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Abstract 

There has been much written over the last eighty years about working-class failure in 

school. This thesis sets out to examine the experience of being a working-class 

teenager from a retrospective perspective by interviewing adults who were teenagers 

in the 1980s. The thesis focuses on the location of Essex. The Essex Man (Heffer, 

1990) was a cultural phenomenon during the 1980s, although he did not receive his 

label until 1990. He was seen as a member of the new working class (Crewe, 1983), 

rejecting working-class values in favour of a materialistic, individualistic lifestyle. He 

was also viewed as an expression of bad taste, uneducated and devoid of culture as 

well as ‘breath takingly right-wing’ (Heffer, 1990).  This thesis is twofold in nature. 

Firstly, it sets out to explore the experience of working-class teenagers during the 

1980s and the significance of education, family and class on their lives.  This is done 

by examining in depth the experience of eight participants who have provided 

accounts of being teenagers in 1980s Essex. The second strand of the thesis 

considers the identity of Essex Man and sets out to de-construct the myth. The thesis 

looks behind the phenomenon and stereotypes to the lived stories and the realities 

faced by the participants and their families. My aim is to gather a nuanced view about 

education, families and class in Essex. 

This research challenges the stereotypical view of Essex Man with regard to his 

political views and aspirations. Through narrative accounts it will show that class is not 

homogeneous and within families and individuals’ life stories social mobility can occur. 

It will also show that Essex did not necessarily buy into Thatcherism (Sandbrook, 

2019) but Margaret Thatcher tapped into a belief that was already in place, a 

pioneering spirit which existed from an earlier time. It will also show that education 
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was important to this group and that life-long learning is in fact an important aspect in 

the lives of the participants and their families.  

It will argue that within a neo-liberal society, those from the working class who exhibit 

the virtues which are seen as prescriptive by the elite in order to succeed, are kept in 

their place by, as Sennett and Cobb (1977) state, the ‘hidden injuries’ of class.  These 

narratives are not tales of woe though, they celebrate the ordinary and the 

extraordinary in individuals’ lives; the hard work, resilience and the indefatigable 

nature of Essex Man and Woman, who continue to look for opportunities with the aim 

of having a better life. 
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Impact Statement. 
 

This thesis examines the educational experience of working-class teenagers growing 

up in Essex in the 1980s and explores issues surrounding class, identity and social 

mobility.  It shows that the acquisition of ‘cultural capital’ is something that working- 

class people do set out to acquire and share with their families. It examines the 

complexities of class as a classification tool and draws attention to the ways in which 

the families challenge the stereotypes of the working class and looks at the ways in 

which they have been successful in building a life for themselves.  

The thesis also highlights the importance of the professional development of teachers, 

asking them to consider the nature of the relationships they have with young people 

and the impact they have particularly on the lives of young men. It draws attention less 

to teaching methods and more to the importance of building successful relationships 

and developing an enthusiasm for their subject which can be shared with young 

people. It also reflects on how educational policy impacts at a more personal level but 

considers the role of school in providing the knowledge and experience for working- 

class children. It should contribute to Continuing Professional Development 

programmes at school when looking at teaching working-class children, particularly 

members of the pastoral team who may include counsellors, careers advisors and 

mentors. It can also influence A-level teaching as well as in providing extra-curricular 

teaching and learning to students who wish to go to university. 

The thesis also offers some insight into social mobility and provides evidence that 

there is no lack of aspiration involved.  As an increasing number of the working class 

have good qualifications and a degree it shows that this is not enough to ensure social 
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mobility. It also highlights the importance of the different types of adult education in 

social mobility across the generations, and the importance of lifelong learning, 

especially for those who may have left school without the qualifications they need to 

pursue their chosen career. It challenges the stereotyped identity of Essex Man, 

particularly the importance of education and choice.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



5 

 

Acknowledgements. 

I would like to thank those individuals who have helped me to complete this task.  

Firstly, the participants who took part in this research and gave so gladly of their time. 

Their honesty, optimism and humour has made the task a pleasurable one.  

I would particularly like to thank my very patient supervisors Professor Gary McCulloch 

and Professor Alice Sullivan for their guidance, support and encouragement. I feel 

very privileged to have had the opportunity to learn so much from them. I would also 

like to thank Dr Leith Krakouer for his continued encouragement.  

This thesis has taken rather a long time and along the way I have had great deal of 

support and encouragement in different ways from so many people so I want to thank 

my dear family and friends, the Turners, Stobbs, Humphrays, Nices. Ann, Anne, 

Angela, Clare, Emer, Larraine, Nicola, Lew, Sarah, Susan, Tara, Tim, Sheira, 

Veronica, Robin, Ian, my Strawberry Hill friends and the Learning Support Team. 

I wish to mention my mother and father Anne and Peter Humphrays who were prime 

examples of wanting a better life for their family and they looked towards education to 

enable their children to have the choice and opportunities they did not have.  

Finally, I want to thank my husband Steve and my children Ed and Lizzy, I could not 

have completed this thesis without their love, support and patience. So many 

weekends and holidays have been given up trying to finish this doctorate and they 

have never complained.   

 

 



6 

 

Contents   

 

List of Abbreviations                                                     11 

 

List of Figures, Maps and tables.         12 

 

List of Appendices           13 

 

Chapter One: Introduction                     14  

1.1. What will it argue?                                                                          15  

1.2. Where will the thesis be located?                                                   17  

1.3. Rationale.          23  

1.4. The Structure.         24 

 
Chapter Two:Theories, concepts and language: The conceptual framework   27 
               

 2.1 Introduction            27 

2.2 Class                        27 

 2.3 Bourdieu and Capital        33 

 2.4  Myth                37 

 2.5 Stereotype                       39 

 2.6 Turning points, generations and trajectories     40 
   

 Chapter Three: Social Class and Education 

 3.1. Introduction.          43                                                                                

3.2. Traditions, Debates and Histories: Locating Essex Man in Previous 
Interpretations. 

3.2.1. Representations of the Working Class                         45   

  3.2.2. The Affluent Working Class.                                                    49 

  3.2.3. The Privatised Worker and Rugged Individualism                   51 

  3.2.4. Being Ordinary                                                                        51 

  3.2.5. 21st Century Accounts, Disgust, Chavs and Otherness          54 

  3.2.6. Class and Social Mobility                                                        58 

  3.2.7. Education and Class                                                               63 



7 

 

 3.3. Class and Choice         72 

  3.3.1. Rational Choice Theory                                                            72 

  3.3.2. Adult Learning                                                                          75 

 3.4. Conclusion.                                                                                       78                                                                             

 

Chapter Four: Time and Space.         82 

 4.1. Introduction                                                                                            82 

 4.2. The Time: The 1980s                                                                              82 

  4.2.1. Appeal of Thatcher                                                                  86 

  4.2.2. Thatcher’s Impact on the 1980s                                              90 

  4.2.3. 1980’s Educational Reform                                                     93 

  4.2.4. Being Gay in the 1980s                                                           97                      

  4.2.5. Women and Thatcher.                                                            101 

  4.2.6. Conclusion.                                                                             104  

4.3. The Space: Essex Man, the pioneering spirit and place myths: A better life 
in a new land. 

 4.3.1. Introduction.                                                                            105 

 4.3.3. Essex Man.                                                                             105 

 4.3.3.  Estuary Essex.                                                                        108 

 4.3.4. Place Myths.                                                                           108 

 4.3.5. Essex Pioneers.                                                                      109 

 4.3.6. Thatcher and Essex.                                                               112 

 4.3.7. Essex Girls.                                                                             116 

 4.3.8. Contemporary representations of Essex and the hidden  

                        injuries of class.                                                                     118                             

4.3.9.   Conclusion                                                                             122 

 

Chapter Five: Methodology                              124 

5.1. Introduction                                                                                          124 

5.2. What is the research setting out to do?                                             125 

5.3. Traditions of Recording Working- Class Lives.                                 132 

5.4. Telling Tales: Why Narrative Accounts?                                            134 

5.5. The Problems with Narrative Accounts.                                             140 

5.6.  The difference between narrative and life history                           143 



8 

 

5.7. Memory.                                                                                                144 

5.8. Sample.                                                                                                 146 

5.9. Data Collection.                                                                                    149 

5.10. Tackling the interviews                                                                      154 

5.11. Data Analysis.                                                                                     161 

5.12. Documents and other evidence.                                                      166 

5.13. Ethics.                                                                                                 167 

 

Chapter Six: Teenage Learning Lives Trajectories.              169 

 6.1.  Introduction                                                                                        169 

 6.2.  Jason                                                                                                   171 

 6.3.  Paula                                                                                                    177 

 6.4.  Andrew                                                                                                182 

 6.5.  Mark                                                                                                     191 

 6.6. Sinead                                                                                                   198 

 6.7. James                                                                                                    205 

 6.8. Ryan                                                                                                      210 

 6.9. Emma                                                                                                    216 

 6.10. Conclusion           224 

   

Chapter Seven: White Flights of Fancy: Three Generations and The Search for A 
Better Life.          227 

 7.1. Introduction                                                                                          227                                                  

 7.2. Working-Class Origins                               228 

 7.3. The War.                                                                                                232 

 7.4. Moving to Essex:                                                                                  236 

 7.5. Class                                                                                                      240 

 7.6. Class and Work.                                                                                   246 

 7.7. Aspirations.                                                                                          251 

 7.8. Geographical Mobility: Leaving Essex.                                             257         

  7.8.1. Leaving for Work                                                                     258 

  7.8.2. Leaving to gain an Education.                                                 258 

  7.8.3. Leaving to be ‘Yourself’.                                                          259 

 7.9. Social Mobility.                                                                                     263 



9 

 

 7.10. Networking.                                                                                        264 

 7.11. Conclusion.                                                                                        265 

 

Chapter Eight: Fitting In: The role of habitus and cultural capital in schooling. 
                      266 

 8.1. Introduction.                                                                                         266 

 8.2. School.                                                                                                  266 

 8.3. Experiences of School.                                                                       269 

 8.4. Teachers.                                                                                              272 

 8.5. Fitting In: Other students.                                                                   279 

 8.6. Parental Attitudes to Schooling.                                                        282 

 8.7. Family Cultural Activities.                                                                   287 

 8.8. Reading.                                                                                                290 

 8.9. Free time.                                                                                              295 

 8.10. Conclusion.                                                                                        299 

 

Chapter Nine: Getting by: identity, work and politics               301 

 9.1. Introduction.                                                                         301 

 9.2. Leaving school or staying on? Choices at sixteen.                         302 

 9.3. Sixth Form.                                                                                           306 

 9.4. Choices at Eighteen.                                                                           311 

 9.5. Identity.                                                                                                 312 

 9.6. Political Beliefs.                                                                                   323 

 9.7. Economic Capital and Materialism.                                                   331  

 9.8. Redundancy                                                                                         333 

 9.9. Entrepreneurialism.                                                                             334 

 9.10. Work                                                                                                    336 

 9.11. Social Capital.                                                                                    339 

 9.12. Conclusion.                                                                                        340 

 

Chapter Ten: Conclusion                   342 

 

References.                                360 

 



10 

 

Bibliography.                     369 

 

Appendices.           388 

  



11 

 

List of Abbreviations. 

BA  Bachelor of Arts 

BNP  British National Party 

CATs  Cognitive Abilities Tests  

CSE  Certificate of Secondary Education 

C2C  City to Coast route 

C2s  NRS Social grade. Skilled working class.  

GCE  General Certificate of Education 

GCSE  General Certificate of Secondary Education 

MA  Master of Arts 

NRS  National Readership Survey 

NS-SEC The National Statistics Socio-economic classification 

OFSTED The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and 

Skills 

PGCE  Postgraduate Certificate in Education 

SATs  Statutory Assessment Tests 

V&A  Victoria and Albert Museum 

YTS  Youth Training Scheme 

 



12 

 

List of Figures, Maps and Tables.  

Figure 1. Map of Essex.        18 

Table 1.  Key themes that have emerged.           165 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



13 

 

List of Appendices 

Appendix 1    Interview Timetable     388 

Appendix 2   Example of interview Annotation  389 

Appendix 3    Consent Form      390 

Appendix 4 Key topics and research questions which     391 

informed the participant’s interviews  

Appendix 5   Interview analysis table.     397 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



14 

 

Chapter One: Introduction.  

This study sets out to examine the working-class experience of school particularly the 

impact of family life and class on educational outcomes and choice. This has been 

achieved by examining the experiences of eight adults who were teenagers living in 

Essex during the 1980s, also known as Thatcher’s children (Todd, 2014) the children 

of Essex Man, focusing on those whose fathers were mainly classed as skilled 

workers.  

This research is two-pronged in approach. It sets out to answer two research 

questions.  

 What has been the significance of education, family and class in the life 

experiences of individuals who early years were spent in 1980s Essex? 

How does the subjective experience of life histories differ from the myth of the 

stereotype represented in Essex Man? 

Firstly, it sets out to examine working- class lives and will consider the significance of 

education, family and class on the life experiences of individuals whose teenage years 

were spent in 1980s Essex. Secondly, it will also explore how the subjective 

experience of life histories differs from the myth and stereotype represented by Essex 

Man. 'Essex man' and 'Essex woman' are caricatures, but these are not simply random 

characterisations but have cultural meanings and a political purpose behind them. This 

thesis sets out to show the complexity and the social reality through the narratives of 

the participants who were teenagers in the 1980s. In his article for The Guardian, Tim 

Burrows (2019) makes this clear:  
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The invention of “Essex” is, above all, a political story. At a time when 

English identity – and the will of the “real people” – is at the centre of our 

politics, the usefulness of these myths becomes clearer than ever. 

(Burrows, 2019)  

1.1. What will it argue? 

The thesis will argue that education, family and class played a large part in the life 

experiences of the participants in this study and framed their identities. It will also 

examine the fact that families believed in education and saw it as a way for their 

children to have greater choice and opportunity and they engaged with their children’s 

education to bring that about. This in turn has brought about an attitude to lifelong 

learning which can be seen in the participants’ accounts, although school was 

important for the informants’ parents in many cases it was sometimes seen as less so 

for the participants when they were teenagers. Education however has played a large 

role in their lives and each of them returned to education after leaving school for one 

reason or another. Education is seen by the participants and their families as a way to 

improve one’s life opportunities. The thesis will challenge traditional stereotypes about 

both the working class and the Essex Identity. It will also consider and contest the view 

that working-class children are not encouraged to be aspirational by their parents or 

teachers and that for many of the participants’ parents, educational opportunities were 

important for their children because they wished for them to have greater choice. It will 

also argue that it is possible to be both aspirational and to hold on to one’s working-

class traits. This does not mean that working-class people are stagnant but that they 

value family life and hope for society to be fair. Although they often seize the 
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opportunities when they are presented them, their limited economic and social capital 

means that these opportunities are not habitual.  

Sennett and Cobb (1977) argue that the hidden injuries of class exist and this thesis 

shows that they continue to persist in society.  The participants in the study have 

developed the qualities seen as essential to thrive in a neoliberal society, which can 

broadly be defined as the expansion of competitive markets into all aspects of life.  To 

prosper they need to be prepared to let go of their ‘working-class-ness’, such as 

changing their accents. The participants showed that working-class individuals can 

flourish if they select certain paths, which allow them to succeed. From these 

accounts, grammar schools are not the answer to social mobility, and in the main the 

working-class participants and their families were looking to have a better life not to 

become socially mobile, in the sense of moving into another class. The thesis will also 

consider that a lack of social network, experience and capital both economic and 

cultural, play a more vital role in educational choices than a lack of aspiration. The life 

course narratives also show that working-class life is precarious, maybe less so for 

the participants than that of their grandparents, but precarious nonetheless. For many 

of them, a lack of capital and job security at different points in their lives has meant 

that they are often only a pay cheque away from hardship.  

Although initially this thesis set out to challenge the myth and stereotype of Essex 

Man, the research showed that there were similarities between the participants and 

that there were in fact Essex traits, which persisted through the narratives - 

entrepreneurialism, individualism, hard work and family loyalty. There, however, is little 

indication of support by the participants or their parents for Thatcher and the 

Conservative Party and in some cases, there was out-and-out rejection of politicians. 
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It will argue that family histories play a large role in a working-class identity and 

although the participants do not necessarily present themselves as working class in a 

traditional and collective way, they have strong roots in their family histories and do 

not reject their working-class past.  

It will argue that Essex Man is far more complex than the stereotype suggests, the 

teenagers’ parents’ origins were far-reaching and many of the identities which were 

discussed by the participants had as much to do with these family histories as growing 

up in Essex. The thesis will also show that the Essex working class are not necessarily 

immobile and in a state of inertia, but are prepared to move to look for work or gain 

qualifications in order to provide themselves with better opportunities. The findings 

also suggest that the stereotype and myth although often negative can be used by the 

informants as one that was positive to mitigate the power imbalance that they often 

faced.  

1.2. Where will the thesis be located? 

The research will be placed in the geographical location of South Essex, around the 

area known as Estuary Essex, the part of Essex which runs along the north side of the 

River Thames, stretching from East London out to Southend-on-Sea and the North 

Sea. This is commuter belt country, inhabitants travelling to and from London by train 

on the Fenchurch Street Line or the Liverpool Street line or driving into London on the 

A13 or A127 roads.  
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Figure 1. Map of Essex. 

South Essex reaches from the East London suburbs such as Barking and Dagenham 

and Havering out towards the North Sea to Shoeburyness. This part of Essex was not 

a place of heavy traditional industry, although in Dagenham there was the large Ford’s 

factory and Canvey Island was notable for its connection to the petrochemical industry.  

Traditionally, Essex was an agrarian society, but it was also known for its fishing and 

its development of seaside resorts such as Southend-on Sea and Clacton in the north 

of Essex. As a county it is a rich and varied location, with its grey skies and greyer sea 

reaching out to the marshlands. Its local history is closely associated with Saxon 

invasions, the Battle of Benfleet, the Peasants’ Revolt 1381, witchcraft and smuggling 

as well as the Windrush arrival. It was home to The Boleyn family of Rochford, and 

was the location for Elizabeth I’s great speech at the start of the Spanish Armada 

invasion. Far from being a cultural wasteland, as many consider, it has a rich and 

varied history.  

The educational experience of working-class children is a topic which has been much 

written about over the last eighty years. There continues to be a cause for concern 

that working-class students consistently under-perform in school and do not get the 

educational opportunities and results that their middle-class counterparts do. In 2014 

the House of Commons set up a parliamentary education committee to examine the 
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continued failure of white working-class children and their results published in the 

report, Underachievement in Education by White Working-Class Children (Parliament, 

House of Commons 2014). Their findings identified the following as key issues that 

theoretically play a role, poor aspirations, parental involvement and lack of cultural 

capital; many of these ideas have been previously discussed by academics. There are 

several possible reasons for this according to theorists and policy makers, One of the 

most prominent theories originated with the French sociologists, Pierre Bourdieu and 

Jean-Claude Passeron (1977). They argued that working-class children struggle 

educationally because they do not have a cultural capital which is consistent with the 

middle-class value system which schools are founded upon. This idea recognised that 

working-class culture is not less than the middle-class culture but different. Bourdieu 

believed that working-class students are also disadvantaged because of their lack of 

economic capital and their lack of social connections, social capital. The final theory 

which will also be considered in this thesis is the idea of habitus. This is significant 

because it draws on the history and experience of each individual, it is the quality that 

makes you fit in to a setting or a ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1977) as he describes it. Habitus 

(Bourdieu 1977) is unquantifiable but it is a theory drawn upon by many theorists and 

is considered significant factor in life choices and social mobility. These theories and 

other factors will be considered in relation to class, family and schooling.  

If we are to consider some of these theories, it is important to place them within a 

context and a locale to explore their significance on individual lives. The location 

selected for this piece of research is Essex and it will consider the educational  

experiences of adults who were teenagers in the 1980s. This location was selected 

because of its social and political prominence in recent discourse. Known as a location 

where the inhabitants are aspirational and socially mobile, it also is seen as a place 
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where the new working class (Crewe, 1983, Crewe, 1986) can throw off their shackles 

and collective working-class identity, while still being viewed by many as a location 

which is culturally lacking. The 1980s heralded the rise of the first female Prime 

Minister and Essex was an area where she had supporters in large numbers, or so it 

seemed as the working class in turn believed in individualism and an opportunity to 

get on. The 1980s was also famous for the emergence of an until then unrecognised 

social phenomenon, the Essex Man, who was identified in a now iconic article.  

Maggie’s Mauler was published in the Sunday Telegraph on the 7th October 1990. 

Although Heffer (1990) later clarified his article and said that he was celebrating Essex 

Man, he was mainly talking about those city workers who had benefitted from 

Thatcher’s policies. Essex Man takes several forms. He was working class and living 

in the county of Essex, the skilled worker. He was also one of those who found jobs in 

the City and commuted to Fenchurch Street Station and Liverpool Street Station and 

those who owned their own businesses. Heffer (1990) believed it was the reason 

Thatcherism was successful. In a later article Peter May (May, 2012) noted that he 

added the point, ‘The barrow boy who uses instinct and energy rather than contacts 

and education…’ (page 3: May 2012) 

It is important to acknowledge that Essex Man is a stereotype. Many assumptions are 

made about him which hold some truth but unpacking this as an identity is important. 

When looking at the social structure, Essex Man is generally viewed as working class 

and as a result this makes him interesting when examining Bourdieu’s theories for 

several reasons. This research will show that although the participants saw Essex Man 

as a stereotype and did not see themselves as having the characteristics of Essex 

Man, but they also accepted and acknowledged that there were Essex attitudes and 
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characteristics. The participants also played to the Essex stereotype when it suited 

their purposes, in some ways using it and ‘owning it’ as we see in other communities, 

suggesting the stereotype could be a useful one in certain circumstances, it often 

empowered them to make it a positive representation.  

Essex Man is viewed as having certain characteristics. Firstly, during the 1980s they 

were seen as supporters of the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and this 

suggested that for materialistic reasons, they were members of the new working class, 

(Crewe, 1986) who shrugged off their history and working-class identity and followed 

the Conservative Party in their quest for a society where choice and competition were 

its key concerns. The development of a type of neo-liberalism, which was difficult to 

fully classify (Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018) was an important change that was occurring 

during the 1980s, when Thatcher was Prime Minister. The Conservative government’s 

economic policies came under the influence of Milton Friedman and Hayek. During 

this time there was a paradigm shift away from the Keynesian  policies of post-war 

Britain (Moore, 2013), which occurred after the landslide victory of the Labour 

Government in 1945. These new policies were a resurgence of 19 th century liberal 

policies which were associated with laissez faire liberalism and economic policies 

(Sandbrook, 2019). The role of the state and government spending were both reduced 

and led to an increase of the role of the private sector in both society and government. 

This led to greater privatisation but also deregulation and increase in free trade.  

Secondly, as a group they were viewed as materially aspirational; they wished to be 

socially mobile and were excellent examples of working-class embourgeoisement. 

Thirdly, Essex Man was and still is seen as uncultured and lacking in education. 

