@port.ac.uk  and Simon Edwards   simon.edwards@port.ac.uk 

Has the supervisor attended the researcher development programme 
research ethics training session? 

Yes but not at the 
University of 
Portsmouth 

mailto:up873505@myport.ac.uk
mailto:catherine.carroll-meehan@port.ac.uk
mailto:jodi.burkitt@port.ac.uk
mailto:simon.edwards@port.ac.uk
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2.3 Others involved in the work/research including students and/or external 
collaborators (name, organisation/course, role in the project) 

None 

 

3. Details of Peer Review 

My proposal and this application have been seen by Prof. Vikki Boliver and Dr Malcolm Parkes 
(Durham University). The former is interested in how my qualitative study compliments her 
quantitative research into the first generation upwardly mobile. The latter studied the young 
bohemian left in the 1980s and is interested in how ageing has impacted on this group.   

“This is a valuable study which will make a significant contribution to our understanding of the 
relationship between social class, political identity and place. The proposed methodology is 
sound and all ethical issues raised by the study have been clearly identified addressed appropriately 
in the application for ethical approval.”     
Professor Vikki Boliver, Department of Sociology, Durham University 
 

 

4. Funding Details 

Self -funded 

 

5. Sites/Locations 

Participants will construct biographies in a location of their own choice. Any subsequent 
interviews will take place at a convenient location of their own choice e.g. their home, a café.   

 

6. Insurance/indemnity Arrangements 

University's Public Liability insurance.   

 

7. Aims and Objectives/Hypothesis 
 

7.1 Aims 
 
Using the narrative autobiographies of a sample of left-of-centre middle-class, middle-aged 
residents of the Isle of Wight, the study will explore how their political standpoints are formed 
and sustained in a conservative environment where localism is strong. 
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7.2 Primary Objective 
 
What are the views and habitus of the middle class middle aged who support left of centre 
parties? 

 

7.3 Secondary Objective(s) 
 

A) What is the political career of this group? 

B) Do this group have a broader involvement in new social movements (NSMs)? 

C) Do they have a distinct lifestyle? 

D) Is there a difference in the biographies and perceptions held by indigenous Islanders 
and those who have recently moved to the Island?  

 

 

8. Study Summary  

8.1 Justification/Summary of Study (no more than one side) 

This study will focus on an examination of middle aged, middle class adults with socially 
liberal /left of centre views on the Isle of Wight- where I am member of the Labour Party.  
Prezeworski (1985) forecast that with a decline in the number of manual workers, European 
social democratic parties will face a dilemma as to how to broaden their appeal to non-
manual workers while retaining their traditional working class support base. 

In a pattern that is repeating in Western social democracies (Frank 2016), Labour’s middle 
class support has more than doubled since the early 1990s (Kavanagh and Butler 2005, 
Chakelian 2016, Evans and Tilley 2017)  but the motives and culture of such supporters have 
not been fully investigated.  Butler and Stokes’ (1974) examination of UK voting 1952-1971 
concluded that 67% of working class adults regularly voted Labour, 75% of middle class 
regularly voted Conservative and the offspring of both classes  were  likely to inherit the 
voting pattern of their parents. However, during the 1980s and 90s there were debates about 
both the changing class structure and a political dealignment - a possible breakdown in the 
link between the two main parties and social class. (Crewe et al 1995). Since then, the class 
alignment has broken down further but there appears to be a consistent middle class bloc 
that supports parties left of the Conservatives. Evans and Tilley (2017) conclude that we have 
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moved from on from a dealignment to a working class desertion of the Labour Party and a 
growing political exclusion of the working class.   

Evans and Tilley’s definitive quantitative study shows that a group of educated middle class 
people have retained an attachment to Labour (or the Liberals/Green Party) since the 1990s. 
The 2017 General Election data seems to show that this group is increasing in size. In the 
Yougov polls (Yougov 2017) on the 2017 election, 38% of those in class AB on the Registrar 
Generals’ scale claimed to have voted Labour. Further, when looking at the level of education 
of different groups, 49% of those holding a degree voted Labour. Among the lowest qualified, 
55% voted Conservative while only 33% of this group voted Labour.     