Finally, Essex Man culturally has a unique identity in relation to media portrayals being 

the doyen of social mobility, as well as being crass, materialistic and without taste. 
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Essex is a place of great paradoxes being both what the elite hope that the working 

class should seek to become, aspirational, home owning and individualistic but 

contradictory in the refusal of its inhabitants to conform to middle-class norms and 

tastes. 

The inhabitants of Essex are interesting to examine because there are some 

inconsistencies in the description of Essex Man, viewed as uneducated but considered 

to be upwardly mobile and aspirational. As a member of the working class and 

supposedly a social phenomenon, their attitudes towards education in relation to their 

own children are ones which are fascinating to explore particularly with regard to 

Essex Man’s own contradictory nature.  

Working-class under-achievement has remained an issue, which has challenged 

academics, educationalists and politicians through the twentieth and into the twenty -

first century, particularly that of white working-class boys. It is a topic which has an 

abundance of literature, although little has been written about in relation to education 

and Essex Man. The problem continues to be a subject for great debate and even if 

well-meaning, often pathologizes the working class in the process for a lack of 

aspiration (Barrett, 2011) poor parenting (Shipman, 2010), lack of high culture 

(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) and working-class immobility (Ball, 1998). Steph 

Lawler (Lawler, 2000) says referring to both Walkerdine (1990) and Roberts (Roberts, 

1999a) the answer to the ‘problem’ of the working class has been conventionally to 

make them like their middle-class counter-parts. This idea is interesting with regard to 

Essex Man, with his belief in social mobility, being aspirational, individualistic and 

independent.  These are the features many would argue of the middle class. 
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1.3. Rationale 

This piece of research has been undertaken for several reasons. The first is my 

interest in social justice and inequality and the fact that as a teacher for the past 

twenty-five years I have worked with teenagers from the middle and working class 

while I have actively encouraged all children to achieve in school. The research is 

interested in why sometimes working-class children do not always fulfil their potential 

and the reasons why that may be. The ongoing debate about ethnic minorities and 

working-class children not getting into Oxford and Cambridge Universities for all their 

access programmes is often laid at the doors of comprehensive schools, with phrases 

such as low aspirations constantly bandied around, whether it be at working-class 

parents or comprehensive school teachers. 

Another reason is due to the lack of identification that I felt with other studies that 

examined the lives of the working classes. This thesis sets out to challenge those 

stereotypes and generalisations about the working class and those people living in 

Essex. Having grown up in Essex and taught in the county for many years, I have seen 

little evidence to suggest that working-class families do not value education or 

qualifications. Although there have been many studies produced about working-class 

communities (Willis 1977, Charlesworth 2000, Skeggs 2004, Goldthorpe et al., 1968) 

few have been produced about the working class of the south of England (Pahl, 1984, 

Rogaly and Taylor, 2009) outside of London, particularly Essex. Although Hayes and 

Hudson (2001) undertook a quantitative piece of research, which examined Basildon 

in the 1990s, none have been completed which examine the lives of individuals more 

intensively (Harre, 1979).  
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The context of the research is the 1980s and this historical perspective has allowed 

me to explore the development of the identity of Essex Man and Woman or Essex Girl 

as she is often referred to, and the almost folklore or urban myth with regard to their 

representation. The aim was to consider the political allegiances of this group and their 

attitudes to working-class consciousness during a time when this location was an area 

seen to have supported Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party.  

The method enabled me to consider issues such as ‘habitus’, which Bourdieu (1977) 

speaks of and this will be discussed more fully by using a qualitative narrative method, 

allowing an exploration of the educational experience of teenagers from a 

retrospective point of view allowing them to look back in their lives and to consider 

their experiences of schooling but also to consider the choices they made at the time.  

A number of modern researchers and academics (Stahl and Reay, 2012, Reay, 1996) 

argue that class cannot be looked at in isolation and needs to be examined in the 

context of their family histories and this is also the case they argue when looking at 

habitus. The retrospective account of teenage lives has also enabled an exploration 

of social mobility, because participants provide trajectories of their lives. It also allows 

an examination of some of the key theoretical issues when looking at working-class 

lives through the informants’ accounts, such as lack of aspirations, labelling and a lack 

of economic resources. 

1.4. The Structure 

The thesis is structured as follows, Chapter One: Introduces the thesis and explains 

the rationale behind it. It sets out the structure of the research and defines the terms 

used within the thesis and sets out the research questions.  
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The second chapter, Theories, concepts and language: The conceptual framework,  

examines some of the key terms used within the thesis and how they are being used.  

Chapter Three, Social Class and Education, examines the literature which has been 

written in relation to class, education and family. It will examine the literature, which 

explores working-class identity, the experience of schooling, social mobility and the 

way in which choices are made.  

Chapter Four, Time and Space, provides the background and context to the 

experiences of the participants and the location of Essex. The chapter is divided into 

two sections; the first examines the 1980s and key events which may be referenced 

by the participants and the second explores the location of Essex and its depiction and 

the growth of the idea of the Essex man.  

Chapter Five discusses the Methodology: This chapter will set out how the thesis has 

been undertaken. It will discuss how the data has been collected using the informal 

interviews and the writing of the narrative accounts, which will be known as learning 

lives trajectories. It will explore how the data has been analysed and it will examine 

the benefits of the method used but will also explore the weaknesses.  

The next chapter, Learning Lives, retells the stories of the participants presenting their 

accounts based on the interviews that they had as part of the research. These are 

learning lives trajectories based mainly upon the participants’ teenage years but will 

see what happened to the individuals as they entered adult life. 

Chapter Seven is White Flights of Fancy: three generations and the search for a better 

life This chapter examines the reasons why families moved to Essex and considers 

the family origins of each of the participants, their experiences of social mobili ty and 

aspirations.  
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Chapter Eight examines Fitting In: The role of habitus and cultural capital in schooling. 

This chapter will examine the experience of being in school and an exploration of 

attitudes to education from the families and the ways in which parents supported their 

children. 

Chapter Nine examines Getting by: identity, work and politics: This chapter explores 

the Essex Identity and how the participants responded to work and their political 

beliefs.  

Chapter Ten provides a Conclusion: This chapter will draw together the findings, 

consolidating the analysis chapters by answering the initial research questions and 

drawing conclusions from the research. 
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Chapter Two: Theories, concepts and 

language: The conceptual framework  

2.1. Introduction. 

The thesis makes use of a variety of terms and this chapter sets out to explain what 

those phrases are and how they are being used. The framework will underpin the 

concepts that will frame the research, methodology and findings. There are a number 

of concepts which are used throughout this research and it seems important to 

establish clear definitions or at least the discussions surrounding the term. 

2.2. Class 

While set in Essex, central to this thesis is the idea of class. This section will initially 

explore the changing nature of the classification of society, and it will then examine 

some of the definitions of the working class.  

It seems important to mention the nineteenth-century social prophet Karl Marx here, 

to highlight his influence; he classified individuals in collective groupings, according to 

their different relations to their means of production (Cannadine, 1998).  Three 

categories exist around the three key groups of landowners, bourgeois capitalists and 

proletarian workers. This concept has been used as a framework for many studies. 

These three simple groupings are useful for defining the nature of society in industrial 

Britain in the nineteenth century but do not necessarily fully apply to contemporary 

society. A.H. Halsey (1995) argues that the groupings eventually became consolidated 
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to reflect upper, middle and lower. Halsey (1995) suggests that the class structure as 

devised by Marx ha been merely placed over the old feudal system.  

 Williams (1976) argued that the ‘blanket’ term working class is simplistic, with the 

middle class becoming sub-divided into upper and lower middle-class, while the 

working class became divided into skilled, semi-skilled and labourers. Thompson 

(1963) had already shown that there were different types of working class. The term 

the ‘labour aristocracy’ (Pelling, 1979) started to develop, reflecting the concept that 

some members of the working class were more affluent than others and as a result 

their priority was their own self- interest.  This idea developed in the 20th century with 

the idea of embourgeoisement and the affluent worker.  For many academics and 

commentators, the main concern when examining class has been to differentiate 

between the middle and working class. Savage (2015) states that Britain is fairly 

unique as in many countries, individuals are happy to be grouped as middle class. He 

states that in Britain to claim to be middle class is to assert both cultural snobbery and 

privilege: ‘For much  of the twentieth century these uncertainties fuelled the English 

preoccupation with class and classification around the axial divide’ (Savage, 2015 p. 

31). 

The more clearly defined understanding of class as upper, middle and lower has gone 

(Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018). Many of the studies which inform our understanding of 

the working class in the 20th century use a variety of phrases which can in fact be 

interchangeable because there are such small differences.  

During the 20th century individuals began to be classified in society through the use of 

class schemas and for most of the 20th century, the Registrar General’s class scale, 
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was used. This was divided into manual and non-manual and there were six 

categories.(Savage, 2015)  

This is particularly pertinent when considering the skilled worker occupations against 

the white-collar workers in the service industries.  White-collar work was seen as a  

middle-class position, due to the qualifications and salaries required to work in an 

office, although since the 1980s this has not necessarily been the case, due to the 

expansion of office work, particularly the growth of low paid roles.  In relation to mobility 

through the classes, this highlights the problematic nature of classification in 

contemporary society. It also suggests that the class schemas are not as clear as they 

set out to be as they present the view that a white-collar worker is better paid and more 

highly qualified than a blue-collar worker, and assume that office workers are 

professionals. (Lockwood, 1958) It has been shown since the 19th century that the 

position of the office worker or the clerk is problematic when trying to identify members 

of the working class as well as their class consciousness. 

Goldthorpe developed a seven-fold scheme in the 1970s that seemed to take out 

moral or cu ltural divisions and paid much greater attention to the nature of people’s 

employment and is seen as a much more satisfactory way to place occupations. 

(Savage 2015). The majority of the fathers in this study fell within the category of skilled 

manual workers, category VI, although some appear to have had more supervisory 

roles or even owned their own business at points.  

The National Readership Survey (NRS) scale is often referred to, and the media and 

historians make use of the term C2s, classed      as skilled manual workers. This group 

is particularly significant to this study, because this is the group that the Conservative 

party in the 1980s set out to attract as will be seen later.   
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A new class survey, published in 2013, divided British society into seven categories 

based on economic, social and cultural capital. (Savage 2015) Meanwhile, Savage 

(2015) argues that apart from the wealthy elite and the precariat the majority of 

individuals are still in the middle, divided into five blurred and messy boundaries. 

Commentators have used different phrases, such as the affluent worker and the 

traditional worker (Goldthorpe et al., 1968) the new working class (Crewe, 1986), and 

the labour aristocracy (Pelling,1979). The affluent worker is a phrase which was used 

by the sociologists in the Luton study and had been used previously, but it identifies 

the phrase that developed at the end of the 1980s which was the new working class 

as different to the traditional working class. Crewe identified this group in a number of 

articles and papers and drew attention to the fact that this new group      emerged 

(Crewe, 1973, 1983, 1986). The main political distinction between the new and 

traditional working class was that the traditional working class seemed to be more 

instinctive and reinforced in their support of the Labour Party. The new working class 

seems now to have been more widely related to call centre workers and learning 

support assistants (Ainsley, 2018). There is also greater use of the word ‘ordinary’ 

(Savage et al., 2001) those who are neither rich nor poor, neither working nor middle 

class.  Selina Todd (2014) and Savage (2015) both discuss the issues surrounding 

the complex nature of the ideas around class which are complex and contested, 

particularly the distinction between the working class and middle class. The rules are 

not hard and fast and, in the thesis, I have used the term Upper Working Class. This 

is term is often used in the works that I have examined as part of the literature review 

often without a clear definition, but I am using it to identify those who sit on the cusp 

of the middle class which means individuals are not excluded from this group due to 

their occupations.   The phrase upper working class allows for an element of social 
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mobility without moving class, it allows for individuals to be aspirational. Individuals 

may have a skilled-occupation or a supervisory role but may not necessarily have the 

education or social capital to place them into the middle classes. They may have a 

disposable income or a business and they probably own their own property. They may 

identify as working class but they also have a family history that associates them as 

being working class even if they are fairly affluent.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

2.3. Bourdieu and Capital.  

As this chapter considers theories, concepts and language it is important to highlight 

the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Occupation is not the only way in which individuals can 

be classified. Bourdieu demonstrated an alternative approach through the idea of 

social reproduction. His work has been widely influential, and many use his ideas and 

terminology as part of their conceptual ‘toolbox’ (Goetze, 2017, p. 15).  Many of 

Bourdieu’s concepts are being used to frame this research and like other researchers 

I frame my research using his concepts. This section will discuss his concepts and 

their definitions.  

Bourdieu espoused the concept of social reproduction and saw class as historical 

(Savage, 2015).        Previously class had been concentrated on the boundaries 

between the middle and working class such as employment and economic factors.  

Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1986) focused on three forms of capital, economic, social, and 

cultural, and these all have a role in the continued wealth and status of families. The 

valued capital in society belongs to the middle classes and this is legitimised through 

middle-class values, so for example good taste belongs to the middle class (Bourdieu, 
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1986) supporting the concept of social reproduction where one’s position is maintained 

because a family’s capital passes from one generation to the next.  

If we look more closely at the three distinct types of capital which individuals can 

access, the first is economic capital, the financial capital that families have.  

Traditionally economic capital was about passing money from one generation to the 

next. The second is social capital, these are the connections one has and can relate 

to symbolic capital, the honour, prestige and recognition. The final capital is cultural 

capital and this is less easy to define; cultural capital takes its shape in a variety of  

ways, but Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) argued that families also pass on cultural 

capital which could be qualifications or types of knowledge.  It could be argued that if 

we are trying to evaluate why there continue to be inequalities in school, it is cul tural 

capital that potentially is the most important capital when understanding why some 

children succeed and others do not. It is significant because if we are to take this 

approach, working-class children lack the capital required to achieve in school and as 

a result they are immediately disadvantaged. Middle-class children are provided with 

the right tools to help them thrive in school. Savage (2015) states however that the 

power of cultural capital depends on it not being recognized directly. 

This leads us on to another definition, that of habitus. Sullivan (2002) argues that this 

is almost impossible to define; many, however, have tried. Habitus is central to this 

study because it is that ‘something’, that relates to success in certain ‘spaces’, are you  

a ‘fish out of water’? (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979) Or do you arrive with that 

‘something’ that makes you fit in? Karl Maton (2008) agrees that it is almost indefinable 

as he comments: 
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Simply put, habitus focuses on our way of acting, feeling, thinking and 

being. It captures how we carry ourselves within our history, how we 

make those choices to act in certain ways and not others. This is an 

ongoing and active process - we are engaged in a continuous process of 

making history, but not under conditions of our own making. (Maton, 

2008, p.52) 

As already mentioned, if we think about habitus as the ability to ‘fit in’, this ability to ‘fit 

in’ cannot just occur, it is about the family history and experience that an individual 

goes through (Bourdieu, 1999, Reay, 2004). It is a ‘dynamic concept, a rich interlacing 

of past and present, individual and collective’ (Reay et al., 2010, p2). Many of the more 

recent studies regarding class draw on this, in many ways indefinable, concept called 

habitus. Bourdieu (1993) describes it as ‘a power of adaptation’, as ‘It constantly 

performs an adaptation to the outside world which only occasionally takes the form of 

radical conversion’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p.88). 

There does seem to be a fear in working-class people of ‘not fitting in’ and therefore 

refusing to move into new ‘fields’, a term used to describe different environments or 

settings. It does seem, though, that there is little said in this world of diversity and 

opening of participation, about that idea of not being accepted. The implication is that 

working-class people fear that they would be looked down upon, and little 

consideration is given to the fact that this may in fact be the actual reality that they 

experience. So those who suggest that working-class people lack ambition or 

aspiration do not always consider the fact that often those doors are shut to them by 

gatekeepers, who make assumptions about them or consider them unsuitable for the 

institutions they are trying to enter. 
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Bourdieu has played a significant role in setting the agenda for class inequalities and 

although Bourdieu is often used unquestioningly his theories provide useful 

frameworks.  At the same time, not everyone is convinced by his discussions of the 

working class, for example, ‘the superficiality of his treatment of the working class is 

matched only by its condescension’ (Jenkins, 1992, p.148). 

There are problems with Bourdieu’s work; as it originated in France, it cannot always 

be applied to Britain, particularly as the education systems are very different, 

predominantly in relation to the roles of the teacher. In Britain, teachers tend to have 

had, particularly in modern times, a much greater pastoral role and many teachers 

have working-class roots.  Clever working-class children, as Diane Reay (2017) says 

in Miseducation are directed towards teaching as a career path. The importance of the 

role of cultural capital and habitus which is central to this work draws attention to this 

as an issue and is important towards understanding why many working-class children 

fail at school. Although it can be questioned, there is an unscientifically observed ‘truth’ 

about Bourdieu’s work, and this cannot always be quantified. Bourdieu’s structural 

approach also does not acknowledge the role of human agency in social mobility. This 

research attempts to consider why some working-class individuals succeed 

academically and some do not, even when they fundamentally have similar 

backgrounds. There has been little written about this, although Ingram’s (2011) 

research is important in this field. Much of the reading that has informed this study 

heavily relies on Bourdieusian theories (Reay, 2013, Skeggs, 2004, Stahl, 2014, 

Charlesworth, 2000, Sullivan, 2002) as a framework or a toolbox when undertaking 

research. 
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Another reason Bourdieu will be relevant to this research is because we see 

Bourdieu’s ideas being used in relation to class schemas.  Savage (2015) returned to 

and updated class schemas based on a Bourdieusian study of class groupings and 

identities in Britain in the 2010s.  This study found that Britain was fragmented into 

seven class groupings. At the top and bottom there was a small group, the elite and 

the precariat respectively. The five groups in the middle had more blurred and messy 

boundaries, which suggested that class appeared to have become increasingly 

complex and mediated. 

2.4. Myth. 

Another concept which is used in the thesis is myth. According to Robert Anderson, 

‘A view…may be called “mythical” not because it was necessarily untrue, but because 

it idealized and simplified the facts and had an inspirational or creative function which 

took on a life of its own’ (Anderson, 1985, p. 83). 

Myth is a story (Segal, 2015). There are many stories that are myths about something 

significant, for example progression ‘from rags to riches’.  Often today a myth is seen 

as false but Paul Cobley (2011) talks of myth being between history and literature, 

arising not from fact or personal invention but from transmission and memory.  

The Essex Man myth emerges out of the supposedly mobile and aspirational upper 

working-class who were seen as supporters of Thatcher in the 1980s. This myth itself 

emerged out of the infamous newspaper article which presented Essex Man as 

‘industrious, mildly brutish and culturally barren’ (Heffer,1990). This myth is not 

completely false and identifies the growth of the new working class that emerged at 

this time, when it was easier to borrow money and buy property.  Culturally this myth 

is represented in television and film and in doing so reinforces it and embeds it in the 
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collective memory. This myth has continued to be perpetuated by media portrayals 

which have certainly increased over the last ten years with television shows such as 

Educating Essex (2011), The Only Way is Essex (2010) also known as TOWIE and 

even Love Island (2015) where the contestants are often from Essex. Myth is used in 

relation to both the idea of Essex Man and Woman but also in place myths which are 

discussed through the work of Millington (2015). Much more than in England, a certain 

view of the educational past has underlain current controversies in Scotland, a view 

which may be called 'mythical' not because it was necessarily untrue, but because it 

idealized and simplified the facts and had an inspirational or creative function which 

took on a life of its own.  The myth of the lad of parts became part of the ideology of 

nineteenth-century individualism or meritocracy, in which a limited equality of 

opportunity was held to justify the reinforcing of structural inequalities.  The lad of parts 

that Anderson (1985) refers to reflects the educated socially mobile Scottish who went 

on through their ability to be successful and this myth continued to be perpetuated.   

In many ways the use of the myth surrounding Essex Man continues to do the same. 

It suggests that you can get on and be wealthy if you are prepared to go outside the 

box. The other myth in relation to working-class lives is the myth of ‘getting out’ 

The myth needs to have an element of truth in the story and it does not take much to 

see these figures that Heffer (1990) talks of.  As Bragg (2005) describes, these folk 

demons are across the country. Is it a way to maintain structures, these people are 

successful and financially secure, without the step up those others have with contacts 

and education? Is it not easier to suggest that they are ignorant to keep them in their 

place, a way of undermining them?  
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Cobley (2011) talks about the need to bust myths.  This thesis has set out to explore 

the experiences of the children of Essex Man, and to show that the myth is more 

complicated and nuanced than the traditional picture implies.  

Millington (2015) argues that:  

the twin place-myths of Essex (1) working-class “embourgeoisement” via 

post-war suburbanisation from London; and (2) social mobility via the 

individualistic, entrepreneurial drive encouraged by Margaret Thatcher 

and her Conservative government during the 1980s, a decade when 

Essex, by repute, became the popular vanguard of Thatcherism (Biressi 

and Nunn 2013: 23). These myths may be viewed as ideological 

accoutrements to post War welfarist and later, neoliberal forms of 

governance. (Millington 2015, p. 274) 

Millington (2015) also remarks that ‘Each myth, with its conjunctural accentuation of 

social mobility obfuscates the experience of many working-class Londoners who did 

not make long term gains, or became disillusioned after leaving the city for south 

Essex.’ (Millington 2015, p. 274).  The present study explores in depth the lived 

experiences of individuals underlying the familiar myth. 

2.4. Stereotype  

How therefore is the idea of a stereotype different from a myth? Young (2012) explores 

the ‘reality’ (Young 2012, p. 1141) of the Ned or Chav and finds that this reality is much 

more nuanced than the stereotype suggests and often young people chose to self -

label themselves in this way, and in doing so acquire the attributes of these 

stereotypes.  ‘Social stereotypes exaggerate and homogenise traits held to be 
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characteristic of particular categories and serve as a blanket generalisation for all 

individuals assigned to such categories.’ (Pickering 2001, p. 10) This thesis sets out 

to explore the stereotype that is Essex Man and to examine the lives of eight 

individuals who grew up in the 1980s with the aim of examining the life experience of 

those individuals. Pickering (2015) argues that critical analytical commentary on 

stereotypes needs to focus, ‘not only on the pernicious images of public stereotyping 

and their discursive properties’ (Pickering 2015, page 7) 

How does Essex Man/Woman fit into this ideal? Bad taste, ignorant, extravagant, 

tasteless, uneducated ‘but also, on the broad relational dynamics of power and conflict 

that are always present in stereotyping as a social process’ (Pickering 2015, page 7). 

Is Essex Man kept in his place by this? The choice to vote Conservative, in the way 

that people voted Brexit is perceived as being the choice of the uneducated and stupid. 

There is reasoning behind the choices as Davis (2011) in his chapter on Essex cab 

drivers shows. Pickering (2015) also says and ‘on the underlying sources of the 

affective feelings and attitudes which they both draw on and help sustain’ (Pickering 

2015, p. 7) The underlying disdain but paired with the celebration of mediocrity, 

TOWIE mainly celebrates and reinforces the stereotype rather than challenges.   

2.5. Turning points, generations and trajectories. 

When I use the phrase turning points (Laborde, Lelièvre, Vivier & Coleman, 2007), I 

am talking about events that may be identified as outstanding events in one’s life. 