However, since Evans and Tilley’s panel studies only track panel study samples in between 
General Elections we do not know if the same group sustain a Liberal / Labour stance over 
longer periods of time.  Further (like most authors) their purely quantitative study fails to 
uncover the meanings, motives and intentions behind the changing actions of the educated 
middle classes. In addition, their thesis is a ‘top down’ explanation that focuses on shifts in 
the behaviour of the political classes and print media as causing changes ‘down below’ 
among the populace. This study will be a qualitative study to let people explain their own 
behaviour from the ‘bottom up’ and to provide a narrative about their changing class 
experiences and intentions.  

In the 2016 EU referendum and the 2017 General Election, Remain / Labour support 
outnumbered the Conservatives among everyone under the age of 49.  It is only among those 
aged 60 plus that the Conservatives secure support from over 50% of voters. (Cutrice, 2017 
Yougov 2017) 

The question arises as to whether or not the current preferences of each age bracket are 
‘baked in’ at a young age and retained through life. Alternatively, might socio economic 
interests and political views shift to the right during the life course? Both scenarios raise the 
question of how do we explain political socialisation and political careers –how and when are 
political outlooks and preferences formed and self self-identified. If political orientation 
changed with age, how, why and when does such a shift occur? Consequently, I wish to take 
a sample of middle aged middle class adults and ask them to reflect on their political career, 
how their views were forged, self-identified and if, how and why there have been changes (if 
any) in their politics.  This method will allow respondents to give an account of their motives 
and actions. I will collect and analyse the narrative accounts from written biographies of a 
sample residing in the Isle of Wight and explore their possible broader political involvement 
beyond the ballot box. 

Isle of Wight culture is strongly socially conservative and politically Conservative. (Crow et. al 
2001, Grydehoj & Hayward, 2011, Brailsford 2016) and voted overwhelmingly to leave the 
E.U. in 2016.  The Conservatives hold one of the safest seats in England and the party 
dominates both the county and the town councils and local social clubs. This study will 
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explore what it is like to ‘swim against the tide’ in such an environment. It will examine the 
support networks that those in opposition to the Conservatives draw on, in order to sustain 
their outlook. It will also explore how localism intersects with political outlook. Globalisation 
is producing structural and cultural changes but their outcomes and the impact of national 
decision making are lived out at the local level. This study will explore any link between local 
experiences of the NHS, social care education, retail price inflation, transport, the job 
market, immigration, leisure service and so on are translated into a national and international 
political consciousness.  

 

 

 

8.2 Anticipated Ethical Issues 

1) The need to secure informed consent. This will be achieved via a participant 
information sheet and consent form.  
 

2) The need to allow participants to withdraw from the study or to refuse to participate in 
any element of the research. This detailed in section 13 of the participant information 
sheet.  
 

3) There is a risk that recalling their political career and attitude formation may prompt 
those in the study to recall /recollect difficult or traumatic periods in their life. This 
may have a psychological effect on the participants. This is detailed in section 9 of the 
participant information sheet.  

There is a risk that any unique significant life events in the biography (occurrences, people, 
places) make enable a reader to identify the participant if the extracts quoted in the study are 
not sufficiently anonymised.  To ensure confidentiality, all names and details of persons, 
places, significant or locations or dates will be changed and or so that there is minimal 
potential to identify the participant either directly or, via a combination of data.   

 

4) The need to secure confidential storage of the collected data. The raw data, which 
identifies participants, will be stored electronically will be kept securely by the 
researcher on a password protected research folder on the secure university ICT 
system 

Anonymous data, which does not identify participants, will be publicly shared at the end of 
the project and made open access.  A CC-BY licence will be applied to this publicly shared 
data.  This will allow anyone else (including researchers, businesses, governments, charities, 
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and the general public) to use the anonymised data for any purpose that they wish, providing 
they credit the University and research team as the original creators. No restrictions will be 
placed on this shared anonymised data limiting its reuse to only non-commercial ventures.” 

The raw data, which would identify participants, will not be passed to anyone outside the 
study team (the supervisor and I) without the express written permission of the participant. 
The exception to this will be any regulatory authority which has the legal right to access the 
data for the purposes of conducting an audit or enquiry, in exceptional cases. These agencies 
treat your personal data in confidence. 

The raw data will be retained for a minimum of 10 years. When it is no longer required, the 
data will be disposed of securely (e.g. electronic media and paper records / images) 
destroyed. Any electronically recorded data from interviews will be destroyed immediately 
after transcription.   

Anonymous verbatim quotes from the biography and/or interview may be included in the 
thesis and there may also be included in papers presented to others at academic 
conferences, and / or publications about the research in academic journals or books  

 

 

 

8.3 Anticipated other Risks or Concerns 

Risks to participants: travelling –if required 

Risks to researchers: travelling, travelling alone, meeting strangers.  

As far as practically possible meetings will take during daylight and in a quiet neutral location. The 
researcher will undertakes to inform someone of the time and venue of meetings and that the 
researcher will advise participants to do the same  
 

Reputational risks: 

Security risks: 

Other: 

8.4 Medical Cover (if applicable) 

Medical Information: not applicable 

 

 

9. Description of Method/ Protocol 
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The study is overt. Participants will be asked to write their own biography based 
around the following prompts 
 

• Are you from the Island / details of migration if applicable 
• What do you identify as the main local, national and international issues? 
• What are your main concerns / main beliefs? 
• How were your views formed and when? 
• Have there been any changes in your views over time? 
• Are you involved in any other campaigning or pressure groups? 
• Do your relatives/ friends / workmates / neighbours share the same views as yourself? 
• What is it like to be left of centre on the Isle of Wight?   

The detail and wording of these prompts will depend on the outcome of a small pilot study 
and review of the amount of biographical structure sought by those in the pilot study.  The 
pilot study will be subject to an ethical review which asks if the participants were 
comfortable with the methodology used. 

If the biographies do not provide sufficient detail or the biographies raise points / ambiguities 
that require further elaboration to meet the aims of the study, follow up semi structured 
interviews will be conducted among those who consent to the use of both research 
techniques.  The focus of the semi-structured interviews will be on elaboration on or 
clarification of answers to the above bullet pointed themes .  Hence the line of enquiry will 
depend on the biographical content  of each participant.  

 

10. Compliance with Laws, Codes, Guidance, Policies and Procedures 

The UK Research Integrity Office Code of Practice for Research 

University of Portsmouth Ethics Policy April 2017 

British Sociological Association Statement of Ethical Practice 2017  

GDPR 2018 

 

11. Recruitment of Participants 

11.1 Who are the Research/ Participant Population? 

Middle class (self defined) adults aged 30-60 with a political affiliation to the left of the 
Conservative Party 

11.2 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
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Inclusion Criteria: Middle class aged 30-60, political views to the left of the Conservative 
Party, living on the Isle of Wight  

Exclusion Criteria: Those aged below 30 or over 60 years of age, those who are affiliated to, 
support or vote for right wing UK political parties. Non-residents of the Isle of Wight 

11.3 Number of participants (include rationale for sample size) 

No fixed number – sampling will stop when the data reaches saturation point (grounded 
theory) but this anticipated to be around 20 participants 

11.4 Recruitment Strategy (including details of any anticipated use of a gatekeeper in host 
organizations to arrange/distribute participant invitations) 

 A Approximately 20 volunteer participants will be recruited from the following 
organisations  

• Members of the Isle of Wight Labour Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Green Party 

• Members of the Isle of Wight Liberal Party  

• Members of the Islanders for Europe Group  

• Members of the Wight Sole branch of the Ramblers.  

Initial contact will be made to the membership secretaries of the above groups because 
under GDPR these are the only permitted holders of the details of their members. Any 
subsequent contacts will be asked in their consent form if they are able to / wish to nominate 
any contacts that meet the inclusion criteria so that a snowball sample can be formed. All 
nominated secondary contacts will be asked to contact myself. The researcher will not be 
given their contact details in the first instance.   

As a fallback, volunteers will be requested via the social media pages and websites of these 
organisations.  

11.5 Payments, rewards, reimbursements or compensation to participants 

None 

11.6 What is the process for gaining consent from participants? 

Participants will be issued with a participant information sheet and consent form. Those 
selected will be given one week to decide on whether or not to participate. The contact details 
of the researcher will be provided so that participants can discuss any issues or concerns 
about the study.    
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11.7 Has or will consent be gained from other organisations involved (if applicable)? 