These can take different forms such as personal events, for example the death of a 

parent. In the case of this study turning points can take different educational shapes, 

such as failing an exam, meeting an influential teacher, not getting into the university 

that you wanted to go to, or having a child. Turning points also can take the shape of 
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a highly significant world event such as war or depression, which may impact on the 

life of an individual.  So, for example in this study the Second World War impacts on 

many of the family members, but we also see that policies that were initiated by the 

Conservative government, such as on education, health and the economy, were key 

events impacting on the lives of the informants.   

Elder (1998) discusses the significance of historical events and individual experiences  

connected through the family: 

Historical forces shape the social trajectories of family, education, and 

work, and they in turn influence behaviour and particular lines of 

development. Some individuals are able to select the paths they follow, 

a phenomenon known as human agency, but these choices are not made 

in a social vacuum. All life choices are contingent on the opportunities 

and constraints of social structure and culture (Elder 1998, p. 2).  

The misfortune of one member is shared through relationships. The example he gives 

is the Great Depression which impacted not just on the individual men that lost jobs 

but through the stress of economic deprivation impacted on their emotions and in 

doing so impacted on both their marriages and their parenting:  ‘Lives are lived 

interdependently, and social and historical influences are expressed through this 

network of shared relationships.’ (Elder 1998, p.4). 

Such turning points are also experienced by different generations.  Purhonen (2017) 

notes that ‘generation’ is a word that is widely used but it is not always clear what is 

meant by it.(Purhonen 2017, p168) There are two basic concepts here, the first in 

reference to the  generations of the family as a structuring principle in the kinship 

system. Within households there are often people from two, three or even four 
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generations so major events will impact on each of the generations in different ways, 

although parents and grandparents may often have gone through shared experiences, 

for example during the War. 

The second way in which generation is used is more collective than those understood 

between family and kinship groups: 

Generation then consists of a group of people born at the same time, or during a 

certain period. Often, but not always, the view is supplemented by the idea that 

these people are not only of a similar age, but they share also share common 

unifying experiences - usually thought to be a formative experience during young 

adulthood - which separate them from older and younger groups and therefore 

is the reason behind calling them a generation. (Purhonen 2017, p. 168).  

In this study the participants are classed as members of Generation X and they 

experienced their teenage lives in a completely different way to other generations. 

Generation X is the generation that is described as being born in the 1960s and in the  

1970s. Generation X might be compared with, for example, the ‘Greatest Generation’, 

Americans who lived through the Depression and fought in  the Second World War, the 

‘Silent Generation’ born between 1928 and 1945, the ‘Baby Boomers’ born after the 

War between 1946 and 1964, the Millennials born between 1991 and 1995, and 

Generation Z, born between 1996 and 2010. Within this study the role of the 

generation is important as it focuses on the shared experiences of a generational 

cohort that was in its teenage years during Thatcher’s Conservative government. 

The term generation is used because it gives room for a broader range of ages than 

purely Thatcher’s children (Todd 2014, p. 337) who grew up in the 1980s.        
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Within households there are often people from two, three or even four generations so 

major events will impact on each of the generations in different ways. (Biesta et al., 

2011, Purhonen, 2017).   

Finally, I have used the word ‘trajectory’ to convey the life course which, as Elizabeth 

D. Hutchison affirms in her classic text, is ‘not a straight path; it is a path with both 

continuities and twists and turns’ (Hutchison 2018, p. 9). I am writing about their 

learning lives, the shape their education evolved after 16. The accounts are not full life 

stories and present the key theme of educational experiences of the participants. The 

trajectory was based on human agency, historical time and geographic place, 

decisions that were made and how lives were connected with family, friends and 

teachers and the impact of key events on their lives.  

2.6. Conclusion. 

This section has established some of the key terms that are used in the thesis. The 

discussion of class is a particularly important element of the thesis particularly as it 

explores the terrain between the middle class and the working class. Its subjects do 

not fit comfortably into either definition. They are aspirational, wishing for choice and 

opportunities, mobile in a geographical sense and home owners so do not fit with the 

traditional view of the working class, but academically and occupationally th ey do not 

fit the characteristics of the middle class. There is a gap in the literature that examines 

those who are on the boundaries of the working class or middle class.  As Todd (2014, 

p. 4) points out in the introduction to her book The People, ‘I looked in vain for my own 

family’s story when I went to read history, and continued to search for it fruitlessly 

throughout the next decade. Eventually I realised I would have to write this history 

myself.’ This thesis comes from the same place. The following literature review 
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presents a range of studies that examine working class life but few have examined 

closely the lives of those of the working class in Essex, especially those who were 

teenagers in the 1980s. This highlights the point that Todd makes, If gender and 

generation made a difference, so too did place. (Todd 2014, pp. 5-6). 
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Chapter Three: Social Class and 

Education.  

3.1 Introduction 

The overwhelming amount of literature written about class means that when 

considering what to include in a literature review, one is reminded of Becker 

commenting on being ‘terrorised by the literature’, (Becker, 2007, p.135) referring to 

the intimidating nature of the literature that knows no bounds. Rather than becoming 

overwhelmed with the literature that has been produced on class across the disciplines 

it is important to identify what this chapter is setting out to do. Having in the previous  

chapter considered the theories, concepts and language that are the foundations of 

this research, it is important to examine the debates and histories of what has gone 

before in earlier research and interpretations. Another aim is to identify the gaps in the 

research that has previously been completed and this is a challenge, but this literature 

review demonstrates that personal accounts are very useful when finding out about 

class. Little has been written about the working-class experience of those from Essex, 

particularly those who were teenagers in the 1980s. The work referred to in this 

chapter illustrates that although the working-class experience often has shared 

challenges across both time and place, as a group, the working class are not 

homogeneous and as individuals their lived experience, attitudes and identities are far 

more nuanced than the literature will often acknowledge. The literature review 

presents the variations of working-class life in a variety of times and places. It includes 

some of the very high profile and significant studies that have shaped modern 
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understanding of class. The literature review highlights the fact that although much 

has been writing about working-class lives, there is not much written about the Essex 

working class.  This thesis has produced work which will highlight the necessity to 

integrate assumptions about place within assumptions about class. When considering 

some of the key studies much that was produced related to location as much as social 

class. Charlesworth’s Rotherham is central to the lives of experiences of the 

informants in his study as is Luton to the affluent worker (Goldthorpe et al 1968) and 

the East End of London to Young and Wilmott’s (1962) Essex migrants.  Even with a 

small study it can be seen that assumptions about place and the myths about those 

locations often become central to the lives of the individuals who live there and the 

understanding of their own experiences.   

This section will attempt to locate Essex Man in what has gone before, looking at key 

studies which have influenced thinking on working-class life but also to explore both 

the representations and the dynamic nature of class, and also will set it against studies 

based in other locations. The next section of the chapter will consider the literature 

which considers key themes such as social mobility, education and choice.   

The thesis looks at a specific time and location, 1980’s Essex, but it has to be 

acknowledged that what has gone before in terms of previous studies and histories 

will impact on my understanding of class; one does not work in a vacuum. Those who 

participated in this research had a different understanding of class to each other and 

these understandings also varied from the different theories identified by sociologists 

and historians whose work is being examined in this chapter.  

Working-class individuals have different lives and values based on the time and space 

in which they live. If, therefore, the overall aim of this thesis is to examine the role of 
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education, family and class on the lives of working-class individuals and how they 

impact on the working-class experience of being at school, and the choices individuals 

make through the experience of growing up in Essex, the literature should provide the 

backdrop for this by examining key studies about working-class individuals in both 

educational fields and workplaces, and the way in which social mobility and choice 

can be impacted upon because of one’s class.  

3.2. Traditions, Debates and Histories: Locating Essex Man in 

Previous Interpretations.  

3.2.1. Representations of the working class 

If we consider Essex Man, it seems important to locate him within the representations 

of the working class over the 20th century. It is imperative to acknowledge that the 

depictions of the working class vary and are dependent on the context of the period in 

which they are being portrayed. The working class can also be presented in different 

ways either politically or through the media, if it is useful to those in power. Selina 

Todd’s book The People (2014), an historical text which makes use of personal 

accounts pf individual living in the 20th century to explore the ways in which the working 

class as a group transformed themselves, also noted that once they had gained an 

income what was crucial to them was a certain amount of security.  Todd (2014) 

observes that:       

Between 1910 and 1945 the working class transformed themselves from 

the poor into the people. They did not want to become respectable as 

middle-class social investigators fondly hoped: many wanted freedom 

from want and from anxiety and took advantage of a bit of security or 
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financial credit to have a good time when they could. They hankered after 

the good things in life, and after the Second World War they were 

encouraged to do so. Yet even when they managed to get holidays and 

houses, they remained at the bottom of the political and economic pile. 

Inherited wealth, education and networks remained important and 

influential; sudden wage rises, a minimum wage, or even a windfall on 

the pools could not close this gap. (Todd, 2014, p.9). 

This paragraph is enlightening, firstly it indicates that the security or financial credit did 

allow the working class to take advantage of holidays or even buy a house but they 

did not hanker after respectability. Todd (2014) also infers that the capital as described 

by Bourdieu was needed if the working class were going to close the gap with those 

above. Post -war Britain, Todd (2014) says presented the working class as the people, 

so too did academic studies, which presented this group as having their own histories 

and culture. This was also reflected in the kitchen-sink type dramas which were being 

produced at the time such as Look Back in Anger (Osborne, 1957). This descriptor, 

the people, is an interesting marker in the ways working-class people are labelled or 

identified. This paragraph highlights that vocabulary is important in setting the 

parameters for the identity and the power of the working class. The highlighting of the 

idea of ‘the people’ as opposed to the poor is an important one. This is one which is 

not unique to post-war Britain. The phrase ‘the people have spoken’ is now an 

important one in Brexit vernacular.  

Todd’s (2014) account moves away from this idea of the working class wishing to 

become middle class, which is an important distinction, the working class may have 

other reasons to want their lives to improve rather than just moving class.  
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Post-war Britain saw the emergence of ground-breaking studies (Hoggart, 1957, 

Williams, 1958, Thompson, 1963) which explored the lives of the working class as 

distinct from society as a whole. The Uses of Literacy (Hoggart, 1957) raised an 

awareness of working-class life and from it spawned other works and growing 

appreciation of working-class culture. In many ways an autobiographical recounting of 

Hoggart’s life growing up in Leeds, it raised concerns about the growing power of the 

Americanisation of English culture and saw signs of a growing th reat. These were left-

wing fears that working-class culture which had been grown organically out of the 

community in places such as Leeds was being swamped by a mass culture which was 

driven by commercialism and in doing so promoted uniformity. It mixed personal 

memoir, with both social history and a cultural critique rather than being an empirical 

study.  

This work presented the experience of being working class from the inside. Hoggart 

(1957) stressed the value of the novelists in the depiction of working-class life, in 

particular the role of someone such as D.H. Lawrence. He wished to remedy the 

ignorance of how the other half lives, as part of a new school of thinkers and writers 

who presented the importance of working-class culture. This study was very much of 

its time representing a northern traditional working class with a strong working-class 

identity. It clearly identified that the working-class experience was not uniform. This 

portrayal of the working class was a northern one and presented an alternative view 

to the one possibly that can be seen of the Essex working class.  

Another landmark study was Young and Willmott’s (1962) classic work set in the East 

End of London; this considered the move from Bethnal Green to the growing suburbs 

of Greenleigh, which was in fact a town called Debden in Essex, therefore giving an 
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insight of the newcomers from the East End to Essex at this time. It was mainly a 

comparative study using social observation rather than statistical information and was 

seen by many as ground-breaking. This piece of research discussed the move away 

from the East End to the more mundane existence of life in the suburbs. Young and 

Willmott (1962) argued for the loss of the quality of life, material gain and cultural loss. 

It argued that working-class life would reassert itself as it had done in Dagenham 

where apparently the similarities were great. The research suggested there was a loss 

of the three-tiered generational family, in many ways romanticizing life in the East End, 

as is often done in relation to life in the working class. It fails to acknowledge that 

moving away for many was the only option because they may not have been able to 

afford to live there. It expressed the loneliness of suburban existence but failed to 

acknowledge that Greenleigh to Bethnal Green was about thirty minutes on the tube. 

Establishing yourself in a new area, any area is difficult; if people were moving into the 

East End that move too may not have been so easy. These academic accounts 

provide an implied disapproval of the life, a rejection of working-class lifestyle which 

was not necessarily the case. It was the desire to have a better life, a more secure life 

and many of those family ties remained. It is an important study which shows the desire 

of the working class to build a better life for themselves and their families and to move 

to new locations to do this.                                                                 

If we continue to look at ground-breaking works of the 1950s and 60s, E.P Thompson’s 

The Making of the English Working Class. (1963) cannot be ignored. Thompson 

analyses the role of the working class in their own creation. ‘They were present at their 

own making’ is his much-quoted phrase. He attempted:   
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to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the “obsolete” hand-

loom weaver, the “Utopian” artisan, and even the deluded follower of 

Joanna Southcott, from the enormous condescension of posterity 

(Thompson, 1963, p.13). 

Thompson’s (1963) interpretation was important, because he presented the working 

classes as having a certain amount of agency, more central to bringing about change. 

It is a highly significant piece of social history which used primary evidence which 

represented the working class from their own accounts, he moved away from the Whig 

version of history, where they are merely bit-part players in the onward road of 

progress and presented these historical figures in a more human way, looking at group 

though little songs, traditions, letters, diaries and pamph lets. The importance of this 

work is to acknowledge the role of the skilled worker, the artisan, in shaping their own 

destiny and the importance in radical groups in bringing about change. He set out to 

show that the working class collaborated with the Industrial Revolution and took part 

in political action and were agents in their own destiny. As Thompson (1963) argues, 

class is not an objective category but something which is actively made by the 

participants, it is not a structure or category but happens as part of human 

relationships. (Ainsley 2018, Thompson 1963).  

3.2.2. The Affluent Working Class 

Contextually the working class was central in bringing about the end of the war; the 

new era in the 1950s and 60s not only brought about the rise of the working class but 

some would argue a decline of the status of the middle class (Todd 2014). The workers 

of the post-war years were often well paid; the strength of unions and the belief in 



50 

 

corporatism by these government allowed the workers of certain industries to be well-

paid and to have disposable incomes. 

One such key study, was The Affluent Worker (Goldthorpe et al., 1968). This raises 

the issue that the working class is not a homogenous group, however unvaryingly it 

may be presented by the media. This study reflected the growth of the affluent worker, 

who in this case worked in the car manufacturing industry and reflected upon the 

issues of those rather like Young and Willmott (1962) who moved away from the family 

and in doing so developed a more middle-class lifestyle. This research took the idea 

of embourgeoisement, the concept that once the working class became more affluent, 

they became less class-conscious and lost their working-class identity. The study set 

in Luton studied workers’ class identity as an integral part of society rather than just a 

class concept. It repositioned class as a structural concept. Savage (2005) has argued 

in his reanalyzing of the research that too much emphasis was placed upon money, 

power and status. Savage (2005) has acknowledged that the researchers did not think 

that the respondents thought about class in the right way and in doing so they became 

reticent, and highlights the issues of outsider researchers even if they are sympathetic 

to their subjects. This point suggests that the interviewers were removed from the 

interviewees, almost observing them from the outside. The Affluent Worker 

(Goldthorpe et al.,1968) however proved that the embourgeoisement theory was 

flawed, even though the workers gained more money and security they did not mix 

with their middle-class counterparts. It can be said that Goldthorpe et al. (1968) 

believed that work was important in making money to buy goods and improve their 

standard of living. Crewe (1973) has stated that this study did not give enough time to 

consider the traditional working class when making comparisons. This is different to 
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Willis (1977) who argues that work defined men and who they were; he also stresses 

the importance of hard work in forming an identity. 

3.2.3. The Privatised Worker and Rugged Individualism. 

It is also important to consider employment and the theme of work in relation to the 

working class. One of the key studies which does this is Pahl’s (1984) research based 

on the island of Sheppey, in Kent, where he investigated the division of labour in 

working-class households. This is a thought-provoking study because it reflects 

Kentish Man, who lived on the other side of the estuary and is another account of the 

working class from the south of England. He interviewed individuals in Sheppey who 

were using various means to survive. Pahl (1984) has argued about the problems of 

theory being used as opposed to studying the working class through research.  Pahl 

(1984) mixed initially with the people he was studying in a form of ethnography and 

challenged the methods used previously to collect data. This research is thought-

provoking because it was initiated around the ways in which people made a living 

outside of benefits, highlighting that working-class incomes can be generated from 

more than one source. The research, when it was completed, argued that there were 

strong historical roots in English individualism and that collectivism was merely a way 

to maximise family well-being. He argued for a large middle mass and that two-thirds 

of the population were strongly orientated towards privatized family-centred 

consumption strategies (Pahl, 1984). Savage (2007) also identified a ‘rugged 

individualism’ in the British working class and said that he found that often the 

traditional working classes compared themselves not to the middle classes but to the 

upper classes, or the idle rich. Thompson (1963) also talks about the idea of the 

‘freeborn English man’, the pride often associated with a strong sense of 
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independence which was associated with the artisan which could feed into Savage’s 

description (Savage 2015) of a strong sense of confidence in a manual working-class 

identity.  This suggests why Thatcher may have appealed in the late 1970s to the 

working class (Lawrence and Sutcliffe-Braithwaite 2012) because she was tapping, 

possibly unknowingly, into workers’ values, aspirations and individualistic culture .  It 

could be suggested therefore that she was connecting with something that had 

historically been part of an English psyche. If we consider the studies which have been 

discussed with regard to the working class, as well as others such as Coal is our Life 

(Dennis et al 1956) and Working for Ford (Beynon 1984) many of these studies present 

a coding of collectivism as a prime way in which class sentiments are articulated. 

Savage (2015) argued that one should be cautious of this interpretation. Savage 

(2015) argues that if we think about individualism, it offers an alternative framework 

when thinking about certain findings, so for example if we return to The Affluent Worker 

(Goldthorpe et al.,1968), the researchers claimed that men rejecting promotion to stay 

on the shop floor was due to instrumentalism but he stressed it had as much to do with 

a loss of individuality.  

Savage (2007) argues that we should avoid counterposing individual and class 

identities rather than seeing individualistic work cultures as a new phenomenon. 

Savage (2007) argued for a deep history of working-class culture and emphasized the 

‘Freeborn Englishman’ that working-class cultures were framed around; that almost by 

definition any developed individual awareness is wrapped up with the weakness of 

class awareness (Savage 2007). Although this research does not necessarily reflect 

on purely male manual cultures it does reflect on the traditional collective working-

class identities alongside the new working-class ones, which the Essex working class 

can be viewed as being.  The same assumptions do apply. ‘Freeing historians and 
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sociologists from this assumption may allow us a much more subtle account of male 

manual work cultures which allows us to recognize the real historical rupture which the 

politics of the Thatcher period represented’ (Savage, 2007, p. 38). 

3.2.4. Being Ordinary. 

During the late 20th Century there developed a growing belief that rather than seeing 

themselves as working class, often people saw themselves as ordinary. This is 

significant because it is more than a lack of a descriptor, it also helps remove a 

collective identity. With the arrival of the new working class (Crewe, 1983), there 

begins particularly around the 1980s a move away from the politicised nature of class. 

Thatcher particularly began to challenge the idea of class and set out to attract floating 

voters.  

Fiona Devine’s (1992) 1980s study revisited the affluent worker and argued that there 

was a persistence of a class consciousness and the Luton workers moved often to 

increase their security and improve their family living standards. They had not lost their 

desire for change or their sense of inequality, but they saw themselves as ordinary 

working people. This idea of the ordinary re-emerged in the paper by Savage et al 

(2001) Ordinary, Ambivalent and Defensive: Class Identities in the Northwest of 

England which raised awareness of the concept of ‘ordinariness’, suggesting that 

people claimed to be ordinary because they did not identify themselves within a class. 

The authors saw this as a defensive mechanism, wanting neither to be seen as middle 

class or working class. 

Savage et al (2001) saw people’s accounts of class as highly charged. Concepts such 

as individualisation or social determination are too simplistic; there was an 
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understanding that only those with knowledge of the class structure were clear about 

the class they came from. Although as already stated the authors saw a lack of 

acknowledgement of class as defensiveness, there is the possibility that participants 

felt that they did not have the knowledge to accurately ‘classify’ themselves. The idea 

of ‘ordinary people’ however can surely be used in reference to the idea of ‘people like 

us’, an understanding and recognition of people who are neither rich nor poor. This 

may account for why in Skeggs’ (1997) research this phrase was used by both lower, 

middle and upper working-class participants. This phrase ordinary is one which is often 

used by politicians often to de-politicize the working-class, Theresa May (Doherty, 

2016) used the phrase ‘ordinary’ to identify with voters. While the Old Etonians, 

Cameron, Osborne and Johnson have all attempted to show their ordinariness and 

relatability to voters.  

3.2.5. 21st Centuries Accounts, Disgust, Chavs and Otherness 

Where much of the work in the 20th Century discussed the role of the working class 

in creating their own destiny, whether it be their social mobility or the richness of 

working-class culture and the tension between class and individual class identities. 

The 21st century academic accounts suggested more about the negativity with regard 

to being working class and how working-class people are kept in their place by being 

identified in pathological terms. 

The middle-class norm is a powerful tool to disengage people, to keep people in their 

place, such as the ‘disgust’ that Lawler (2005) talks of. It is often used with relish on 

those who have achieved the requirements of the neo-liberal society, home ownership, 

work, individual wealth, they are decried as aspirational, common, vulgar, lacking in 
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culture and materialistic. The working class are marked in pathological terms, it is 

considered in the sense of ‘the other’ in these days of equal opportunities it could  be 

argued that the hidden injuries of class as Sennett and Cobb (1977) suggest are more 

prevalent than ever. The depiction of the ‘chav’ contains the Victorian view of the 

deserving and undeserving poor. Shows such as Benefit Street (2014) and The 

Jeremy Kyle Show (2005), until its removal from ITV, continue to pathologise the 

working class; the fault of their poverty is clearly laid at their door.  

Class is often seen through the ‘world view’ which is one presented through the media, 

education and the arts as a middle-class vision and as a result, even in the age of anti-

discriminatory policies the world often views the working classes with a sense of 

‘disgust’ as Steph Lawler (2005) argues. As Ian Roberts (1999b) says, ‘the gap 

between those who do the writing and those who are written about seems to be 

widening.’ (Roberts, 1999b, p.160) 

Lyn Hanley rose to prominence with her book on Estates (Hanley, 2007), and 

Respectabl’ (Hanley, 2016) a more balanced account of being at school whereas 

Diane Reay (Reay, 2017), in Miseducation speaks of her experience of class growing 

up and acknowledged that the stories of working-class hardship, accounts of the 

General Strike and Great Depression differed from contemporary everyday mundane 

realities which were more about ‘squalor, overcrowding and adult depression ’. Reay 

(2017) believed for a long time that being working class was living on a council estate, 

not necessarily seeing that this was one version of being working class.  