A letter and / or email will be sent to the membership secretaries of the organisations listed 
in 11.4  

11.8 Arrangements for translation of any documentation into another language (if 
applicable)? 

n/a 

11.9 Outline how participants can withdraw consent (if applicable), and how data 
collected up to this point will be handled.  Also stop criteria for specific tests (if 
applicable)? 

• Participants will be able to withdraw consent via contact with the researcher.  
• Participants may also withdraw via the decision of the researcher (and / or supervisor if 

appropriate) e.g.  in the event of mental distress 

Unless to participant requests otherwise, all data from the participant collected up to that 
point will be destroyed /deleted 

11.10 Outline details of re-consent or debrief (if applicable)? 

n/a 

 
12. Data Management 

 
12.1 Description of data analysis 

The qualitative data will be coded around the main research questions and any other themes that arise 
from the data.  
12.2 Where and how will data be stored DURING the project? 

Google Team Drive at University of Portsmouth. The data will be encrypted using Bitlocker 
and only the researcher will be able to access the non anonymised data. The supervisor will 
have access to the anonymised data.  

12.3 Destruction, Retention and Reuse of Data (often AFTER your project has finished) 

Non-anonymised data will be destroyed immediately after the completion of the project. 
Anonymised  data will be available on Open Access – any articles will be uploaded to Pure 
immediately when they are accepted for publication. 

12.4 Personal Data – How will confidentiality be ensured? 
 
Paper Records of consent forms will be secured in a locked filing cabinet. All details of participants, 
people, events and places will be anonymised in the final thesis report. This will be either by changing 
or via inserting a blank (e.g. When I was at XXXXXXXXXXXX) to replace the name of the person or place. 
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Significant events that facilitate identification of the participant will also be anonymised via the same 
method.   
12.5 How will data belonging to organisations (publicly unavailable data) be handled (if 
applicable)? 
n/a 

12.6 How will security sensitive data be handled (if applicable)? 

n/a 

 

13. Publication / Impact / Dissemination Plans 

Anonymised data will be available on Open Access – any articles will be uploaded to Pure 
immediately when they are accepted for publication. 
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15. Appendices  

  

Put N/A in version Number column if necessary 

Document  Date Version No. 

Application Form   

Invitation Letter 15/10/18 1 

Participant Information Sheet(s) (list if necessary) 15/10/18 1 

Consent Form(s) (list if necessary) 15/10/18 1 

Advertisement   

Peer / Independent Review   

Supervisor Email Confirming Application   

Evidence From External Organisation Showing 
Support 

  

Terms of Reference for Steering / Advisory Group   

Survey Instrument   

Interview Questions / Topic List   

Focus Group Questions / Topic List   

Focus Group Ground Rules   

Script for Oral Consent   

Questionnaire   

Observational Data Collection Form   

https://yougov.co.uk/news/2017/06/13/how-britain-voted-2017-general-election/
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2017/06/13/how-britain-voted-2017-general-election/
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Risk Assessment Form(s)   

Other – please describe   
 

 

16. Declaration by Principal Investigator and Supervisor (if applicable) 

1. The information in this form is accurate to the best of my/our knowledge and belief and 
I/we take full responsibility for it. 
2. I/we undertake to conduct the research/ work in compliance with the University of 
Portsmouth Ethics Policy, UUK Concordat to Support Research Integrity, the UKRIO Code of 
Practice and any other guidance I/we have referred to in this application. 
3. If the research/ work is given a favourable opinion I/we undertake to adhere to the study 
protocol, the terms of the full application as finally reviewed and any conditions set out by 
the Ethics Committee in giving its favourable opinion. 
4. I/we undertake to notify the Ethics Committee of substantial amendments to the protocol 
or the terms of the final application, and to seek a favourable opinion before implementing 
the amendment. 
5. I/we undertake to submit annual progress reports (if the study is of more than a year’s 
duration) setting out the progress of the research/ work, as required by the Ethics Committee. 
6. I/we undertake to inform the Ethics Committee when the study is complete and provide a 
declaration accordingly. 
7. I/we am/are aware of my/our responsibility to be up to date and comply with the 
requirements of the law and relevant guidelines relating to security and confidentiality of 
personal data, including the need to register, when necessary, with the appropriate Data 
Protection Officer. I/we understand that I/we am/are not permitted to disclose identifiable 
data to third parties unless the disclosure has the consent of the data subject. 
8. I/we undertake to comply with the University of Portsmouth Data Management Policy.  
9. I /we understand that records/data may be subject to inspection by internal and external 
bodies for audit purposes if required. 
10. I/we understand that any personal data in this application will be held by the Ethics 
Committee, its Administrator and its operational managers and that this will be managed 
according to the principles established in the Data Protection Act 1998 (and after May 2018, 
the General Data Protection Regulation). 
11. I understand that the information contained in this application, any supporting 
documentation and all correspondence with the Ethics Committee and its Administrator 
relating to the application: 