It may be difficult to make sense of the changes from the working class of factories, 

mine and steel works to the working class of call centres, supermarkets and offices. It 
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is still vital to be aware of it so those with wealth and power can be confronted. Owen 

Jones (2011) wrote the book Chavs and discussed the ways in which the working 

class have been demonised, and deliberated on the ways in which its power has been 

undermined over the previous thirty years. This is compatible to Todd’s (2014) view, 

which suggests that the people and their power are in decline. The lack of 

acknowledgement of a change in circumstance and the impact that has on political 

consciousness is an issue which has been raised by both Ainsley (2018) and Hayes 

and Hudson (2001) when looking at the working class. Thatcher’s understanding of 

this new group of the working class and her ability to pose her rhetoric towards their 

needs and desires was possibly where her success lay. There is a very subtle 

difference between voting for Thatcher because she vocalized and understood what 

people wanted, as opposed to buying into her rhetoric because as a group they were 

aspirational and lacking in class consciousness. 

Class as a concept is one which reflects the society it sets out to analyse.  As George 

L. Bernstein (2004) says, that by the 1980s the sense of what constituted class 

changed greatly because the working class were the majority of people, that worked 

for a living who were neither rich or poor. Bernstein (2004) acknowledged that class 

has become a vaguer determinant of how people voted; in fact it could be more to do 

with whether individuals were from the north or south or if they were homeowners or 

not. 

Essentially much which is written about class is in relation to being middle class and 

working class because the aristocracy with their clear identities and privileges seem 

to be clearly distinguished, whereas the middle class emphasise the differences 

between them and the working class. The idea that class is static has changed due to 
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the relation to the forces of work in society but also because of the individual’s efforts 

in relation to this. Savage (2015) argues that economic factors alone cannot make 

people change classes. 

Working-class identity need not be the collective identity of the traditional working 

class. Essex Man does not fit into this depiction of working-class life and should not 

be vilified for it. Diane Reay (2017) says that in the last sixty years the class landscape 

has changed enormously.  During the 1980s Essex Man seemed to be the epitome of 

the New Working Class (Crewe, 1983). Essex Man was in fact the forerunner to what 

was to become the social norm. He was a privatised worker or a city worker and this 

was a rarer working-class occupation in the 1980s than it is now. The lack of 

acknowledgement by the media and political elite to identify this group of working-

class individuals whether from Essex or other parts of the country has meant that there 

was more confusion about social class; As we have seen with the schemas previously, 

it is more difficult to assess an individual’s position in class terms because the 

traditional working-class were often seen as manual workers such as miners, dockers 

and steel workers. As Reay (2017) acknowledged, this version of being working class 

would not necessarily be recognised by those whose working-class lives were very 

different.  

Skeggs (2004) argues that:  

Whilst class is being displaced by theories and claims of mobility, 

individualization, reflexity and identity, it is simultaneously being 

institutionalised and reproduced. This is in effect, a re-legitimation and 

justification of the habitus of the middle class that does not want to name 
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itself, be recognized or accept responsibility for its own power. (Skeggs, 

2004, p.60) 

This description as presented by Skeggs (2004) of class is so relevant to this research. 

Do Essex Man and his children buy into those ideas of social mobility and 

individualisation while there is still a clear reproduction of class in society? Skeggs 

(2004) believes as Jones (2011) and Reay (2017) also acknowledge that the working 

class is not homogeneous but class has as much to do with the lived experience and 

one’s own family history. 

The evidence from this section shows the complexity of class divisions since the 20th 

Century. If we consider class, it is more than just an individual’s economic or 

employment status. The middle-class representations of the working class as the 

‘other’ mean that within power structures the working class can be disadvantaged 

through different techniques which are far more sophisticated than Victorian society. 

The 21st Century is presented as a world of anti-discriminatory policies and inclusion 

which means that there is an appearance of acceptance of ‘others’ but this is not 

necessarily that case. We do know that in  a more insidious way working-class people 

are disadvantaged and their life chances are limited. The hidden injuries of class 

(Sennett and Cobb, 1977) continue. 

3.2.6. Class and Social Mobility 

In an article for the Guardian (3rd January 2010), Gordon Brown (2010) said he wished 

to create an age of aspiration and expand the middle class. If we are to consider class 

in society it is important therefore to think about movement between classes.  Social 

mobility is a subject, which re-emerges in political rhetoric, and one of the aims of 
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governments often in the last thirty years has been to establish social mobility through 

home ownership or education and the gaining of qualifications. The idea of meritocracy 

continues to pervade throughout society and much of our understanding of social 

mobility is the idea, that through hard work any one can be successful.  Theresa May’s 

(Doherty, 2016) first speech on becoming Prime Minister talked of ordinary families 

and their aspirations. This growing rhetoric of the ‘ordinary’, as already discussed, 

seems to move away from the more highly charged language of class. She is not the 

first, and in recent years, those in power have set themselves the target of social 

mobility as a criterion by which to be judged. In newspapers articles written by 

themselves or referencing their speeches there is evidence of Gordon Brown (2010), 

David Cameron (Mason and Wintour 2013) and Michael Gove (Paton 2012) having 

raised the issue of social mobility and the belief that the aspirational working class 

wish to be socially mobile and that this is seen as a good thing. What is social mobility? 

There sometimes seems an underlying arrogance in those who are in positions of 

authority or in elite jobs stating that the working class, could if they wanted, be more 

like us, with the qualities that that brings. You too can be like us if you work hard 

enough.  

English literature is full of the problems of being socially mobile; for example, Becky 

Sharpe in Vanity Fair (Thackeray & Carey, 2003), poor Pip and his snobbery in Great 

Expectations (Dickens, 2004), the aspirational in Jane Austen’s Emma (Austen & 

Stafford, 2003), are often put in their place, Thomas Hardy’s (2003) Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles, and D.H. Lawrence and the idea of the natural gentleman pervades his 

work. These texts often consider the idea of being ‘a gentleman’.  It requires the ability 

to acquire these skills through education to understand the codes and social mores of 

the class they aspire to join. The socially mobile are often figures of fun, Charles Pooter 
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in the Diary of a Nobody (Grossmith, Grossmith, & Glinert, 1999) and Hyacinth Bucket 

in the television series Keeping up Appearances (1990).  

 It is a lack of authenticity which seems to be the problem, for those striving to improve 

their circumstances, to be rich and successful is not a problem if you acknowledge 

where you come from. There are many examples in today’s society of the socially 

mobile, talented whether it be business, sport or art which allows those from working-

class backgrounds to become socially mobile. The Beckhams, Alan Sugar, David 

Bailey, all fine when you are self-made. These few high-profile success stories give 

weight to the myth of a meritocracy, that if you are bright enough, talented enough, 

hard-working enough you can succeed. If you are an ordinary person, not without 

ability and you wish to become part of a social structure, whether it be a school, 

university or business, which is already in place, the ability to ‘fit in’ requires a certain 

amount of training or understanding of that setting and possibly even the need to be 

inauthentic. It raises the question, can you ever be truly mobile, if you maintain an 

authenticity with regards your origins? Stahl (2017) acknowledges that there is a 

conflict for working-class people here, and that is the importance of being true to 

yourself.  

Garth Stahl (2017) has written extensively about the problems of social mobility, being 

working class in a neoliberal society where the key features of ‘change, choices, 

chances and competition’ (Phoenix 2004:, p.229) are particularly problematic, 

especially for working-class men. Stahl (2017) speaks often of the tensions between 

leaving and holding on to past identities and these aspirational paradoxes are 

recorded often by academics. One study has described the working-class 

ambivalence to social mobility as a type of resilience where young people consider 
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their locality is good enough (Reay and Lucey 2000). This suggested that they are 

proud of where they are from. Scholars have also demonstrated that the attachment 

to place exhibited by the working class is seen as failure and defeat and it has 

connotations of stagnation and ambivalence (Reay and Lucey 2000, Skeggs 2004, 

Stahl and Baars 2016). Stahl and Habib’s (2017) research showed that a sense of 

belonging to place has more than stagnation attached to it:  

However, for the young people in our study a sense of belonging to place 

can be a reference to generational history and traditions. Therefore, we 

seek to explore how belonging is often highly paradoxical and continually 

negotiated through conceptions of respect, authenticity and value. (Stahl 

& Habib 2017, pp. 2-3). 

In Diane Reay’s (Reay 2013) paper, she highlights that the desire to be socially mobile 

often means not fitting in, and the way in which the education system fails working-

class children is often because they are labelled. She makes reference to Melvyn 

Bragg’s (Reay 2013) description of middle-classness being ‘bolted on’, which suggests 

an addition to one’s personality, but an uncomfortable one, not natural or innate. 

Walkerdine (2003) states that working-class women need to conform to a middle-class 

aesthetic, if they wish to be respectable or achieve social mobility. Steph Lawler (2005) 

also says that it is ‘normal’ to see the world through middle-class eyes and that to be 

working class is either ‘romanticised’ or seen as something ’disgusting’ often due to 

the lack of working-class researchers and academics. This once again is a hidden 

discrimination; it is in some academic accounts that we can see the fear of being 

unaccepted or of being exposed.  
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Munt (2000) talks of her visible sexual status as a ‘butch lesbian’ but it was her 

‘classed’ history that feared exposure. She had to watch what she ate, how she spoke, 

her domestic practices in case she was found out as the ‘cuckoo in the nest’. There 

are a number of these highly charged personal accounts of being working class in an 

academic world (Jackson and Marsden 1966, Charlesworth 2000) which draw on the 

problems for working-class people that it is not enough to be successful, but it is 

ultimately about fitting in, about habitus.  

Charlesworth’s (2000) account of his academic endeavours has a tinge of sadness 

about it; he based his thesis, which became a book, on his home town, Rotherham, 

suffering from the post–industrial decline, a town with little to hope for, particularly after 

the recent cases of child grooming; it makes the poverty described even more 

pertinent. Thought-provoking as this book is regarding personal suffering, one of the 

most intriguing parts is Charlesworth’s (2000) acknowledgements chapter. In this 

section he thanks those who have helped and supported him throughout his academic 

life. In doing so he illuminates his own educational experiences. The differentiation of 

the Rotherham College, where he studies for his A-levels, a place of egalitarianism, 

opportunities to learn, and a rather pointed lack of mention of his secondary school, 

or indeed his prestigious universities. Instead, he describes himself as being educated 

at Rotherham College (Charlesworth 2000). This chapter raises many questions as to 

his educational experiences which seem to be in the main rather unedifying. He 

mentions the men he sparred with at the Boxing club, the painters at Cambridge 

University with whom he shared a cup of tea, the mates that put up with him on a 

Saturday night and helped give him back his self-respect and confidence after both 

Warwick and Cambridge Universities destroyed it. It raises the question that although 

someone has the academic ability to attend university and in Charlesworth’s case, an 
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elite university, once they are there, the working class do not always fit in. This was 

something that Jackson and Marsden (1966) drew attention to in the 1960s.  Jackson 

and Marsden (1966) studied the lives of eighty -eight young men and women who in 

the last decade from a northern working class to the middle classes. A ground-

breaking study for many it highlights the lived experience of social mobility using case 

studies, interview evidence, statistics and history they produce a discussion of 

working-class education. The discussion frames itself around those who would have 

been considered to have a successful educational career having attended grammar 

schools but obviously does not look at those who were educated outside of those 

parameters. 

These accounts of successful academics at university and in educational 

establishments highlight the problems faced when one becomes socially mobile. If this 

is the experience in the supposedly enlightened ‘halls of learning’ how do the socially 

mobile working class deal with this in other sectors. These reflect issues that Stahl 

(2017) found in his study of working-class boys where it was important to be authentic 

and loyal to oneself and have a pride in where they came from. Working-class attitudes 

would appear to conflict with neoliberal ideas regarding the individual and social 

mobility.  

3.2.7. Education and Class. 

Throughout the 20th century much has been written about the impact of class on the 

educational experience and the disadvantages that working-class children face when 

entering the academic field. As Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) state, working-class 

students lack the cultural capital to cross the cultural divide and this takes the shape 

in a variety of forms. This as we shall see does not last just through their primary and 
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secondary schooling but follows individuals into further and higher education. As we 

have seen in previous accounts, Munt (2000) was even by this stage at university 

concerned about her classed history being exposed.  

The initial study which drew attention to the waste of working-class talent was the work 

of the political arithmeticians. Floud et al.’s (1956) research provided data, which gave 

support to the criticism of the role of the Eleven-Plus Exam as a way of selecting 

students for the different types of schools that existed:  technical, secondary modern 

and grammar. Their research showed that working-class students were 

disadvantaged educationally due to the selection procedures. Only a quarter of boys                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

who went to grammar schools were working-class, while boys from the middle-class 

took approximately two-thirds of places (Halsey et al., 1980). Their research looked at 

the wastage of young working-class talent and was significant in the change to a more 

comprehensive system of education. The work of Halsey et al (1980) states that 

middle-class families had the advantages when it came to their children sitting the 

Eleven-Plus and obviously it is necessary to consider whether it was purely down to 

intelligence. As McCulloch (1998) has argued, there is a deep-seated tendency in 

favour of social differentiation is secondary education and that class-based provision 

has persisted in changing circumstances. 

There have been some major studies such as the work of Young (1971) in the 1970s 

who challenged and questioned the nature of knowledge imposed on the curriculum. 

Although Young (2007) later challenged these ideas, it could be argued that if we are 

going to bring about equality in education it is vital that young people have the same 

opportunities to learn the higher-level knowledge that their middle-class counterparts 

have.  
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Another reason why the working-class child was seen to be at a disadvantage at 

school was due to language. Bernstein (1973) recognized the ways in which speech 

affected educational attainment. He suggested that working-class children have 

restricted language codes and this impacts on their educational attainment because 

teachers tend to use a more complex language method or elaborated codes. 

What we learn from Bernstein is that children from the working class are at a greater 

disadvantage at school and this is supported by Simon J. Charlesworth (2000), who 

also argued that working-class speech patterns are devalued in the education system 

and as a result, working-class children do not thrive, once again showing that this form 

of labelling is another way in which we see the hidden injuries of class (Sennett and 

Cobb, 1977). 

Keddie (1971) argues that systems such as banding are favourable to those who 

exhibit middle-class traits.  This is another way in which we see working-class children 

being discriminated against, because they do not have the so-called ‘middle-class’ 

attributes. This was significant because when analysing the significance of banding in 

schools it was observed that those students with middle-class attributes tended to be 

in the higher bands. This would often mean that those working-class students who are 

intelligent are often not put into classes where they are challenged. Many of these 

ideas have been countered in current schooling methods through inclusion and mixed-

ability teaching, tests such as SATs and CATs. There are however other ways the 

middle class can be advantaged, schemes such as the Gifted and Talented often 

pinpoint middle-class children who are good at numeracy and literacy and raise them 

to Gifted and Talented status. Middle-class parents can also ensure through testing 
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and persistency that their children get extra support if they struggle at school and can 

afford extra tuition if necessary. 

There is an underlying narrative that working-class children are at an academic 

disadvantage due to their parents. The significance of parenting as a factor in 

predicting the successful outcomes of children has a prominent position in political 

rhetoric and many in power like to quote relevant research when citing the importance 

of parenting in educational outcomes or social mobility, newspaper articles have 

identified the viewpoints of both David Cameron (Garnham, 2010) who expressed the 

view of ‘confident and able parents’ in positive outcomes and Nick Clegg (2010) who 

related the differences in social mobility to the variances in parents’ investment and 

engagement with their children’s progress and development. The belief has become 

more prevalent, that what parents do, is the difference between a child’s success and 

failure. The implications are that wealth and class are less important in the educational 

outcomes of the young than their parents’ engagement in education. 

As early as the 1960s Douglas’s (1964) study suggested that paren tal interest was 

key to children’s success at school. This research was a longitudinal study which 

focused on primary education; however, as later research has suggested, parental 

interest is a less significant factor in children’s success in secondary sch ool (Halsey 

et al. 1980). Lareau’s (2011) work expressed the same view that the differences 

between the middle and working class often had much to do with how parents 

organized their children’s free time. The middle-class parents were much more 

involved in organizing their children’s free time, whereas working-class children were 

given greater freedom and were left often to their own devices.  These middle-class 

activities would often be extra classes and dance and music lessons; they would often 
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require driving around after school and at the weekend to ensure that the children 

benefitted from these extra activities. The economic factors involved are not always 

considered; the expense of classes and transport might mean that working-class 

parents do not have the capital to ensure that their children could take part. The cost 

of instruments and equipment must also be taken into account. Another issue may be 

that parents on low incomes may work extra jobs in the evening making extra-

curricular activities difficult to organise. There is an underlying suggestion that middle- 

class parents are in fact better parents because they can provide these extra ways to 

support their children.  In doing so this implies that working-class parents are found 

wanting in their inability to provide in this way. These accounts are interesting because 

they show some of the ideas that Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) discuss about the 

middle classes having the ability to reproduce their position and status because they 

understand the cultural capital that should be acquired.  

Another reason why many working-class students were disadvantaged in relation to 

their middle-class counterparts was due to the way in which working-class parents 

were perceived by teachers. Research showed that paren ts, even as early as the 

1970s, were judged by teachers as ‘good parents’ or ‘bad parents’ (Sharp and Green 

1975) and this influenced the teacher’s perceptions of the child. The work at the time 

of both Lockwood (1958) and Goldthorpe et al. (1968) showed that often working-class 

parents were interested but did not really know how to play the system, and were self -

conscious when approaching teachers. This issue continues to be a problem as 

Vincent (2012) has made a similar comment about contemporary working-class 

parents not showing their interest in ways that teachers recognize. Another problem 

is that due to the hours that working-class parents worked, attendance at school for 

events at times is quite difficult, meaning there were not always many opportunities 
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for working-class parents to communicate with teachers. Parents’ evenings are held 

in the late afternoon and evening and this could be problematic for parents who work 

at night. This may imply that the parents are not interested in their children’s edu cation; 

but it may not be that simple; for example, to take a night off work may impact on an 

individual’s salary. This issue continues today with the difficulties of zero-hours 

contracts for many, and low paid salaries which require often more than one job.  

Goldthorpe et al. (1968) included some very interesting data on parental aspirations 

for their children; they asked parents what their hopes were for their children and how 

they went about obtaining them. A significant percentage of these parents wanted their 

children to go to selective schools, hoping they would have a better education and 

opportunities, but only 1% of their children went to grammar school, supporting the 

research of the political arithmeticians.  

The view that education is not seen as irrelevant or unimportant by working-class 

parents was reinforced by The Blackcoated Worker (Lockwood, 1958) but the 

advantage of having an education is not about prestige but about job security. These 

workers saw that if their children had an education, they would have greater economic 

security. Lockwood’s work looked at the development of class consciousness of the 

clerks ‘the clerk’s sense of identification and with, or alienation from, the working 

class.’ (Lockwood 1958: p13). This study highlighted through research using data, 

letters and reports the differences between the manual workers and the clerk and 

considers status ambiguity, from the 19th century to the 1950s when it was written. It 

is an historical account which is brought up to the current day. It highlights the 

significance of clerical work in the role of social mobility.  This study did not make use 

of interviews with the clerk as at the time this would have been unusual., This, 
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therefore, challenges ideas about social mobility, particularly the assumption by 

contemporary political rhetoric of the desire of the working class to be socially mobile, 

meaning that members of the working class wish to move up the social ladder, to 

become middle class. The Blackcoated Worker (Lockwood 1958) having been written 

in the 1950s, may have had as much to do with the time of writing and the desire on 

the part of parents, that their children benefitted from the advantages of security in the 

way that they themselves may not have done, possibly having lived through the 

Depression of the 1930s and the Second World War. Parents also aspired for their 

children to gain job security as opposed to social mobility. The importance of the 

context when examining research is significant and The Blackcoated Worker 

(Lockwood, 1958) reflected the fears of long-term unemployment which lived on in the 

memory of both the government and the populace at large.  

The ideas about the way in which working-class life is seen as deficient can also be 

seen in Payne’s A Framework for Understanding Poverty (Payne, 2005), which, 

although used by practitioners in educational settings, presents a deficient 

representation of working-class life and makes suppositions about family structures 

and attitudes to education, for example, lack of organisation, speaking in a casual 

manner, a belief in fate. Although it may be helpful in understanding attitudes to 

education, it also can lead to stereotyping and making assumptions about working-

class students.  

The belief in choice which developed with Thatcher and her government and continued 

into the Blair years was also reflected in the work of sociologists. This growing 

marketization of education benefitted the middle  classes who were in the position that 

they could move homes if they needed to, provide private tuition and play the system 
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if needed. Middle-class parents have a number of methods to ensure they succeed 

and Ball (2006) talks extensively of these, such as the systems they use and the 

connections they make, as well as using the ‘grapevine’ (Ball, 1998). This is not new, 

as already discussed, as early as the 1950s Floud et al. (1956) measured cultural 

resources and recognised knowledge such as selection procedures of grammar 

schools, which benefitted the middle class.  

Ball’s (1998) work acknowledges the advantages that middle-class parents have when 

negotiating the school system and this idea is explored in a range of papers and shows 

that middle-class parents have the attributes required to gain most benefits from the 

education system. 

Gewirtz et al. (1995) talks of a clear difference between the middle classes and 

working classes once again. It is argued that middle-class parents are taking full 

advantage of the market to sustain or reassert their class advantages.  

Ball (2000) showed the way in which the middle class had advantages when selecting 

schools, but they also do not necessarily have to consider what is called the ‘practical 

order’ (Ball, 2000) which working-class parents must take into account. This is a 

concept spoken about by Bourdieu (1977); it is the idea that the working classes are 

mainly preoccupied with the practicalities of ‘getting by’ rather than choice. Key factors 

are space, time, budget and family organization.  Ball (2000) found that space was 

particularly important, when observing school leavers, who were looking for jobs. He 

also found that locality played a vital role in the school choices of different social 

groups and was particularly significant in working-class families. Working-class 

discourse is dominated by the practical and the immediate, and a middle-class 

discourse is dominated by the ideal and advantageous. 
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Another way in which middle-class children have advantages over their working-class 

counterparts can be seen by the way in which middle-class parents provide 

enrichment activities which will benefit their children’s access to legitimate culture 

(Vincent and Ball, 2007); this reflected Lareau’s (2011) research about parents 

organising their children’s free time. This too suggests that there is much truth in 

Bourdieu’s (1977) theories of the middle-class having the educational advantages 

because they are more likely to be enriched with legitimate knowledge and cultural 

capital, as well as having the ability to take advantages provided by the educational 

system. This is a fascinating study which focuses on middle-class enrichment 

programmes but also leaves a gap, which this study hopes to investigate, which asks 

what types of ‘enrichment’ activities were being undertaken by working-class parents. 

The role of parents was not merely significant at pre-school. Ball (2003) also 

considered different types of students when looking at university education, although 

his study was focusing on ethnic minorities, he did acknowledge the role of class, when 

looking at ‘contingent’, first generation graduates and ‘embedded’ students, those who 

belonged to families who had previously had someone in the family attend university. 