• Will be held by the Ethics Committee until at least 10 years after the end of the study 
• Will be subject to the provisions of the Freedom of Information Acts and may be 

disclosed in response to requests made under the Acts except where statutory 
exemptions apply. 



347 

 

• May be sent by email or other electronic distribution to Ethics Committee members. 
 

12. I/we understand that the favourable opinion of an ethics committee does not grant 
permission or approval to undertake the research/ work.  Management permission or 
approval must be obtained from any host organisation, including the University of 
Portsmouth or supervisor, prior to the start of the study. 

Principal Investigator…………Gary Clarke……………………  
 Date……18/11/18……. 

 

Supervisor (if applicable)……Dr Catherine Carroll-Meehan.   Date 
18/11/2018 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 8 FAVOURABLE ETHICAL OPINION (with 
conditions)  
 

 

 

 

Professor Matthew Weait,        

BA (Hons) MA MPhil DPhil FAcSS  

Professor of Law and Society  
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Dean of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences  

  T  +44 (0)23 9284 6012  

E   matthew.weait@port.ac.uk       

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences  

Park Building  

King Henry I Street  

Portsmouth PO1 2DZ  

T:  +44 (0)23 9284 8484     

 

Name: Gary Clarke  

Study Title: An investigation of the middle aged left on the Isle of Wight   

Reference Number: FHSS 2018-075  

Date: 29/10/2018  

Thank you for submitting your application to the FHSS Ethics Committee.  

I am pleased to inform you that FHSS Ethics Committee was content to grant a 
favourable ethical opinion of the above research on the basis described in the 
submitted documents listed at Annex A, and subject to standard general conditions 
(See Annex B).   

With this there are a number of ethical conditions to comply with, and some 

additional advisory notes you may wish to consider, all shown below.   

Condition(s)1  

1. 8.2/12.3/PIS. There is no need to destroy/delete data after 10 years as long as it is 
kept securely.  

2. 8.3. Some risks to the researcher are mentioned, but further clarification of how 
they will be mitigated is required. We suggest meetings at a time and place that 
reduces risk, that the researcher undertakes to inform someone of the time and 
venue of meetings and that the researcher advises participants to do the same.  

3. 9 “The detail and wording of these prompts will depend on the outcome of a 
small pilot study and review of the amount of biographical structure sought by 
those in the pilot study”. Assurance needs to be that the pilot study will be 
subject to ethical review.  

4. 9. “If the biographies do not provide sufficient detail or the biographies raise 
points / ambiguities that require further elaboration to meet the aims of the 
study, follow up semi structured interviews will be conducted among those who 

 
1 A favourable opinion will be dependent upon the study adhering to the conditions stated, which are based on 

the application document(s) submitted. It is appreciated that Principal Investigators may wish to challenge 

conditions or propose amendments to these in the resubmission to this ethical review.  
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consent to the use of both research techniques”. Further details of procedure 
and the approximate content of any semi-structured interviews are needed.  

5. 11.4. “Initial contact will be made to the membership secretaries of the above 
groups because under GDPR these are the only permitted holders of the details 
of their members. Any subsequent contacts will be asked in their consent form if 
they are able to / wish to nominate any contacts that meet the inclusion criteria 
so that a snowball sample can be formed.” The researcher must not be passed 
contact details of potential contacts: these people must contact the researcher 
themselves.  
  