He found that the experience of the ‘contingent’ students varied from that of  the 

‘embedded students’ and in fact reflected the differences between middle-class and 

working-class students, suggesting perhaps that once again there were advantages 

in having knowledge and previous experience of a system. It would appear therefore 

that the experiences and knowledge of parents were significant for their children to 

succeed in an educational establishment of any kind.  
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3.3. Class and Choice 

3.3.1. Rational Choice Theory. 

Many academics and sociologists, when examining social inequality and stratification 

in society, look towards education as a significant factor. When examining education, 

sociologists such as Boudon (1974) start from the point that fundamentally there is 

inequality in educational opportunity and inequality of social opportunity or social 

mobility. The natural conclusion to draw from this is that they are linked, so, for 

example, if in most western societies you have aspirations and wish to be socially 

mobile you need to have the educational credentials to support those desires. 

This is where the academic account of Rational Choice Theory comes into play. 

Boudon (1974) argues that stratification occurs due to several factors. This initially is 

due to educational attainment, for example the qualifications or results students 

achieve. We are led to assume that middle-class children with their cultural resources 

and support, may gain better grades than working-class ones. Boudon (1974) calls 

this the primary effect of stratification. Although he labels this the primary effect, he 

does not see it as important as the social class differences of educational participation, 

which he calls the secondary effects, and these occur often due to social or economic 

factors. Working-class children, therefore, are less likely to continue their education 

due to reasons such as a lack of resources or the fact that to continue an academic 

career involves a form of risk-taking for many working-class children, whereas the risk 

is greater for middle-class children if they do not follow an academic path, in relation 

to social demotion. 

Some theorists (Halsey et al. 1980) argue that while, due to work by sociologists like 

the political arithmeticians there has been a concerted effort to ensure equality at 11, 
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there has been a neglect in encouraging equality of opportunity at 16. If we, therefore, 

examine children from all classes who perform equally well in examinations, evidence 

suggests it will be those from working-class families who are less likely to pursue an 

academic path and are more likely to choose a path into work or employment-based 

programmes. It does not have to stop at the choice between work and continuing in 

education; for example, while middle-class students are likely to aim for the most 

selective university they can get into, a working-class student may be more likely to 

settle for a local university with lower fees. Although most universities charge the full 

amount, there are fewer outgoings, such as the cost of accommodation, if you live at 

home. This is due to what are described by Boudon (1974), as secondary factors. 

These are factors which are related to social and economic issues rather than cultural 

ones, although Boudon (1974) does say that family involvement will  often mean that 

a student will maybe be encouraged to pursue a work or vocational path, not because 

families are unappreciative of education, but because they are concerned about the 

risks involved, which could be isolation from friends and family due to the chosen path.  

This is reflected in Hoggart’s (1957) account of the grammar school boys who could 

no longer fit into their working-class communities.  

Boudon (1974) argued that secondary effects could only be countered if the 

educational system is made compulsory for longer and if there is less choice or fewer 

opportunities to leave school. Boudon (1974) uses the United States as a positive 

example as to how greater equality can be brought about in education. At the time of 

writing it appeared that in the United States all children had to follow the same 

curriculum path for longer than they did in Europe. This obviously is not now the case 

in the UK; students are having to stay at school or undertake some educational training 

up until they are 18.  
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If we consider Boudon’s (1974) view that the benefits of education vary depending on 

social class and that often the aim is to avoid social demotion rather than promotion, 

this concept was later developed by Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) who believed that 

‘positional theory’ is relevant, that is, that your positioning in the class system will 

impact on the decisions you make. Training to be a chef, for example, may be a rise 

in social position in a working-class family but it may be social demotion in a middle-

class family.  

Goldthorpe (2000) recognizes the importance of Rational Choice Theory or as he calls 

it, Rational Action Theory, because he believes that social and economic factors were 

of greater significance than cultural issues as suggested by Bourdieu. Crompton 

(2008) says that a combination of factors and cultural factors should not be ignored 

when evaluating why inequality occurs in education and that Goldthorpe’s (2000) 

rejection of cultural issues in favour of Rational Choice does not take this into account.  

Reay et al. (2005) support the view that class disproportionally impacts on decision- 

making. This is particularly important when thinking about the decision-making with 

regard to higher education. They (Reay et al 2005) draw on the work of Bourdieu and 

the ways in which she claims can be used as conceptual tools to make sense of that 

data. Decision-making was exercised differently from different classes. Working-class 

students come upon decision-making with doubts, ambivalences and deliberate 

decision-making.  Degrees of Choice (Reay et al., 2005) considers that when choosing 

to go into higher education the concept of habitus, field and cultural capital al l play a 

significant role in the decision-making process particularly for the working class. They 

challenge the dominant theory of rational choice in which students are perceived to be 

economic decision-makers. Data from in-depth qualitative interviews indicate that 
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decision-making is often a messy process in which intuition, affective response and 

serendipity can play a greater role than rational calculation and systematic evaluation 

of the evidence available (Reay et al., 2005). 

3.3.2. Adult Learning. 

Much of the academic and political discourse over the last twenty years has been with 

regard to the choices and educational opportunities for those at sixteen or eighteen. 

This assumes that learning naturally follows a certain trajectory; as Sally Power (2003) 

discussed in Middle-Class Education, the middle-class educational trajectory is not 

necessarily a steady one. The same could be said for a working-class educational 

trajectory, but in many ways, it is more the case, because education is not necessarily 

linked automatically to the obtaining of educational qualifications. One of the areas in 

which we see choice is through the decision in later life to take the opportunity to revisit 

education. Adult education is important for many working-class people and it is not a 

purely contemporary opportunity, but something that has been a significant factor 

through the 19th and 20th century. Jonathan Rose’s (2001) book considered in detail 

the working class and their desire for education which highlights the difference 

between schooling and education. If we return to the point which was made regarding 

types of education that working-class people should receive at school Jonathan 

Rose’s (2001) book provides a fascinating alternative view to the relativist ideological  

perspective.  

The discussions that are being raised by Muller and Moore (1999 and 2002) and 

Young (2008) regarding knowledge are being reflected in the principles of Matthew 

Arnold, which Rose (2001) discusses. ‘Plenty of people will try to give the masses, as 

they call them, an intellectual food prepared and adapted in the way they think proper 
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for the actual condition of the masses.’ (2001, p.12) Arnold talks of men of culture 

being the ‘true apostles of equality’:  

The great men of culture are those who have had a passion for diffusing, 

for making prevail, for carrying from one end of society to the other, the 

best knowledge, the best ideas of their time (Rose 2001, p.12). 

The suggestion is that knowledge was withheld from the working classes for so long 

that they sought it out for themselves. Rose (2001) says that the desire for intellectual 

freedom was not particularly ’bourgeois’. Many working-class people wished to be 

educated, but the purpose in the seeking of knowledge was not to gain qualifications 

or social mobility but to understand the truth, what the world was. 

Jonathan Rose’s (2001) book suggests that even in poverty, people can still have the 

desire to learn and this is reflected today in many poorer societies. The reading matter 

of some of the male manual workers interviewed in 1918 by Arnold Freeman (Rose, 

2001) for the Sheffield Educational Settlement was also enlightening; Dickens was 

high on the list of popular novels, as was Shakespeare and the Bible, books that may 

have been judged by progressive thinkers as inappropriate for the working-classes. 

This piece of historical work very clearly shows that the assumptions made about the 

working classes are not always accurate and that even in Edwardian England there 

was a desire to acquire knowledge. What is also clear is that when looking at education 

and the ordinary person one very much must differentiate it from schooling and the 

acquisition of formal qualifications. Jonathan Rose’s (2001) work is an extremely 

relevant part of this literature review because it questions and provides evidence of an 

alternative picture of working-class cultural life. 
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The role of education in allowing agency and the possibility of bringing change to one’s 

life has been documented in research such as the Learning Lives programme. It also 

acknowledges the fact that events can trigger learning and that learning is important 

in one’s identity (Biesta, Field, Hodkinson, Macleod, Goodson, 2011). The significance 

in part-time learning and on-the-job training also has an important role. As Brian Simon 

(1990) wrote, ‘Working class involvement in adult education has a history as long as 

that of the working class itself’ (1990, p.9). 

Simon (1990) says that working-class adult education emerged at the turn of the 20th 

Century, in two main forms. He considers that there were two traditions which 

developed, firstly there was the self-help tradition, originally developing from the work 

of the Corresponding Societies, which came to be known as independent working-

class education. The other was the tradition of the provision of education for the 

working-class, beginning firstly in Cambridge and then Oxford, a movement which 

originally took the shape of extension lectures and later became the Workers 

Educational Association (Simon 1990). 

The desire of working people to self-educate for a variety of different reasons has been 

something, which through several routes, has been a factor in working-class life for 

many years. Was this significant in Essex, with the children of Essex man? If this new 

working class challenged the status quo, no longer needing education to get on, did 

their lack of deference mean that education was or was not valued? It raises the 

question though, what was or is the purpose of education, was it to enhance social  

mobility? Harrison (1961) in his book Learning and Living explores the nature of 

working-class adult education and states that the working class were not becoming 

middle class. Education does not have to take the shape of formal education, working-
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class communities producing their own writing and once again there is a sense of 

working-class empowerment through the organising of working-class literature. This 

community type writing and publishing as written about by Tom Woodin (2018) through 

organisations such as The Federation of Workers Writers and Community Publishers 

seems at odds with the stereotype of the individualist new working class of Essex.  

3.4. Conclusion. 

This literature review has drawn attention to several factors, which will be explored 

throughout this thesis. Firstly, that the working class is not homogeneous, that it cannot 

be examined in its entirety; that theories such as embourgeoisement have already 

been proved by Goldthorpe et al. (1968) to be found wanting and challenges the idea 

that wealth and social mobility makes the working class become less class-conscious. 

Was that the case for the Essex working class or were they looking to reject their 

working-class roots? The literature review also raised the question of a class 

dismissed and that some working-class people were concerned about acknowledging 

their working-class backgrounds, happier to be classed as ‘ordinary’, thereby lacking 

a class consciousness. 

The review has shown is that there is no one hypothesis as to why disadvantage 

occurs in the educational lives of working-class children, but there is a tendency to 

lean towards the view that working-class families are lacking in some way; they do not 

have the ability to acquire the skills required for their children at school, they do not 

read, are not culturally rich, are fearful of approaching teachers, do not have the social 

networks to know which are the best schools and are not ‘good’ parents. This seems 

too simplistic and lays the blame at working-class families’ door to say that ultimately 

parents have the inability to acquire the skills required for their children to achieve at 
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school. What is apparent though is that some working-class children do achieve at 

school and this literature review provides the questions, which may be asked as to 

why different outcomes occur when the starting points are so similar? 

The literature review has emphasised the fact that home is extremely significant when 

looking at educational outcomes, whether it is the cultural capital and h abitus they 

provide, the language and literacy skills they impart, the sort of parenting that occurs 

or the choices that working-class parents make for their children. The review has 

shown that Bourdieu’s (1977) work raises the question of working-class families 

lacking familiarity with the social mores and culture of middle-class establishments and 

this unfamiliarity plays a role in their own social reproduction. It does not acknowledge 

the ability of the working class to empower itself to bring about change. The literature 

acknowledges that there is laid at the door of working-class families an element of 

blame in relation to a lack of cultural capital and activities without considering the 

financial difficulties that can hold back opportunities. The assumption seems to be that 

working-class families do not possess the knowledge to look outside of their immediate 

surroundings and are held back by their limited vision and the concerns of the practical. 

There certainly is raised in the literature review the idea that working-class families 

were ill-equipped to deal with school and this research will challenge this. The 

economic factors are one, which many of the studies do not emphasise, that when 

considering cultural activities, they often involve expense and therefore require a 

certain amount of financial outlay. 

The way in which the working class is presented as a group has also changed. Post- 

war Britain and its academics celebrated working-class life and set out to value its 

history and its culture and presented it as having the agency to bring about change in 
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some form or another. Much of the work on class in the 21st Century shows the ways 

in which there is a shame in being working-class; people would rather be ordinary. 

There is something ‘disgusting’ (Lawler 2005) about being working-class and in some 

ways the world see class through ‘middle-class’ eyes. 

What also has emerged is that there is little written on the lives of the ordinary family 

(Steedman 1986) and there are a great many assumptions made about working-class 

family life. There also is presented the view that the inadequacies of parents in 

selecting the correct school, leave them fearful to take the chance of their children 

attending better schools, which may mean they have to travel further. It also suggests 

that working-class parents will hinder the ambitions of their children by putting 

economic concerns above the hopes and aspirations of their offspring. The blame, 

even if well-meaning, is laid at the door of parents, too concerned with getting by, too 

ill-informed to select the right school or encourage their children to read the right books 

or pursue the correct cultural pursuits, too busy with jobs to show an interest in 

homework or school. Working-class families are portrayed as too preoccupied with the 

local and the practical, to encourage aspirations in their children to want them to 

succeed and become socially mobile.  

This thesis will challenge the idea that the working class are ill -equipped to support 

their children and do not want them to do well, but it will argue that class is deeply 

embedded in one’s history and difficult to escape and that whether upper or lower 

working-class, the working class continue to be pathologized even if it is in a hidden 

form and that to become socially mobile one often has to reject one’s past and in fact 

become inauthentic if one wishes to succeed. This research sets out to examine what 

happened to a group of working-class teenagers from Essex whose parents were 
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clearly aspirational and holding many of those neoliberal values which supposedly are 

lacking in working-class people, desirous of choice, mobility and change. We shall see 

how they experienced school and what happened to them once they left. It will focus 

on the largely empirically unexamined location of Essex from the perspective of those 

who were children at the time, allowing for adults who were teenagers in the 1980s 

and the children of working-class families living in Essex, using a narrative approach 

from an insider researcher with a focus on education and learning lives which the 

literature review shows has not been done before. 
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Chapter Four: Time and Space. 

4.1 Introduction 

It is important to acknowledge the role of history and location in shaping the lives of 

individuals from all classes, as well as the ways in which sociologists and historians 

explore and examine the lives of groups and individuals. This chapter sets out to 

explore both Time and Place in relation to Essex Man, as the context of the individuals’ 

accounts of their experiences growing up as teenagers in Essex in the 1980s. The first 

part of this chapter will examine the 1980s and consider some of the key events and 

individuals who were relevant to the participants’ accounts. The second section will 

explore aspects of Essex, whether it be portrayals or relevant accounts of Essex life.  

 

4.2 The Time: The 1980s 

There is no consensus about the 1980s and there never will be. No single 

narrative can do justice to the complexity of the national experience: the 

steelworker who lost his job, the computer enthusiast who set up his own 

business, the couple who brought their council house -and even these, 

while real enough teeter on the brink of caricature.  

(Sandbrook, 2019, p. xxiii) 

 

 It could be argued the greatest caricature of the 1980s is Essex Man, his experience 

is likely to be different from the narratives of other working-class groups at the time. 

This section will provide the backdrop to the accounts of the participants, who were 

teenagers at the time, and will look at the national experience from their perspective.  
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Sandbrook (2019) argues that much of what we think we know about Thatcher and 

the early 1980s is just not true. It is also important to remember that the participants 

were all from Generation X, but that their ages varied ranging over six years and that 

the experiences of a 12-year-old and an 18-year-old are very different. Sandbrook 

(2019) was born in 1974 and he will have more in common with the younger 

participants. He states that what he remembers keenly was what was important to him, 

Star Wars, going to McDonalds the first time and trying to get his parents to buy a 

home computer. He acknowledges that the great events of the day made little 

impression, and this may be the case for the participants who spoke of employment 

issues, being female, being gay and their own identities whether it be an Essex identity 

or some other type of identity. The 1980s were viewed by the participants either as 

teenagers, as they remembered events, or as adults looking back on the period with 

the benefit of hindsight, which may influence their recollections of that time. It is 

important therefore to contextualise their memories with an historical background.  The 

participants discussed their own and their parents’, often ambivalent, attitudes to 

Thatcher and politicians in general and this is fascinating due to the supposed appeal 

of Thatcher to the working class of Essex. It exposes the view that Halsey (1995) 

describes as Dichotomous, ‘them and us’ in relation to the political class.  

Although some would argue that during the 1980s there was a move away from class-

based politics (Cannadine, 1998, Todd, 2014, Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018), Thatcher’s 

rhetoric set out to appeal to and therefore reflected the ideals of sections of the working 

class. Thatcher wrote class out of politics (Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018, p.3); she 

engendered a change in popular identities and attitudes leaving society more 

individualistic.   



84 

 

This section will explore Britain in the 1980s, the move towards a greater free market, 

privatisation, internal conflict such as the miners’ strike and the response to the Aids 

crisis (Jackson and Saunders, 2012, Bernstein, 2004, Moore, 2019). Divisions in 

Britain were great, North and South, Rich and Poor, Traditional and New Working 

Class. Opportunities and choices opened up to large sections of society while in other 

areas choice and opportunity were shut down with the transition of employment 

opportunities (Turner 2010, Stewart 2013). 

It is important to remember that the 1980s was paradoxical in nature and although the 

decade is closely aligned with the persona of Margaret Thatcher, although she was 

seen as an ideologue her administration was pragmatic like many governments 

(Jackson and Saunders, 2012) and in many areas did not necessarily feel the need to 

rush into unnecessary change. It is interesting to place young people within this 

dynamic age and to see the extent of the influence of the Thatcher government on 

them and their families’ lives.  

By the 1980s, for many the post-war security of an adequate working wage, benefits 

if needed and a decent health care system, meant that many members of the working 

class now had the opportunity to think and hope for a better life for them and their 

family. Thatcher’s ideology with regard to individualism and less dependence on the 

state chimed in with the attitudes of many (Sutcliffe -Braithwaite, 2018). The belief in 

a form of a rugged individualism already existed as the second section will illustrate, 

the pioneering spirit was not out of touch with many of Thatcher’s ideas. Due to the 

nature of employment in the locality, the collective working-class identity was not as 

prevalent in the South as it was in the North where industry and Trade Unionism 

presented a view of the traditional working class. That does not mean that unions did 
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not exist in the South; public sector unions such as Teachers’ and Firemen unions and 

the RMT organised workers. There were also struggles with the Printer unions in 

London who took on the newspaper owner Robert Murdoch, after he moved his 

newspapers to Wapping and sacked the print workers, as journalists could input copy 

into their computers (Stewart, 2013). The employment secretary, Norman Tebbit, 

commented on the highly unionised notion of Essex with many working at the 

Dagenham Ford Plant (Burrows, 2019). The collective traditional identity of the North 

seemed less pertinent in the South, particularly in the suburbs and London, where due 

to the size and transient population, families and communities had started to break up 

in areas such as Peckham and the East End. Thatcher recast the predominant political 

discourse of class which had dominated post-war Britain with the language of ordinary 

working families (Lawrence and Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2012).  

Morgan (2001) stated that Margaret Thatcher’s election victory was taken as marking 

a decisive shift in the national mood, politically, intellectually and culturally. Margaret 

Thatcher’s premiership dated from 1979 – 1990; her vision became known as 

Thatcherism, although even that word cannot have a single arbitrary definition 

imposed on it (Jackson and Saunders, 2012). Thatcher’s governmen t changed the 

fortunes of vast numbers of individuals for good and bad and her legacy and reputation 

continue to divide to this day.  Thatcher was viewed as a ‘conviction politician’, 

champion of middle-class values; some argued that she spoke for the petite 

bourgeoisie and her message seems to have appealed to that group. Thatcher 

believed in individualism and that hard work should be rewarded, and that only the 

most vulnerable should be dependent on the state. The roots of Thatcherism lay in 

acquisition rather than in production. It sought to create business, perhaps a rentier 

culture (Morgan 2001, p.443), meaning people living on an income from property or 
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investments.  For all Thatcher’s rhetoric, however, the welfare state remained largely 

intact (Jackson and Saunders, 2012) and she continued to argue that the NHS was 

safe in their hands. (Jackson and Saunders, 2012) 

Appeal of Thatcher 

One of the key questions of this decade must be the question, why did Thatcher appeal 

to the working class? It is important to remember that Thatcher of 1979 was not viewed 

in the same way as the Thatcher who stood down as Prime Minister in 1990. She led 

the country through what can be only described by many as one of the most divisive 

decades in British history.  There were various reasons why historians believe 

Thatcher was popular with voters and the reasons are more than just that working-

class people could buy their council houses. This certainly seems like a simplified 

response, rather like working-class voters vote Tory because they read the Sun 

newspaper.  

It has been argued that Thatcher’s most striking characteristic was her ability to 

inflame the imagination (Jackson and Saunders, 2012, p.10). No other leader has had 

such an impact on popular culture and as a female leader she was marked out as a 

new political phenomenon and watched.  Thatcher is often described as a presidential 

leader but this does not take into account the limits of her political power, such as the 

selection of MPs and the civil service.  

 John Campbell (2000) argues that Thatcher set out to attract new voters rather than 

floating voters. The party projected values, rather than emotions. In 1979 Saatchi and 

Saatchi, the advertising company who were brought in to run the Conservative Party 

campaign made a crude appeal to the C2s, the typical skilled workers; this was 

changed by 1983 when their party-political broadcasts were more subtle, less 
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obviously class-driven in the voters they were attempting to attract. This was certainly 

successful; the greatest swing to Thatcher came from skilled workers, men and the 

young; Campbell (2000) stated a 11% rise from skilled working classes and 9% from 

the unskilled. She appealed to certain values: tough on immigration, defence and trade 

unions. (Vinen, 2009, p.97) specifically the patriotic, acquisitive, upwardly mobile, Sun-

reading upper working class, those defined by advertisers as C2s (Campbell, 2000, p. 

432) 

Alternatively, another reason for her popularity may have been her desire to deal with 

issues that had been problematic in the 1970s, inflation and the supposed omnipotent 

power of the Trade Unions, which may have appealed. Some who argue that if the 

1979 election had happened earlier the chances were that Thatcher would not have 

been elected; however, the ‘winter of discontent’ meant that the Labour Party struggled 

to argue that they were safe hands for the economy. The use of the now iconic ‘Labour 

isn’t working’ poster by the newly appointed advertisers Saatchi and Saatchi, did not 

help matters.   

Thatcher, rather like the successful 1945 landslide Labour government, presented a 

vision, which was not class-based. Tony Benn (Benn,1992) said that Thatcher’s 

biggest contribution was to change the language of class. This has remained and we 

have seen it return with Cameron’s ‘hard-working families’ (Meredith, 2013). 

Cannadine (1998) argues that Margaret Thatcher had the ability to be multifaceted; in 

one guise she was neo-conservative, in another she had neo-liberal views. Neo-

populist, confrontationist, leading the peasants’ revolt against established and 

entrenched elites. Thatcher saw class was not greatly important and she had little 

experience of the working class in the sense of the factory-based traditional class; her 
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youth was spent in Grantham, her father a shop keeper, Cannadine (1998) argues she 

saw individuals as consumers. Selina Todd (2014) also believed that Thatcher’s 

message at first appealed to working people like Labour in 1945- the Conservative 

Party represented a vision that class background did not matter. 