Advisory Note(s)2  
  

A. 12.1. The explanation of the data analysis is somewhat minimal and could be 
somewhat more comprehensive.  

B. Invitation letter. “I am a part time Postgraduate student completing a PhD at the 
University of Portsmouth. I am researching Island residents aged 30-60 who do 
not support the Conservative Party”.  Just because somebody doesn’t support 
the Conservative Party does not necessarily they are left of centre. This should 
be rephrased.  

C. PIS. Contact details of the FHSS Ethics Committee need to be made available. 
Potential participants might like to know what a CC-BY licence is.  
  

  
Please note that the favourable opinion of FHSS Ethics Committee does not grant 
permission or approval to undertake the research/ work.  Management permission or 
approval must be obtained from any host organisation, including the University of 
Portsmouth or supervisor, prior to the start of the study.  
  

Wishing you every success in your research  

  

  

Interim Chair  

Mr Richard Hitchcock  

Email: ethics-fhss@port.ac.uk  

 
2 The comments are given in good faith and it is hoped they are accepted as such. The PI does not need to 

adhere to these, or respond to them, unless they wish to.  
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Annexes  

A - Documents reviewed  

B - After ethical review  

  

ANNEX A - Documents reviewed  
The documents ethically reviewed for this application  

Document     Version     Date     

Application Form  1  15/10/2018  

Invitation Letter  1  15/10/2018  

Participant Information Sheet  1  15/10/2018  

Consent Form  1  15/10/2018  

  

ANNEX B - After ethical review  
1. This Annex sets out important guidance for those with a favourable opinion from a 

University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee. Please read the guidance carefully. A 
failure to follow the guidance could lead to the committee reviewing and possibly 
revoking its opinion on the research.   

2. It is assumed that the work will commence within 1 year of the date of the favourable 
ethical opinion or the start date stated in the application, whichever is the latest.  

3. The work must not commence until the researcher has obtained any necessary 
management permissions or approvals – this is particularly pertinent in cases of 
research hosted by external organisations. The appropriate head of department 
should be aware of a member of staff’s plans.     

4. If it is proposed to extend the duration of the study beyond that stated in the 
application, the Ethics Committee must be informed.  

5. Any proposed substantial amendments must be submitted to the Ethics Committee 
for review. A substantial amendment is any amendment to the terms of the 
application for ethical review, or to the protocol or other supporting documentation 
approved by the Committee that is likely to affect to a significant degree:   
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(a) the safety or physical or mental integrity of participants   
(b) the scientific value of the study  
(c) the conduct or management of the study.  

5.1 A substantial amendment should not be implemented until a favourable 
ethical opinion has been given by the Committee.  

6. At the end of the work a final report should be submitted to the ethics committee. A 
template for this can be found on the University Ethics webpage.  

7. Researchers are reminded of the University’s commitments as stated in the 
Concordat to Support Research Integrity viz:  

• maintaining the highest standards of rigour and integrity in all aspects of 
research  

• ensuring that research is conducted according to appropriate ethical, legal and 
professional frameworks, obligations and standards  

• supporting a research environment that is underpinned by a culture of integrity 
and based on good governance, best practice and support for the development 
of researchers  

• using transparent, robust and fair processes to deal with allegations of research 
misconduct should they arise  

• working together to strengthen the integrity of research and to reviewing progress 
regularly and openly.  
  

8. In ensuring that it meets these commitments the University has adopted the UKRIO  
Code of Practice for Research.  Any breach of this code may be considered as 
misconduct and may be investigated following the University Procedure for the 
Investigation of Allegations of Misconduct in Research. Researchers are advised to use 
the UKRIO checklist as a simple guide to integrity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Researchers.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Researchers.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Researchers.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Researchers.pdf
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Appendix 9 Draft Prompt Sheet  

Thank you for agreeing to take part in my study. Please complete your biographical 

details below and then write your own biography.  Please return everything to me at 

UP873505@myport.ac.uk Thank you very much- Gary Clarke.   

PARTICIPANT DETAILS 

 

1 What is your gender?   

 

 

2 What is your age range? 

a) 30 to 39 
b) 40 to 49 
c) 50 to 59 
d) 60 to 69 

 

3 What is (or what has been) your main 

occupation?.............................................. 