It could be argued that rather than the working class buying into Thatcher’s ideology, 

she appealed to the values that were already there and her rhetoric had more in 

common with those living in the south and the suburbs rather than perhaps those of 

the industrial north, due in fact to her own upbringing. 

If we consider the nature of class-based politics, Sutcliffe -Braithwaite (2018) draws 

attention to the fact that class identities were more fragmented and ambivalent by the 

1990s which provides evidence for the claim that Thatcher wrote class out of politics.  

When looking at why Thatcher and the Conservative party continued to win elections 

in the 1980s, although for many they were a very unpopular divisive party one must 

also look at political turmoil which was ongoing in the 1980s in the Labour Party. The 

Labour Party under the leadership of Michael Foot lacked appeal to many and the 

Labour Party split to the Social Democratic Party and also lost many votes.  Thatcher 

benefitted from the internal wrangling in particular also with respect to the Labour 

policy of unilateral disarmament which, for many who had experienced World War II, 

may not have been comfortable. Neil Kinnock, the new leader of the Labour Party, 

changed the Labour defence policy towards a multi-lateral one, due to the fact that 

many believed it had lost Labour the election:  

The Labour leader, Mr Neil Kinnock, yesterday won the support of his 

national executive for an historic shift away from the unilateralist nuclear 

defence policy which his advisers believe contributed to the party's dismal 
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showing at the last two general elections. (John Carvel and Patrick 

Wintour Wednesday 10 May 1989 The Guardian).  

It is important to remember as well that the Cold War continued during this time and 

there was a constant nuclear threat. The victory in the Falklands had enabled Thatcher 

to be seen as a war leader (Marwick, 2003) and extolled the virtues of  Winston 

Churchill with her single-minded determination. Morgan (2001) argues that it was not 

her femininity, rather her image of toughness, determination and ruthless single-

mindedness that dominated public perceptions (Morgan 2001, p.440). In the 1980s 

World War II was a living memory for many in Britain at the time; it was part of the 

national collective memory and therefore was significant too for those who had not 

lived through the war.  

John Davis (2011) argues that to understand why Labour never became the natural 

party of government one needs to look at the working class outside of blue-collar 

industry and outside the Labour heartlands. This, he stated, is epitomized by Essex 

Man of the 1980s and he focused on London taxi drivers. Davis (2011) focused on the 

two Ilford seats in Essex and he argued that the cab drivers enjoyed a prosperity which 

they could plausibly attribute to their own hard work; they were English nationalists 

and had a no-nonsense approach to law and order. Their political evolution ran deeper 

than that, reflecting real material interests and calculations that had developed over a 

period of 20 years. The transformation of conservatism was also critical; paternalistic 

welfare Toryism had cut little ice with these undeferential individualists - but Thatcher 

did speak to them - the cabbies’ Toryism was ephemeral – fleeting, transitory - rather 

than a conversion to the Conservative Party based on ‘Pooterism’ or 

embourgeoisement, the evidence being that in 1997 Labour won both Ilford seats. 
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Davis’s (2011) argument is that working-class voters, such as the self-employed cab 

drivers’ support of Thatcher, were more complex and in fact more sophisticated than 

they are often given credit for.  

Thatcher’s impact on the 1980s  

The fall of the Labour Government headed by the then Prime Minister James 

Callaghan in 1979 meant, according to most commentators across the political 

spectrum, the end of the ancien regime, a system of corporatism, Keynesian spending 

programmes, subsidized welfare and trade union power, what had become known as 

consensus politics (Morgan, 2001). For those who admired Thatcher it meant the 

passing of the dependency culture in favour of a new wave of enterprise and 

individualism (Morgan, 2001).  Margaret Thatcher’s majority of 43 seats in 1979 

allowed her to embark on a policy of radical change in society. She believed in 

individual accountability and believed the state should not reward those who were 

incompetent.  

By the end of the 1980s, Britain, particularly England, looked very different from 1979. 

Advances in commerce and technology had begun and there was a move away from 

heavy industry being the key means of financing the economy. Change had already 

begun to occur; ‘the world of working-class masculinity was already breaking up’ 

(Sandbrook 2019, p. xxiv). Many of Thatcher’s ideas chimed with changes that were 

already under way. ‘Britain was becoming more private, domestic, individualistic 

society. Full employment was dead. The heyday of heavy industry had peaked, the 

transition to service was underway’ (Sandbrook 2019, p. xxiv) 

This had a cultural impact - the rise of the yuppie, young upwardly mobile professional 

and the raised profile of the city worker. Films such as Wall Street (1987) heralded an 
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aspirational lifestyle, which was supported by the idea of buying shares as British Gas 

and British Telecom were sold off. Young men influenced fashion, travelling to the City 

in large glasses, braces and with brylcreemed hair. This was not an unusual sight and  

held a certain glamour. By 1989 these ideas had spread into the mainstream; the 

classic episode from the BBC’s comedy Only Fools and Horses (1981) entitled Yuppie 

Love (1989) shows Del Boy in a wine bar with his Filofax as he re-invents himself as 

Peckham’s answer to Gordon Gekko, with an intention of buying the Trotters’ council 

flat in Nelson Mandela House with the ultimate goal of selling it on for a profit. This 

episode in a television situation comedy said so much about the changing face of 

London and Britain in the 1980s; Nelson Mandela House, a jokey reference and a nod 

to the ‘looney left’ (Stewart, 2013, p.436) hinted at the tension between the more 

radical Labour local authorities whose growing anti-discriminatory policies were seen 

as unnecessary in many quarters. This hinted at the growing divide between 

Londoners and the more radical Inner London local governments; the selling off of 

council properties, the start of the gentrification of areas of London and an underlying 

belief in the concept of Get-rich-quick. 

It was a period of great paradoxes. On the one hand the government tried to uphold 

what it saw as traditional British values, but the decade saw massive social change 

which was led from below and it appeared while the government at the time tried to 

hold back the tide of change. The government was however radical in the ways in 

which groups such as the miners, with their traditions and histories, were dismissed in 

the desire to move into the future. There was revolution in the economic policies at the 

time and the Conservative party itself changed, moving away from the grandees of the 

party such as men like Macmillan being replaced with men such as Norman Tebbit 

from more ordinary origins, who believed in individualism and enterprise and a desire 
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to move away from what some saw as the slow and wasteful state and a dependency 

culture (Morgan 2001). This bought to the fore the tensions, which remain in the party 

and to an extent existed from its creation. In ideological terms there was a move 

towards a new right ideology.  

John Campbell (2003) stated that Thatcher said her long-term ambition, as set out in 

opposition, was nothing less than the elimination of what she called socialism from 

British politics, the reversal of the whole collectivizing trend of the post-war era and 

thereby she believed, the moral reinvigoration of the nation. There were several broad 

objectives; she was not very specific, cut public spending, cut taxes, keep a tight 

control of the money supply, refrain from a detailed intervention in the economy and 

generally trust the operation of the free market.  

Todd (2014) said that, welfare and full employment, once seen as the pillars of civilized 

society, were condemned by Margaret Thatcher, as obstacles to economic growth. 

Thatcher proclaimed her intention to create a climate in which British people, 

individuals and industry, can prosper and can build their own independence. This she 

did by freeing them from the undemocratic bureaucracy of local authorities and trade 

unions. Thatcher claimed that there was no such thing as society, only individuals and 

families (Halsey, 1989, p.173).  

Thatcher’s priority was to control inflation, known as monetarism, inspired by Milton 

Friedman (Morgan, 2001), aiming to drain excess money from the economy left over 

from, as far as Thatcher and her chancellor Geoffrey Howe believed, excessive state 

spending and large pay rises for the industry. High inflation did impact massively on 

working-class families and certainly impacted on those who worked for themselves 
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and had their own businesses, as it was difficult to put the price of work up; but the 

high cost of goods meant profit and wages were reduced (Davis, 2011).   

1980’s Educational Reform  

Thatcher’s three terms in office and particularly her large majorities in the 1983 and 

1987 elections allowed her to bring about radical change. Much of this was linked to 

the idea of neo-liberalism, which tried to bring about less state-run public service. 

Clearly this would impact on schooling and during the 1980s there were numerous 

education acts, ending with the 1988 Education Reform Act, which as Chitty (1989) 

says ‘transformed’ the education system. The New Right ideology was based on a 

blend of moral and economic doctrine; this was sometimes complementary but 

sometimes there was tension, it was based on economic libertarianism and moral 

authoritarianism. Schooling saw the paradoxical nature of Thatcher’s politics, which 

showed individualism and competition as well as repressive challenges to alternative 

lifestyles such as Clause 28 of the Local Government Act, which banned the promotion 

of homosexuality in schools (Whitty and Menter, 1988). Thatcher wanted to raise 

educational standards (Thatcher, 1993) and deliver more value for money. She 

considered that both the local authorities and teachers were hostile to these aims and 

aimed to protect inadequate teachers and promote child-centred learning rather than 

measurable academic success. The National Curriculum was introduced, and Keith 

Joseph merged the O-level and CSE into a GCSE; the courses were first taught in 

1986 and examined in 1988 (Gordon et al., 1991). 

The 1980s also saw the start of the connection between state centralization of 

education and the beginning of greater accountability and less autonomy for the 

teacher. It too certainly ushered in the modern age of ‘competition and control’ 
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(Phillips, 2001). The comprehensive ideal was challenged and there were supposedly 

greater opportunities for parental choice.  The Education Reform Act 1988 was the 

biggest programme of educational reform and by 1997 all aspects of education were 

carefully controlled (Phillips, 2001).  

The Education Secretary, Kenneth Baker’s Education Reform Bill was also known  as 

the Great Education Reform Bill; it was in fact made up of five separate bills, which 

aimed to do the following: setting up the National Curriculum, giving schools the right 

to opt out of local authority control, establishing city technology colleges, reforming 

universities and abolishing the Inner London Education Authority. (Campbell, 2000, 

p.542) 

The key change, which occurred over this time was that the comprehensive ideal was 

challenged; the Conservative Party remained attached to the notion of grammar 

schools and we later see John Major, Thatcher’s successor, with his unrealized hope 

of seeing a grammar school in every town. In Essex, grammar schools continued to 

be a popular form of schooling and Westcliff, a small town in the borough of Southend, 

had four grammar schools. Chelmsford and Colchester also had, and continue to 

have, grammar schools.  Therefore, unusually, in the part of Essex that the participants 

lived in, students could still sit the eleven-plus if parents wanted them to go to a 

grammar school.  That is still the case today.  

Education was seen by government and the public as there to serve the interests of 

the national economy, and the arrival of the National Curriculum prescribed what 

children should be taught, but made teachers curriculum deliverers rather than 

curriculum innovators. Relations became strained between government and the 

teaching profession; ‘discourse of derision’ (Ball, 1990) ensued. Thatcher argued that 
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this was not her intention and she had hoped that there would be room for teachers to 

teach their own specialisms and interests once the essential topics were covered 

(Thatcher, 1993).  

The Education policy reflected other elements of Conservative policies ‘Competition 

and Control’ fusion of market individualism and state control; market individualism 

gave way to greater competition in schools particularly with the emergence of school 

league tables and the development of SATs tests. Greater freedom for parental choice 

meant schools more than ever were in competition with each other. For all this 

supposed market individualism, state control on education was more pronounced than 

ever with the arrival of the National Curriculum and the beginning of the GCSEs . In 

1986 the government introduced performance appraisal for teachers. There were two 

key concerns at the time with regard to education; the first issue was the lack of 

opportunity for working-class children which occurred in mainstream education, and 

the desire by government to raise standards in education for all. There was a fear that 

grammar school standards no longer existed, rather than comprehensives acquiring 

them which had been what many had hoped would happen. The 1988 Education Act 

set out to empower parents by allowing them to select better schools and ultimately 

drive standards up. This was done through new assessments at Key Stages and these 

exam results formed the basis for league tables where schools could be judged 

against each other, although they were not launched until 1992 (Stewart, 2013).  This 

had a knock-on effect of creating expensive catchment areas and forcing poorer 

families to go to worse schools.  

There was, in 1988, an impressive rise in in A’ level exam results but this had as much 

to do with the change in grading which became based on the number of marks an 
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entrant achieved, rather than grades being awarded in proportion to the pupils who 

sat the examination, for example the top 10%, who sat the exam got an A. (Turner, 

2010)  

Campbell (2000) argues that, reinforced by a new inspectorate (OFSTED) in 1992 and 

published tables of performance, the National Curriculum eventually settled down as 

one element in a real lifting of standards over the next decade.  

Selina Todd (2014) maintains that the 1980s saw a change in attitude; the lack of 

employment opportunities meant that many of the upper working class saw education 

as key to job security. ‘Thatcher’s children’, those who grew up in the 1980s, were 

conscious that to get on in life you should leave your class background behind. This, 

too, seems to link in with the idea of a lack of deference (Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018) 

that began to be seen in post- war Britain; maybe young people were not as concerned 

about ‘knowing their place’ as previous generations were.  

If we look at the start of the twentieth century it is clear that there were unequal 

chances for children from different social classes (Smith, 2000, McCulloch, 1998); 

however, despite the ‘transformation’ (Chitty, 1989) of the education system through 

the 1980s there was one key area Smith (2000) describes as remaining unchanged 

and that was that the relative chances of children from different social backgrounds 

continued to be as unequal as they had been at the start of the century. The main 

change seems to be that, as Selina Todd (2014) argues, working-class children did 

believe that qualifications were a way to job security.  

Marwick (2003) said there was an interesting fact that many historians tend to ignore 

which was that in 1986 under pressure from the European Union the Thatcher 

government abolished corporal punishment in schools. This would have been seen by 



97 

 

many as a negative step, which would pave the way to a lack of discipline in school. 

Marwick (2003) argues it was another step in making Britain a more civilised society.  

Within higher education there were enormous changes and one of them was the 

introduction of loans to replace the system of grants which was the practice in the 

1980s and previously. The grants system was means-tested but many of those from 

working-class backgrounds got to university without worrying about enormous debt 

because they were given a full grant, money for books, accommodation and food, and 

the university fees were paid by the government. Often students would have to work 

to support themselves, but the need to borrow and gain massive debt was not an 

issue. Thatcher’s government decided that grants were becoming unmanageable and 

decided to replace them with the idea of loans. November 1988 marked the grants not 

loans march of 1988. This was the demonstration of 16,000 students on Westminster 

Bridge who were confronted by terrifying charges of police horses. Marwick (2003) 

described it as a country of confrontation.  

Overall, there seems to have been a massive impact on educational legislation. What 

impact it had on the young is difficult to assess as the different types of data are not 

always helpful as we have seen; more people getting A levels may have something to 

do with the way in which papers are graded (Turner, 2010).  New GCSEs meant that 

every child sat these not just the top tier of students as with O levels. Just because 

more working-class students are getting the same qualifications does not mean 

necessarily that their opportunities improved.  

Being Gay in the 1980s 

It seems important to contextualize the experiences of those who were gay by referring 

to the Conservative Government of the 1980s, but also to consider how 
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representations of homosexuality were changing during the 1980s. Thatcher did in fact 

do little to legislate on morality; many of the permissive reforms of the 1960s remained. 

However the issue which made most impact at this time was the implementation of  

Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act, which banned promotion of 

homosexuality in schools. The family values agenda continued to be promoted, along 

with Victorian morality:  

What was intended as a totem of Tory support for family values and 

opposition to the supposed ‘misuse’ of local ratepayers’ money by left 

wing councils managed to garner sympathy for the gay rights cause. A 

law directed specifically against a named minority smacked of vilification 

and contributed towards the perception that the Conservatives were not 

the party of civil liberties. (Stewart, 2013, p.330) 

The comedian Alan Davies (2009), who grew up in Essex in the 1970s and 1980s, 

said ‘gay people were portrayed as abnormal, undesirable and a menace to children’ 

(Davies, 2009, p.331). The AIDS campaign and Section 28 highlighted their lack of 

acceptance among large areas of the community. Julian Clary (2006) writes of the 

complete ignorance with regard to HIV and AIDS in the early 1980s. ‘In pre-AIDS days 

using a condom was regarded as a kind of weird hygiene-related fetish. The lottery 

had started but we didn’t know.’ (Clary 2006, p.157). 

The conservatives had to engage, however, with the issue of AIDS, and the campaign 

which encouraged individuals towards self–protection was one which may have 

alienated their traditional support, which considered that sex was for the married and 

the heterosexual. It responded to the AIDS crisis with medical advice not moral 
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homilies (Vinen, 2009), safer sex rather than abstention, (Jackson and Saunders, 

2012). 

 The paradoxical nature of the decade re-emerges again in relation to homosexuality; 

while gay icons culturally were generally accepted and in some cases celebrated, and 

there was a growing acknowledgement by the government of the need to protect this 

group, the Local Government Act depicted them as something to be feared and the 

right wing press promoted this with the stories of left wing local government and the 

children’s book such as Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin? (Bösche, 1983), the story 

of Jenny, who lived with her two fathers, a gay couple.   

The 1980s, therefore, presented a decade where, on the one hand, homosexuality 

was looked on suspiciously but, on the other, was viewed more deeply and 

sympathetically than before. The 1970s had presented the ‘camp’ interpretation of 

what it meant to be gay, the Larry Grayson and the John Inman portrayal of Mr 

Humphries “I’m free” in the sitcom Are You Being Served? (1972). Melvyn Haynes 

was perplexing as ‘Gloria’, the female impersonator in a troop of soldiers who were a 

theatre company during World War II in Burma in the programme ‘It Ain’t Half Hot 

Mum’ (1974); these characters filled television screens in the late 1970s early 80s as 

the friendly non-threatening, isolated images of homosexuality or presented 

ambiguous representations in isolation, with no known partner and therefore there was 

a vagueness in the representation. The popularity of the 1981 Brideshead Revisited 

drama series (1981) also presented another ambiguous relationship between Charles 

Ryder and Sebastian Flyte. This was a more serious work, which captured the popular 

imagination, with its, were they, weren’t they as depicted in the media. There was, 

https://www.bing.com/search?q=Susanne+Bosche&filters=ufn%3a%22Susanne+Bosche%22+sid%3a%22e2daef4e-863a-faed-05d4-56ba45a9f457%22&FORM=SNAPST
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however, a depiction of another popular lead in the series, the more overtly 

homosexual, Anthony Blanche.  

 During the 1980s the film industry began to depict homosexual lives in a more 

sympathetic way, with the popularity of films such as Another Country (1984) loosely 

based on the early life of Guy Burgess, one of the Cambridge spies. The 1987 film 

Maurice (1987) was based on the book of the same name by E.M. Forster and made 

at the time of the popularity of the Merchant Ivory films. Maurice (1987) was a gay film 

with a happy ending, and it was unusual to see the portrayal of a working-class man 

as gay in the shape of Alec Scudder, the gardener who mends the hero Maurice’s 

broken heart; this challenged the portrayal of gay men, who were often seen as the 

upper-class Oscar Wilde type of character.  

Films with gay leads or storylines were not only set in the past. The growing more 

openly gay community was also reflected in the cultural scene, with the emergence of 

films such as My Beautiful Laundrette (1985) which reflected the growing diversity of 

London communities as well as centralizing the story around two young men, both 

gay, one a white Londoner, the other the son of Pakistani immigrants; with a frequent 

lightness of touch, the film drew on the 1980s society. It showed both the growing 

freedoms and opportunities but also the continued discrimination faced by both the 

gay and immigrant communities. There certainly was a growing confidence in the gay 

community not to be hidden and this was also reflected in new pop icons such as Boy 

George and his band Culture Club, Frankie goes to Hollywood, Bronski Beat, Steve 

Strange and the New Romantic scene that, although not necessarily gay, i.e. Spandau 

Ballet and Duran Duran, openly played with identity and dressing in flamboyant fashion 

and wearing makeup, something not entirely new already having been worn in the 
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1970s with glam rock and David Bowie. The gay community in the music world was 

much more open and less ambiguous and this challenged the ‘family values’ which 

were being presented by the government at the time. In 1986 we see the arrival of 

Eastenders’ first gay character who took part in the first the first homosexual kiss in a 

soap. This, although reflecting a more open-minded view of gay relationships,  also 

showed the negativity of the British press to alternative lifestyles. The Sun headline 

stated ‘EastEnders is turning into “EastBenders”…with two gays joining the soap’s line 

up’ in 1986 with the arrival of Colin the new character; with the first kiss, ‘A homosexual 

love scene between two yuppie poofs…’ The Sun January 1989. (Siddique, 2019) 

Although there was greater acceptance of relationships which were not heterosexual, 

being gay continued to have its own problems. ‘As late as 1988, the British Social 

Attitudes survey suggested that two-thirds of the population believed the government’s 

Aids campaign should go beyond health advice and issue moral strictures against 

some sexual practices.’ (Stewart 2013, p. 326)  

Women and Thatcher 

A number of the female participants mentioned that women did celebrate Thatcher’s 

success in being the first woman to be elected Prime Minister. There was a degree of 

support from women due to Thatcher’s ability to accentuate her role as a wife and 

mother, rather than discarding this aspect of her life. This may have been a natural 

thing to do in this male-dominated post, but she used this portrayal to show that she 

understood the difficulties they faced when budgeting the family money, therefore in 

many ways oddly presented a domestic version of this leader in a parallel view to her 

Churchillian image, which was more prominent during both domestic and international 

conflict.  The historical evidence does suggest that women’s lives did not benefit 



102 

 

greatly under Thatcher; there was, however, modest improvement in women’s position 

during this time. The 1970 Equal Pay Act had been introduced largely due to the 

perseverance of the women workers at Fords in Dagenham who went on strike to gain 

equal pay to male workers doing equivalent work. Although Thatcher appeared to 

herald the breaking of the glass ceiling by women, she did actually very little to improve 

the rights of women and in many ways shut the door behind her. She played to her 

female strengths in a man’s world, drawing on the attributes of the housewife in 

managing the home and the ‘ordinariness’ of her early life in Gran tham; the image of 

a shop keeper’s daughter was used, but was not wholly accurate, as her sister said 

that Margaret certainly wasn’t working in her father’s shop (Cannadine, 1998). The 

once again paradoxical 1980s saw at the beginning of the 1980s the fairy tale wedding 

of Prince Charles to Lady Diana Spencer, a Barbara Cartland heroine if ever there 

was one, one of her key assets being not her blue blood but her lack of a personal 

history. While this high-profile wedding continued to play into the ideal of traditional 

stereotyped female imagery, the 1980s also ushered in a change in perception in 

relation to women’s roles. Television shows often presented these women as 

businesswomen, power-dressers and in doing so many female stereotypes were 

challenged, with many boundaries being broken; the women of Dallas (1978) and 

Dynasty (1981) showed that women could be powerful and successful and did not 

have to conform to the traditional domestic roles. Interestingly, however, female 

characters on television also began to acquire Thatcher-like traits. In the BBC sitcom 

Sorry (1981), the central character, Timothy, who was still living at home with his 

parents into his 40s had a mother not unlike Thatcher in her depiction. Turner (2010) 

argued that women in charge became more common in televisions shows, for 
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example, Barbara Woodhouse, Training Dogs the Woodhouse Way (1980), Jill 

Gascoine in The Gentle Touch (1980) and Juliet Bravo (1980):   

Alternatively, the Greenham Common Women, peace campaigners, 

vocally campaigning for change, were initially looked on sympathetically 

by some in the press and the iconic image of the women holding hands 

around the fences of Sellafield; were heralded. This began to change as 

they became viewed as lesbians and feminists and frowned upon 

because of the squalor and degradation they were living in (Turner, 2010, 

p. 158-9). 

Lifestyles for women did change; the growing number of jobs in white-collar work 

(Stewart, 2013) provided many with the money and independence; also the growth of 

mortgages meant women had to work and it was no longer frowned upon as it may 

have been in the earlier part of the twentieth century. The 1980s therefore presented 

for women greater opportunities due mainly to the growing white-collar workplace. 

Many married women, however, retained traditional roles, over half being housewives, 

although this role was often at this time presented in a negative way (Sandbrook, 

2019). Women who challenged the mainstream lifestyle were still viewed with 

suspicion. The participants’ stories show that during the 1980s there were good 

opportunities for women in the south and the three female participants all worked in 

the city when they left school or university. As young women there certainly was no 

suggestion by their parents that they were constrained by their gender, which is 

different to some of the life stories that were seen about a decade earlier (Plummer, 

2000). Pahl’s (1984) work however said that the bulk of women who were married 

were part-time workers and therefore had roles at home, suggesting that although 90% 
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of young women without dependents were in full-time employment most women who 

had children were in fact part-time workers. This growth then of women’s employment 

was not necessarily liberating but in fact a desire to keep a roof over one’s head (Todd, 

2014). The women worked, while their husbands joined the dole queues (Todd, 2014).  

Conclusion. 

The 1980s were paradoxical in nature, bringing about greater freedom and choice but 

in certain areas there were greater centralization and control. It was ultimately 

Thatcher’s decade; she stamped her image upon it in a way few other politicians have 

ever achieved. While family values and Victorian morality were being extolled, at its 

grassroots Britain was changing. While Thatcher spoke about greater freedom and 

choice, the government was having greater control over the state. The first female 

Prime Minister did little to improve women’s rights or opportunities, but market forces 

were allowing women greater career opportunities in service industries and there was 

a greater challenge to social norms. The growing fear of HIV and AIDS meant that the 

government had to bring in new initiatives for keeping people safe and, by promoting 

safe sex, normalised an alternative lifestyle. However, the introduction of the Local 

Government Act also re-enforced the negativity surrounding gay relationships. The 

1980s did certainly promote a popular belief in the significance in The City and the 

lifestyle and cultural implications can be seen in the trajectories of several of our 

participants. The central paradox of Thatcherism is that ‘Mrs Thatcher presided over 

and celebrated a culture of rampant materialism, fun, greed and money, fundamentally 

at odds with her own values which were essentially, conservative, old-fashioned and 

puritanical’ (Campbell, 2003, p.250). Educationally the government offered greater 

freedoms to schools and parents while developing a centralised approach to the 
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curriculum and the monitoring of teachers and school performance. The growing 

wealth of the South compared sharply with the decline of the North and the continued 

disintegration of manufacturing and heavy industries. These changes in the South 

offered different working opportunities to school leavers, and in the way that the 1960s 

heralded a changing society, the 1980s appeared to do the same for those in the 

South-East of England. Essex benefitted from the growing service industry in the City 

of London.  

4.3 The Space: Essex Man, the pioneering spirit and place myths: A 

better life in a new land.  

Introduction 

This second main section of the chapter will examine the space, exploring the location 

and its inhabitants; this means examining firstly the idea of the Essex Man, which 

developed in the 1980s. It will explain why there were and still are strong links to the 

East End of London and it will consider the identity of the place and the people, as 

well as media representations. This will set out to examine the stereotype of Essex 

Man and how it developed, enabling the informants’ experiences to be placed within 

his context.  

Essex Man 

As already mentioned in the introduction, the stereotype of the Essex working class 

has developed since the 1980s. Initially it was a term first used by Simon Heffer; in 

The Daily Telegraph Comment he coined it under the title ‘Maggie’s Mauler’ (Heffer, 

1990). In his now infamous article he suggested that this group reject education, are 

materialistic and right-wing, “industrious, mildly brutish and culturally barren” as well 



106 

 

as “breathtakingly right-wing”. This label has continued to exist but Billy Bragg in his 

autobiography argued that: 

‘Essex Man’ was a term invented to demonize the newly affluent white 

working-class, whose predilection for sovereign rings and right-wing 

Thatcherism made them into folk devils in the eyes of the predominantly 

middle–class media. Such people did undoubtedly exist, but they lived all 

over the South East, fiercely protective of their family and property, 

dismissive of the Welfare State, and English to the point of belligerence. 

(Bragg, 2006, p.17) 

Bragg (Bragg, 2006) shows in this extract the complexities of this group, showing that 

it is both a creation, the Essex Man is a myth, a ‘folk demon’, but there is some sort of 

basis in reality and the representation is so dominant in British culture that it forms 

almost a part of social memory. This research sets out to unpack that identity and to 

consider to what extent the stereotype is a realistic portrayal of Essex Man and 

woman.  

Throughout the 1980s, arts and media had drawn strong images of the Essex man. 

Although Mike Leigh touched upon Essex Man in Abigail’s Party (1977), set in 

Romford, Essex, this was a play about the aspirations and tastes of the new middle 

class emerging in the 1970s. In his BBC comedy show, Harry Enfield (1990) 

developed a character called ‘loadsamoney’, the plasterer who was making a good 

living on the property boom of the 1980s and despised those who did not have money. 

Although this character was not specifically from Essex, it was a characterization 

strongly associated with the county.  
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Another representation of the Essex working class, which emerged in the 1980s, and 

encouraged the development of this identity, was John Sullivan’s popular BBC sitcom, 

Just Good Friends (1983). The story revolved around the ‘Bookie’, Vince, son of a 

wealthy scrap metal dealer and his ‘on -off’ romance with the ‘posh’ Penny, the 

daughter of a middle-class family. The comedy was situated in the cultural differences 

between the working and middle classes, but like Sullivan’s best known comic 

character, Del Boy, for all his faults, Vince was the character that viewers empathized 

with, the hero of the story. Similarly, to Enfield’s Loadsamoney the working-class 

characters in this sitcom were wealthy, brash and had no desire for middle-class 

pretensions. Vince was a type of flash, handsome, unreliable anti-hero who generally 

ends up on top at the end of every episode having the last laugh, often at the snobbery 

of those around him. This was not as crude a caricature as Enfield’s, but one that still 

favoured a lack of culture, and the writing often would play on the supposed cultural 

ignorance of Vince. A working-class writer, however, wrote this character, and the 

‘laugh’ is generally aimed at someone else and Vince is ‘knowing’ in his ignorance; it 

was often meant to get a reaction. 

The identity of the Essex boy also developed at this time, the emergence of the 

‘casual’, the teenage boys often associated with West Ham Football club, who wore 

Aquascutum, Pringle and expensive trainers often to stand on the North Stand at 

Upton Park. Although the casual supposedly didn’t originate in Essex, but in Liverpool 

where football supporters returned from European football campaigns with European 

sportswear, this idea of the casual was very closely associated with Essex. It also 

relates to the emergence of the Essex boy racer, which seemed to arrive with the 

development in 1980 of the XR3, the Essex boys’ dream car, driving down to Southend 

on the Arterial Road. This identity had much to do with ‘laddish culture’ having a laugh, 
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leaving school early for a job, either in the City or in trade. Saturday night in Southend, 

driving along the seafront, talking cars with each other, with ‘souped-up’ engines 

rumbling in the distance. 

Estuary Essex 

The development of the Essex identity also occurred with the identification of a 

particular type of accent. In 1984, Rosewarne’s (1984) ground-breaking article 

acknowledged a new dialect called ‘Estuary English’  a language distinctive from 

‘cockney’, which developed along the area of land near the river Thames; Kent was 

also part of this development but it is most closely associated with Essex. There has 

been more research completed on the accent more recently by Fox (2015) and it was 

seen to have developed from the population migration of East Enders; this research 

has shown that the cockney accent has moved to Essex and morphed into Estuary 

English. (Fox, 2015) 

Place Myths 

When looking at the emergence of Essex Man in the 1980s, there are strong links 

between the East End of London and Essex. There were a number of reasons for this 

and it was not something that started in the 1980s, but much earlier. Although middle-

class suburbs started to spring up during the inter-war years this rarely happened in 

the east of London, the unexplored ‘dark continent’ (Millington, 2015). The Housing 

Act of 1919 meant that working-class people began to move out of London to local 

authority-built estates such as Becontree, now part of the London Borough of Barking 

and Dagenham. There was a growing sense of privacy and social withdrawal in 

estates such as Becontree and Debden or “Greenleigh’ as it was named by Young 

and Willmott (1962), as opposed to the vibrant slums of Bethnal Green :  
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Whereas Liverpool and other northern towns had their own industries, 

traditions and rituals that set them apart from London, Essex had become 

a place to escape family memories of poverty in the city. “People weren’t 

satisfied at what had been going on for years and years with their parents 

and grandparents,” Steadman said. “This was a new time when they 

weren’t just going to sit in some little house somewhere and put up with 

it.” (Burrows, 2019) 

In this newspaper article Burrows (2019) refers to Alison Steadman the actress who 

played Abigail and she draws attention to the fact that people wanted a better life. 

Millington (2015) argues that there are two place myths that are associated with Essex. 

One is that of ‘working-class embourgeoisement’ via post-war suburbanisation from 

London and the other of social mobility via the individualistic, entrepreneurial drive 

encouraged by Margaret Thatcher and her Conservative government, during the 

1980s, a decade when Essex, by repute, became the popular vanguard of 

Thatcherism.  

This was not something new and certainly those traits which are often associated with 

Essex such as enterprise and self-reliance were seen before the arrival of Thatcher 

and her Essex Man. The plot lands, farmland that was sold off, provided the 

opportunity for individuals to buy a small piece of land and build a small house or 

cabin. There was an affinity with Thatcher’s policies and an individualist and almost 

anarchic spirit, which flourished in Essex in the f the 20 th century.  

Essex Pioneers 

More than any other location South Essex became a symbol for working-class 

embourgeoisement; Gareth Millington (2015) in his paper on Essex noir, compares 
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Essex to LA, ‘bright but guilty’ Basildon, the last and largest of the new towns; the 

mayor Eric Mormon said, ‘it was like a little bit of America in Essex’. The association 

with Essex Man and America seems to arise, not just in the depictions but also in the 

sense of pioneering spirit and the idea of a new life. Hayes and Hudson (2001) 

discussed this in their research.  In the 1990s Hudson and Hayes (2001) produced a 

study investigating attitudes to the Labour Party 

The academics interviewed 500 people who voted in the landslide Labour Party victory 

in 1997. Basildon is seen as an important swing seat and they were looking to see the 

impact that Thatcher had on its inhabitants. The authors said that the Thatcher years 

fostered an existing ‘strong sense of individualism and self-improvement’. This study 

focused in-depth interviews about individual views on politics and society and showed 

a disengagement with political parties. As a piece of work it identified in individuals the 

importance of education but did not look at this in depth as the focus was political 

attitudes:   

Basildon’s working-class were not recognisable as traditional cloth -

capped pigeon fancying horny-handed sons of toil. But neither was this a 

morally degenerate feckless but ultimate pitiable ‘underclass’ to 

conventional politicians of both right and left, these workers seemed 

brash, aggressive and threatening. 

The stereotype was later confused with the other eighties phenomenon 

the yuppie finance broker. Yet despite apocryphal stories of colonies of 

Rolls-Royce owners, Basildon man was not surfing the wave of city 

speculation. (Hayes and Hudson, 2001, p.13) 
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Basildon was the seventh and largest of the post-war towns. The people who moved 

there presented a ‘frontier’ mentality, believing they were at the forefront of the h opes 

and dreams of reconstruction of post-war Britain. The inhabitants moved to Essex but 

unlike their counterparts in West Ham, East Ham and Dagenham they saw themselves 

as wanting a better life. This did in fact pre-date Thatcherism but became bound up 

with the notion of possessive individualism that emerged in the 1980s.  

The research, Basildon: The Mood of a Nation (Hayes and Hudson, 2001), drew 

attention to detachment from all forms of collective political process or social agency, 

which the authors raised as a real concern. They acknowledged that those in Basildon 

were living their lives in private spheres, particularly family. They describe an 

unsettling desire for greater educational opportunities and self -improvement.  

At the start of the 1980s, there was limited heavy industry in Essex; Fords of 

Dagenham was probably the largest employer of its kind in the area and provided 

secondary work such as moving the cars from the factory to be sold. Although known 

for its union action and particularly famous for its role in the Equal Pay Act of 1970 

when the female workers went on strike to receive the same pay as men, there 

certainly was not a key industry which people in the area were involved with  such as 

the mining industry or shipping industry. Blue-collar work did exist, but it was 

increasingly taken over by white-collar work. It is important to note that Essex had 

strong agricultural roots and that in certain areas along the estuary there was work on 

the river such as the docks so there were roles in sh ipping and transporting of goods. 

Essex in earlier times had also been home to smugglers and fishermen. 

If we return to the work of John Davis (2011), he presented a particularly thoughtful 

account of the role and the identity of the London cabbie. It talks of the reason that 
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they may have voted for Thatcher but shows that it was also ephemeral because the 

two Ilford seats that were discussed in the chapter returned to Labour, under Tony 

Blair in 1997. It is refreshing to read an account that puts forward the opinion that 

working-class people may be more considerate of the economic and political climate 

than they are given credit for. The over-simplistic view of the Essex voters choosing 

to vote Conservative due to the right to buy their council properties does not take into 

account that many properties in Essex were privately owned and if we look at two 

areas where there were large numbers of council houses, Dagenham and Thurrock, 

they remained Labour-supporting boroughs throughout the 1980s. 

The growing wealth in Essex, particularly due to the City in London, meant that as the 

‘City boys’ benefitted from a market economy so did the privatised worker. Home 

ownership and wanting to have homes completed meant that the building trade and 

other such like trades benefitted from the flourishing market economy, which was a 

reflection of the Loadsamoney character already mentioned.  

Thatcher and Essex 

Essex was one of the counties which was most synonymous with Thatcher and her 

ideas, as described in the “Maggie’s Mauler’ (Heffer, 1990) article and there were a 

large number of Conservative Members of Parliament representing Essex 

constituencies. Norman Tebbit, one of her most high-profile politicians, was the 

Member of Parliament (MP) for Chelmsford, Harvey Proctor who represented both 

Basildon and Billericay, Teddy Taylor the MP for Southend East and Teresa Gorman 

MP for Billericay were all high-profile Essex MPs. Taylor and Gorman were known for 

their Eurosceptic views.  
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Norman Tebbit’s often mis-quoted speech about ‘getting on your bike’ (Tebbit, 1988) 

to look for work would have rung true with an area where large numbers of the 

inhabitants were migrants and many of those who lived in Essex were commuters into 

the City. The association with these Thatcherite MPs suggested that Essex was a 

county which showed an overwhelming support for Thatcher and her policies.  

In the earlier section the reasons for Thatcher’s support from the working class was 

discussed and it was acknowledged that it is an over-simplification to state that 

swathes of the working class turned to the Conservative party in droves and in doing 

so rejected their own roots and lost class consciousness.  

One of the key themes of this study is social mobility; this was seen as an issue in 

Essex during the 1980s and related to the theory of embourgeoisement which, 

Goldthorpe et al. (1968) had tested in Luton in the 1960s and as a theory was found 

wanting. One of the key arguments regarding the upper working class is that due to 

their social aspirations they acquired middle-class values and rejected the Labour 

party to vote for the Conservatives.  These themes are rather pertinent during this 

period, when many have believed the over-simplified view that working-class people 

voted for Thatcher so they could buy their council houses.  

 As seen in the earlier section of this chapter Thatcher’s appeal to the working  class 

was more complex, and her denial of class politics in fact was in keeping with research, 

which was being completed at the time. This would also be true of those working-class 

voters in Essex.  

If we consider the work of Ray Johnson, (2006) the presumed argument, which was 

prevalent in the 1960s and 70s that people voted by class, was upturned; it argued 

that it was more connected with location. It could be argued Essex people may have 
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voted for the Conservative party, not necessarily because they were aspirational, but 

because their neighbours did, and they supported the party which was most popular 

in the area in which they lived.  

The Conservative Party during the 1980s was no longer the party of the upper class; 

full of old Etonians, indeed, and they still played a large role but they were no longer 

central. The Conservative Party’s ability to re-invent itself to appeal to new voters, as 

Disraeli and Stanley Baldwin had both shown was possible, was one which continued 

into the 1980s,. Those men from ‘ordinary’ backgrounds such as Cecil Parkinson, 

Norman Tebbit and latterly John Major must have had more in common with the white-

collar city worker of Essex, where there was little heavy industry, and Trade Unionism 

was strong in isolated locations, railway workers, print workers and the Ford Car 

factory and therefore there was a lack of identity with the Trade Union element of the 

Labour Party, it could also be argued that the modernizing element of the Labour party 

with its agenda of anti-discriminatory policies and nuclear disarmament did not 

necessarily speak to this group who had migrated from East London.  

The working classes in Essex did not turn their back on Labour; by 1997 Basildon was 

a Labour seat again and people acknowledged, as recorded by Selina Todd (2014), 

that society was more divided than ever before.  

When we look therefore at the supposed popularity of Conservatism in Essex, we need 

to consider a number of factors. In many of the boroughs there was almost an equal 

split between the Conservatives and Labour and therefore issues such as the forming 

of the Social Democratic Party (SDP) meant that there was a loss in some cases of a 

quite significant Labour vote.  
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Much of Essex had agricultural roots and there were certain areas, which had already 

a strong history of voting Conservative, prior to the 1979 elections. There were certain 

districts, which moved to Conservatism but much of the electorate were fairly evenly 

split between Labour and Conservative.  

Southend East and West have been Conservative, even remaining Conservative 

during the Labour landslide victory of 1997; the same is the case for Upminster and 

Billericay.  Basildon and Hornchurch were towns which changed allegiances, whereas 

Barking and Dagenham and Thurrock, predominantly council estates, continued to 

vote Labour through the 1980s. (www.political resources.net). Thatcher was, however, 

photographed in a council house, 39 Amersham Road, Harold Hill, Essex, the first 

house to be bought under the 1980 Right to Buy scheme. (Burrows, 2019, Sandbrook, 

2019)  

It is therefore an over-simplification to assume that Thatcher made massive gains in 

Essex. She did gain more votes for the Conservatives but the only three seats which 

changed from Labour to the Conservatives over the 1980s were Hornchurch, Basildon 

and Ilford South, all three returning to Labour in 1997. Harlow changed in 1983 from 

Labour to Conservative but this was because many Labour supporters had changed 

their allegiance to the Social Democrats and as a result the Conservatives were 

victorious in Harlow.  

There was an issue of leadership, Thatcher was seen as a strong powerful figure in 

the form of Churchill, who had strong Essex links being the MP for Woodford, as 

opposed to the leadership of both Foot and Kinnock where the press played very much 

to their supposed weakness, divisions in the Labour Party. The right-wing press spoke 

of the horrors of living in London Boroughs under the ‘loonie left’ and this clear 

http://www.political/
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association with the Labour party may not have appealed to the ordinary people whom 

Thatcher, at this stage clearly had set out to attract. It also must be remembered that 

many living in Essex at the time were commuters to the city and Thatcher’s freeing-up 

and encouragement of the market may have provided city workers with greater 

economic rewards.  

Essex Girls 

Germaine Greer (2001) in her article, Long live the Essex girl in the Guardian 

explains that:  

 There are few Essex girls in the historic record, partly because Essex 

has fewer great houses per square mile than any other county in England, 

and historians are, by and large, only aware of the inmates of great 

houses. Historic precedents for the 21st-century phenomenon of the 

Essex girl can be found in ballad literature, workhouse records and crime 

pamphlets, which abound with foul-mouthed molls and bludgets. Essex 

was always noted for its ducking stools and scolds' bridles, and for 

"witches", which is just another name for uncontrollable women. (Greer, 

March 5th 2001) 

Another element that produced the Essex Identity was the development of the Essex 

girl, mainly through the Essex girl joke which replaced the ‘dumb blonde’ type jokes 

which came before. The stereotype that developed depicted the Essex girl as wearing 

white stilettoes and dancing around handbags in nightclubs. The Essex girl often 

worked in the city travelling up from Essex on the Fenchurch Street line. In the late 

1980s, the Essex woman took shape too in the sitcom ‘Birds of a Feather’ (1989) set 
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in Chigwell, two working-class sisters who had escaped their working-class roots to 

live in a large house in Essex provided by one of their husband’s ill-gotten gains. 

Beverly Skeggs (2004) included another extract from this article, which Germaine 

Greer (2001) wrote about the Essex girls, Monday 5th March 2001:  

The Essex girl is becoming more difficult to spot these days. She used 

to be conspicuous, as she clacked along the pavements in her white 

plastic stilettos, her bare legs mottled patriotic red, white and blue with 

cold, and her big bottom barely covered by her denim miniskirt. Essex 

girls usually come in twos, both behind pushchairs with large infants in 

them. Sometimes you hear them before you see them, cackling shrilly or 

yelling to each other from one end of the street to the other, or berating 

those infants in blood-curdling fashion. Occasionally they are 

accompanied by the hangdog sire of their child, more often by a mother, 

who is simply a 16 or 17 years older version of themselves. All parties 

bar the infants will have a cigarette going.  

The Essex girl is tough, loud, vulgar and unashamed. Her hair is badly 

dyed not because she can't afford a hairdresser, but because she wants 

it to look brassy. Nobody makes her wear her ankle chain; she likes the 

message it sends. Nobody laughs harder at an Essex girl joke than she 

does: she is not ashamed to admit what she puts behind her ears to 

make her more attractive is her ankles. She is anarchy on stilts; when 

she and her mates descend upon Southend for a rave, even the 

bouncers grow pale’. 
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 Which omitted to say that Germaine Greer (2001) said ‘I think she's great’. Germaine 

Greer also wrote about Essex girls in 2006, in a piece in the Observer:  ‘The Essex 

girl is a working-class heroine surviving in a post-proletarian world……’ (Greer, 2006). 

The Essex Girl sums up the working class and the issue of ‘disgust’ that Lawler (2008) 

talks of in her book, Identity, and other papers in relationship to women and the way 

in which they are presented. This seem to relate well to Bourdieu’s theories in relation 

to capital whether it be cultural capital or symbolic capital. The way in which the Essex 

Girl presents herself is not what the middle class would call good taste. Once again, 

the appearance of a lack of effort is important, to appear to be natural, whereas in 

Essex it is important to appear to have made an effort.  

Contemporary representations of Essex and the hidden injuries of 

class. 