 

4  Is your occupation 

a) Mainly on the Island?...... 

mailto:UP873505@myport.ac.uk
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b) Mainly on the mainland / elsewhere?.... 
   

5 What is your highest level of qualification? 

a) GCSE /O Levels….. 
b) A Levels or equivalent…… 
c) Degree….. 
d) Postgraduate qualification (e.g. Masters, PhD or professional) …. 

 

6 Are you originally from the Island? 

a) Yes, I’ve always lived here ….. 
b) Yes, but I moved off for a while then returned ….. 
c) No, I moved to the Island from elsewhere …….. 

 

7) If you moved to the Island, approximately how many years have you lived 

here? 

a) Less than 5 years ….. 

b) Between 5 and 10 years ….. 

c) Between 11 and 20 years ….. 

d) More than 20 years ….. 

 

8 Are you a member of a political party? Yes / No  

If yes which ……………………………………. 

 

9 Are you a member of or involved with any other political organisations? 

Yes / No  

If yes which ……………………………………. 

 

  

9 Is there anything else about yourself that you want to tell me about?  

  

 

 

 

 

BIOGRAPHY 

I am interested in how you formed your views and how they may have changed over 

time. I am interested in any long-term impact of your interests as a youth and what 

it’s like to live on the Isle of Wight with your views. 

 

Please write about yourself using the prompts below. If you can complete it using 

Microsoft Word and send it to me electronically at UP873505@myport.ac.uk , this 

mailto:UP873505@myport.ac.uk
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will save me having to transcribe your story. However, you may write out your story in 

longhand if you prefer to do this. 

Please cover the following in your biography. You can cover them in any 

order. 

 

A) Please describe how your political views were formed. Who and what were 
the biggest influences on your views? How and when did you self identify 
your political stance?   
 

B) What do you see as the most important issues today? Please explain why 
you see them as important.  
 

C) Which issues (if any) are you confused about? Which issues are not clear 
cut for you?  
 

D) What do you think about inequality? 
 

E) How have your views have changed (if at all) over time and why?  
 

F) Have work experiences (e.g. changes in your job, industrial relations) had 
any influence on your political outlook?  Do / did your workmates share your 
views?   
 

G) Do most of your friends hold the same views as yourself? A) If not, does 
this cause difficulty? B) If they do, do you have anything else in common 
with them (e.g. leisure interests)?  
 

H) Does your family hold the same views as yourself? If not does this cause 
difficulty? 
 

I) What it is like to hold your political outlook while living on the Isle of Wight? 
How does it feel?  

 

 

 

 

I am looking for other participants for the study If you have any contacts on the 

Island interested in taking part (aged 30-60 have liberal-left political views)  can you 

please ask them  to contact me on UP873505@myport.ac.uk or Tel 01983 867098 / 

mobile  07804856249  . Thank you very much   Gary Clarke  

 

 

  

mailto:UP873505@myport.ac.uk
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Appendix 10 Prompt Sheet in Final study  

 

Please cover the following in your biography. You can cover them in any order. 

 

A) Please describe how your political views were formed. Who and what were 

the biggest influences on your views? How and when did you self-identify your 

political stance?   

 

B) What do you see as the most important issues today? Please explain why you 

see them as important.  

 

 

C) Which issues (if any) are you confused about? Which issues are not clear cut 

for you?  

 

 

D) What do you think about inequality? 

 

E) How have your views changed (if at all) over time and why?  
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F) Have work experiences (e.g. changes in your job, industrial relations) had any 

influence on your political outlook?  Do / did your workmates share your 

views?   

 

 

G) Do most of your friends hold the same views as yourself? A) If not, does this 

cause difficulty? B) If they do, do you have anything else in common with 

them (e.g. leisure interests)?  

 

H) Does your family hold the same views as yourself? If not does this cause 

difficulty? 

 

 

I) What it is like to hold your political outlook while living on the Isle of Wight? 

How does it feel?  

 

 

 

 

Appendix 11  

 

Questions After 2019 General Election 

1)     How are you feeling?  

2)     Has your behaviour changed since the result?  

3)     What do you want to happen politically? 

4)     Are you optimistic about the future?  

 

 

 

 

 