The 1980s therefore raised the profile of Essex as a county with its own identity. This 

was due to media stereotyping, culture, fashion, technological developments, a shift 

in political affiliations and an acknowledgement of a regional accent which all gave 

prominence and distinctiveness to Essex as a unique location, this identity has 

become stronger over the years, especially with programmes such as Educating 

Essex (2011) and The Only Way is Essex (2010) or TOWIE as it is called, and high- 

profile Essex celebrities, Russell Brand, Alan Davies, Olly Murs, James Cordon and 

Stacey Solomon.  

More recently, the potter and Turner prize-winner, Grayson Perry, designed and 

created one of the architectural homes commissioned by Living Architecture based 

upon the life of ‘Julie’ the imaginary Essex woman who lived in Essex. As part of the 

programme he spoke to Essex women and explored many of the key themes such as 
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‘self-reliance’ and ‘hard work’, which emerged in these encounters with local people.  

Grayson Perry, growing up in Essex, understood the locality and saw poor Julie as 

reflecting his own mother. The house is a celebration of Essex women and challenges 

the reductive ‘Essex girl’. (http://www.swanfilms.tv/productions/graysons-great-

design/). She is Essex ordinary woman, born in Canvey Island in 1953, just after the 

flood; Julie dies when she is run over in Colchester by a take-away curry delivery 

scooter. She has two children and two marriages, and the second part of her life is 

seen as redemptive. The Essex women whom Grayson Perry interviewed had many 

of the qualities of hard-working and independent, modern day Julies. 

David Eldridge has had two very successful plays, ‘Market boy’ (Eldridge, 2006) and 

‘Basildon’ (Eldridge, 2012), set in south Essex. These drew attention to the working 

class of Essex and the celebration of Thatcher. In an article in The Guardian (Lawson, 

2012) Eldridge stated that as a group they are under-represented and his work gives 

them a voice in places such as the National Theatre. The film Made in Dagenham 

(2010) obviously highlighted the role of Essex and Dagenham in the Equal Pay Act 

1970, and went on to become a play in London.  

The television show, Gavin and Stacey (2007), is a return to the lighter depictions of 

Essex and the central premise is the relationship between the two young characters 

and their romance. The depiction of Essex was created by one of the writers, James 

Corden, who also starred in the show. The aim was to depict the differences culturally 

between the Essex characters and the Welsh characters from Barry. The Essex 

characters are based in Billericay where they live in a detached house, the family 

materially well-off, supposedly culturally lacking; the drama is often seen through the 

eyes of Gavin, who apart from his father is the only rational character, but as with John 

http://www.swanfilms.tv/productions/graysons-great-design/
http://www.swanfilms.tv/productions/graysons-great-design/
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Sullivan the characters are not being mocked or laughed out. The themes re-emerge 

of hard work, hospitality, humour, family-centred, material security, straight-talking. 

The characters in Essex all have jobs apart from stay-at-home mother Pam. The golf 

club, nightclubs, pubs, shopping centre and McDonalds all play the backdrop to the 

Essex story. Once again, another depiction, although light in nature reflects many of 

the themes which re-emerge in depictions of Essex and in many ways reflect those 

working-class characteristics which were presented by Young and Willmott (1962). 

As the Essex identity continues to be used by the media and particularly with the show 

TOWIE, we also see it being used in a more positive way, for example, the promotional 

campaign by Essex University which is called ‘We are Essex’ which talks of the 

qualities associated with being from Essex: 

‘Essex is home to the tenacious, the inquisitive, the bold and those 

impatient for change. Our students show us their Essex spirit’. 

https://www.youtube.com/user/uniessex 

Going to Essex University, they may be faced with prejudice with regard to its 

comparative status in some quarters, particularly in comparison with the Russell Group 

Universities; we also see the Essex identity being reimagined as something positive. 

The informants’ accounts reflect this idea that being from Essex both hinders and 

liberates working-class individuals.  

The depictions of being from Essex have continued to develop, but these seem a little 

darker than the Gavin and Stacey (2007) and the Just Good Friends (1983) portrayals. 

In the 1980s the title Essex Man did not even exist and with the onset of film and 

television the inhabitants are more aware of the depictions of themselves and their 

identity; they have become more ‘knowing’ of how they have become perceived.  
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There is a negativity associated with Essex in relation to criminality and drugs. In his 

paper Millington (2015) was looking at the use of Essex in crime fictions and 

considered the real-life crime associated with Essex, such as the Rettendon Murders. 

Essex is no longer a symbol of mobility but a place from which there is no escape: 

open countryside to the north, sea to the east, estuary to the south, city to the west 

and a wide exposed sky. Films such as Essex boys (2000) represented this group. 

This told the story of the real-life cases of the Rettendon murders where three drug 

dealers in December 1995 were found dead in a Range Rover. These types of films 

developed over this time, the underbelly of Essex life, seedy depictions of an Essex 

boy criminal class, as opposed to the infamous Jeremy Bamber who murdered three 

generations of his family in their Essex farm house in 1985 and some other well-known 

cases which took place in an area called the Essex Triangle (Thurlow, 1990). The 

Essex killers are more in keeping with the idea of the East End thugs such as those 

involved with organized crime, rather like modern day Kray Brothers. The modern 

desire for films with Essex gangsters does little to remove the notoriety of the location. 

Even in soaps like East Enders, the wealthy villains often emerge from Essex -  the 

idea of the successful villain or gangster who escapes the urban sprawl, a little piece 

of Marbella at the end of the A13. 

As Bragg (2006) suggests, the Essex identity and being working-class are inextricably 

linked. The hidden ‘injuries of class’ as Sennett and Cobb (1977) wrote about are 

referred to by Skeggs (2004) as ingrained in society’s understanding of what it means 

to be from Essex. As Lawler (2005) argues, class is becoming once again associated 

with space and makes reference to jokes about Essex girls and Scousers as 

examples, as well as websites such as up-my-street.com. and ilivehere.com. where 

people leave responses supposedly about where they live, but it seems often to be 
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where they have visited. The abuse is aimed at so called ‘chavs’ and one blogger 

described Romford as ‘slag town’.  

Vincent et al. (2008) have argued that working-class people are objects of derision 

and once again we see mention of Essex which is viewed as tasteless, feckless, 

vulgar, and the subject of middle-class derision. Hayes and Hudson (2001) also made 

reference to Stephen Norris in their research ‘Essex Man has a great deal of money 

and very little taste’. (Hayes and Hudson, 2001, p.13) 

Conclusion 

The problem of producing a piece of research about Essex is differentiating the fact 

from the fiction, the stereotype from the reality. When one examines depictions of 

Essex Man and Woman, even if writing about Essex in a positive way, the production 

of work often reinforces the stereotype. The contradictory nature of Essex Man is one, 

which is reflected throughout this thesis. If we return to the individualistic nature of the 

group, it has as much to do with employment, family situation and location. There is 

not a traditional collective working-class identity in Essex in relation to work or unions. 

One would argue that there is now more of a collective identity than maybe thirty years 

ago in relation to the Essex Man and the Essex Girl identity. 

The depiction of Essex Man challenges the current stereotypes of working-class 

people that are often presented by the media, the ‘benefit street’ version of the working 

class, the scroungers, the reprobates, the geographically immobile. Essex Man is as 

a member of the working-class still presented in a negative fashion, and falls into the 

group of the upper working-class. This group are often homeowners, can also be fairly 

affluent and have a strong belief in education, Essex being one of the counties which 

has continued to have Grammar schools. If there can be no challenge towards their 
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work ethic and their philosophy of individualism and self-supporting nature, derision 

therefore comes through the choices they make, their tastes, their hobbies.  

If the Essex Man of the 1980s was seen as individualistic, socially mobile, innovative, 

hard-working. The support for Thatcher in Essex may not necessarily have been for 

materialistic gains but because she spoke to the inhabitants in the way in which maybe 

the Labour Party at the time did not. Thatcher’s vision for Britain was in keeping with 

the ‘frontier’ mentality that already existed in Essex. The working class in Essex had 

strong links to the East End and having only a generation previously been engaged in 

the war effort maybe she provided a patriotic vision of England with a strong policy of 

defence and a message which said that in this new England anyone can  achieve if 

they work hard and have ambition. This may not have been out of step with the Essex 

vision of life.  
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Chapter Five: Methodology 

5.1. Introduction. 

Wright Mills (1959) argued that sociology should be about examining the biography of 

the history of individuals in society. This study will examine at a grassroots level the 

life experiences of individuals, centred around the themes of education, family and 

class and to what extent events, policies and theories reflected in the lives of people. 

The research will also consider the myth, the stereotype which is Essex Man and see 

to what extent the generalisations made about him are reflected in the experiences of 

individuals. 

The Literature Review has drawn attention to the fact that the working class are often 

presented as a homogeneous group, although this representation can be imagined 

differently depending on the period in which society is being written about, who is 

writing about them and how the political elite and the media require the working class 

as a group to be perceived. It therefore opens this group, as it does both the middle 

and upper class to being presented as a whole but also stereotyped in both a negative 

and positive fashion. It is important to explore the working class at an individualistic 

level with the aim of understanding their experiences more deeply.  

There are two over-arching questions which have already been identified. 

What has been the significance of education, family and class in the life experiences 

of individuals whose early years were spent in 1980s Essex? 

And secondly, 

How does the subjective experience of life histories differ from the myth of the 

stereotype represented in Essex Man? 
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5.2. What is the research setting out to do? 

When considering the classical literature on working-class lives the large studies 

provide many answers to questions but the context of individual lives seem to be 

missing in many ways. This thesis emerged out of the idea that individuals’ lives are 

far more complex and nuanced than a large quantitative survey may suggest. Sally 

Power (2003) has argued that individuals’ trajectories are not as steady as one would 

suggest although she is looking at middle-class education. Sometimes small 

supposedly inconsequential factors can have an enormous impact on why something 

happens to an individual which a large study may not draw upon or be considered. For 

example, not getting into drama school because you had not prepared for the audition 

properly. That one factor can have a massive impact on an individual’s outcomes. 

Individuals’ lives are far more complex than many large social studies suggest. 

Individuals’ lives do not fall within the large structures that often sociologists suggest, 

while history shows us the impact of small events and how turning points can have 

massive outcomes. The sample was small because to fully write each individual’s 

account and analyse the information properly one is working with each in some depth. 

I wanted to find out and understand how individuals felt about their educational 

experiences and how they viewed education and the importance of it in their lives. 

What happened to them once they left school? Unlike the social scientists in the Luton 

study, I did not interview them with preconceived ideas about what I was looking for 

because I was curious as to what others viewed class as. The methodology grew out 

of my own lack of recognition of accounts of working-class lives.  Being neither a 

grammar school girl, nor an individual who was highly successful or highly 

unsuccessful at school. My working-class story does not follow the myth of ‘getting 

out’, the traditional narrative of successful working-class children. My life is little 
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different to my parents although academically I am supposedly better educated than 

them. Although they believed in education, they were not necessarily in the position to 

guide me although they always paid for trips, school equipment and maths tuition. We 

identified as working  class but we were never defined by that identity and my parents 

believed in choice and opportunity. My mother was Irish and though my father always 

talked about our family in terms of being working class my mother really did not believe 

in the idea of class defining someone. My methodological approach therefore emerged 

out of two things: wanting to understand how people understood class and their 

experiences of being working class during a certain time in a certain space. The 

approach takes into account the historical and geographical contextualisation which 

Brannen (2013) argues is often given little attention.  I gathered the information by 

setting up interviews with individuals and having twenty questions that I wanted 

answering and then through discussion finding those answers. The questions were 

not always directly asked sometimes the discussions chanced upon them. Through 

these discussions and the reflexivity of the participants.  I co-constructed the accounts 

of the individuals’ lives and what happened to them as teenagers and once they left 

school from the perspectives of the individuals. 

My research sets out to try to understand the world and society from the viewpoint of 

learners rather than that of teachers or policy makers; and showing that this 

understanding is not static or confined to children at school but changes through the 

life course as a whole and is not only conceptual or abstract but is also social, sensory 

and emotional, and that learners can also reflect back on their learning as they move 

along to make sense of their lives (McCulloch 2020). 
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This research started from a position of both knowing and not knowing. There is a 

great deal of knowledge and theory surrounding working-class lives which has been 

written over the last hundred years and provides insights into the challenges that 

working-class teenagers face in educational settings. These theories although entirely 

valid did not reflect much of my experiences growing up and working in Essex. Was 

this because my teenage experiences were unique or was it because there was little 

written about the time and space that I grew up in? When thinking about how to 

increase my understanding of working-class lives, I knew that I like others cannot 

escape those theories that have come before or my own pre-conceived notions and 

explanations.   

The philosophical underpinning of the work starts from an interpretivist paradigm 

assuming that humans interact as social beings who recreate and reinforce shared 

meaning. As individuals we all experience reality in different ways and it is important 

meaning is created is created in everyday life in the real world. Findings are a creation 

of both the inquirer and informant. All individuals have a consciousness and do not 

just react to social forces. Individuals are intricate and complex people and as a result 

they experience the same objective reality in different ways. The aim of my research 

is to gain an in-depth insight into the respondents’ teenage years, trying to gain an 

empathetic understanding of their experiences, their actions and opinions. I have used 

a qualitative approach to the research so that I can have a closer interaction with the 

informants, I decided to interview the respondents.  

Although I used the techniques of grounded theory to actually produce a purely 

grounded piece of theory would be difficult because I too have lived this life and arrive 

at my research with my own experience and knowledge.   
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When increasing our knowledge of working-class lives, it is important to consider how 

the data is collected. Working-class life has all its complexities and both the location 

and time in which those lives are lived will impact on the participants understanding of 

their own lives. I felt disconnected with many accounts of working-class life but I could 

not explain why and I started from a position of increasing my knowledge by wanting 

find out whether my experience and that of my family was a unique one. It is therefore 

important to challenge these preconceived ideas about the working class in Essex by 

asking them about their experiences and their understanding of what it means to be 

both working class and from Essex.  

My research design started by not knowing the answers, there was no pre-thought-

out hypothesis which I was trying to prove or disprove. I set out trying to find answers 

to key topics and questions (Appendix 4). This research set ou t to explore a problem, 

to gain a better understanding of an issue. The questions asked aimed to find out not 

just about what happened to individuals and how it happened, but why it happened. 

This enabled me to recognise a new way to understand the situation that working-

class individuals found themselves but not necessarily measure the outcomes as one 

would do in a quantitative piece of research.    

Much that is written around the lives of the working class is often gathered by those 

who are in positions of power, even if they have working-class backgrounds the 

institutions, they represent are often powerful structures that can withhold the 

knowledge or entrance to those they seek to engage with. The way in which depictions 

of the working class are made are often by those who are removed from that particular 

group and as has been mentioned before, in the media, they depict the world through 
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a middle-class lens. In doing so this can undermine the lives of the working-class 

individuals they set out to depict.   

To truly understand the lives of a group of people one needs to seek knowledge 

through their experiences and how they perceive things and it is through the 

experience and insight of those collecting the data one can propose different ways of 

understanding and interpreting reality.  

Much of the work that has been written previously suggests that the working class lack 

aspiration, they are stagnant, un-interested in education, unable to network. How is 

that being measured though? Aspiration would take different shapes depending on 

one’s starting point. If one’s family did go to university certain choices would be seen 

as lacking aspiration within a family of the embedded (Ball, 2003) learner but it would 

be a great achievement in a family of a contingent (Ball, 2003) learner to do want to 

undertake any type of degree would be considered aspirational.   

My research design therefore wanted to understand the experiences, thoughts and 

feelings of those who had been working -class teenagers in the 1980s in Essex. Both 

the time and location were important in this research because working-class 

individuals often voted for Thatcher and this was particularly so in Essex. It was 

important to understand if this was the case and why Thatcher appealed to the working 

class, particularly Essex Man and to what extent this was the reality and whether her 

influence continued to play a role in the lives and experiences of these individuals in 

their later life.  

The educational outcomes of each participant were examined by creating a trajectory, 

in the shape of a small biography showing what happened to them once they left 
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school; this is called a learning life trajectory and includes input from the participants 

with the aim of adding context and colour to the key events of their l ives.  

This research examines working-class lives from the perspective of being part of the 

Essex working class and considers as part of the research the nature of being from 

both that time and space. As has been seen in the earlier chapters, the development 

of Essex Man occurred during the 1980s and this group are considered to be part of 

the new working class and there is a stereotype of them of them being brutish and 

ignorant (Heffer, 1990). The research set out to explore the attitudes to learning that 

occurred in working-class family homes during the 1980s and examine to what extent 

families believed in the importance of education and schooling for their children. It also 

set out to scrutinise to what extent these families fitted into the stereotypes of  the 

Essex Man and Girl, whom we shall call Essex Woman.   

The use of semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to look back on their 

lives in an informal way and discuss the issues that were of primary concern to them 

as young adults and reflect on the key themes which are being explored in this 

research.   

This approach was beneficial in several ways; firstly, because the method enabled an 

examination of what happened to each of the participants when they were teenagers 

and their lives could be compared. It has allowed for a picture to be built up of working-

class family life during the 1980s but also enabled those interviewed to weigh up and 

assess the impact of the differing theories in relation to social inequality in education 

on their own lives. The study focuses on a certain time and place and explores 

education, family life and culture, as opposed to various other social and economic 

issues which have been looked at in depth by studies such as Goldthorpe et al. (1968), 
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who, although studying the same group, looked at a greater number of issues and 

dealt with a much wider research agenda, in a completely different location. The use 

of semi-structured interviews enabled a consistency in the enquiry, because every 

participant answered the same set of initial questions but the open-ended nature of 

the questions allowed participants to examine some areas and experiences more 

deeply than others, depending on what was important to them.  

Another aspect of this topic which has been questioned is that researchers or 

theorists are rather patronising or have a generalised view of the working class, which 

does not acknowledge that many families do not quite fit in with the predominant view 

of this group. This study sets out to examine at a local level the lives of ordinary people 

and see if and how the cultural background and family life impacted on the academic 

achievement of working-class teenagers and whether their experiences resonate with 

the academic accounts which have emerged over the last century. 

The thesis investigates the experience of growing up in Essex in the 1980s. Eight 

participants were interviewed, collecting data to write a small learning life trajectory, 

focusing on their teenage lives but also allowing the opportunity to explore what 

happened to them after they left school.  

The technique was influenced by grounded theory which is considered an important 

method that can be used to generate theory (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 

There are, however, many questions raised over grounded theory, for example, that it 

fails to acknowledge the implicit theories that guide research at an early stage 

(Silverman,1993, p.47).   The method set out to allow themes to emerge from the 

accounts which occurred through the semi-structured interviews. Each participant was 

asked twenty questions and through those they could explore both their and their 
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family’s past through conversation, and in doing so enabling the production of a small 

account which was a trajectory of each individual’s learning life. These small learning 

lives trajectories, written as mini biographies, are supported by three analytical 

chapters which emerged as part of the participants’ discussions. Although one of the 

key questions uses the phrase ‘life histories’ this is used more as a generic term to 

cover the telling of someone’s life events in an historical context. In fact, the narratives 

have not set out to be traditional life histories but draw on the techniques and methods 

used by life historians and narrative researchers when undertaking research. The 

learning lives trajectories are particularly placed in a location and a time in history and 

this background certainly provides the historical aspect. This thesis does not set out 

to produce a life history but to locate an individual in a time and space and focus on 

the key interests which governed their learning lives and their identity, by looking at 

their points of view and individual experiences which occurred during their life.  

5.3. Traditions of Recording Working-Class Lives.  

Narrative accounts or life histories are a popular way of chronicling past events and 

particularly when looking at the lives of the working class it seems a natural way to 

record their lives. From time immemorial, as Christmas arrives, shoppers are faced 

with the annual onslaught of biographies of the rich, famous and successful, often 

recording the lives of those individuals who rise from the commonplace to the 

triumphant, whether it be through film, sport or politics. The popularity of such accounts 

continues today but we have certainly seen in the last twenty years the emergence of 

biographies of what has been described as ‘poverty porn’. In the way that ordinary 

families’ lives are often ignored (Steedman,1986) there is a fascination with childhoods 

filled with abuse and neglect (Pelzer, 1995).  
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The popularity of books by Alan Johnson, (2013, 2014, 2016, 2018) records the 

mundane and extraordinary in an everyday life. The on-going fascination with family 

histories and now the use of DNA continues to be a vital part of history and popular 

with television viewers, the popular long-running show Who Do You Think You Are? 

(2004) And more recently Ant and Dec’s DNA Journey (2020) by ITV, set out to 

discover their family histories, only to find they too were related through their ancestors 

to the dim and distant past. Most families do not hold connections to the rich and 

powerful but a desire to locate oneself in a past seems to be a natural response to our 

understanding of our own identity. Whereas the wealthy have portraits, ancestral 

homes and records, the working-class histories tend to be retained as oral evidence 

and held within the memory of families. Common People (Light, 2015) shows clearly 

how individual family history can help us to understand a communal past. This work 

was seen by many as a successor to E.P. Thompson’s (1968) work we can see why 

the Making of the English Working Class is more than just a history; he describes a 

‘multitude of individuals with a multitude of experiences’ (1968, p.11), refutes notions 

of passivity and argues that these people were active agents in taking control of their 

own lives and in developing a shared consciousness together with their lived 

relationships with other members of society at that time (Harnett, 2010, p.179). The 

ways in which lives are recorded has changed and it is not necessary to write large 

dense biographical accounts. Recent autobiographies have shown a different way of 

recording individuals lives. Deborah Orr, in Motherwell (Orr, 2020) identifies key 

events in her childhood, through naming chapters after significant objects, for 

example, The Bureau, Gran’s purse. Alexandra Shulman, once a Vogue editor, 

records her life through key fashion items in Clothes….and other things that matter. 

(Shulman, 2020). Nick Cave in his memoir Stranger than Kindness (Cave, 2020) uses 
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photographs of objects and family members and experiences which were significant 

in writing his autobiographical account, to support his vast often highly personal 

musical output.  

5.4. Telling Tales: Why Narrative Accounts? 

One of the issues when using this method is the terminology used: narrative accounts, 

oral histories, life stories and life histories. As this study is both sociological and 

historical in nature, the methods and terminology overlap and this is problematic when 

writing because terminology should to be presented with a clarity and purpose. This 

section of the methodology will consider the different ways in which both life histories 

and narratives can be used, and their value as research methods, because the 

participants’ experiences of growing up in Essex in the 1980s are explored using a 

combination of those methods. Academics have raised the issues of the ‘wide 

variability in how researchers conceptualise what is narrative, how to study it and why 

it is important, as material, method or route to understanding psychological or social 

phenomena, or all of these’ (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2013, p.5) 

The way in which researchers conceptualise and use narrative are also wide-ranging.  

For example, research can focus on the spoken recounting of particular past events 

that happened to the narrator as described by Labov (1972). Event narratives and 

experience-centred work range in length from segments of interviews, to many hours 

of life histories, and that may be about general or imagined phenomena, things that 

happened to the narrator or distant matters they’ve only heard about. It is worth noting 

that the event-centred and experience-centred division is for many narrative 

researchers a heuristic one and the boundaries between them are porous and over-

lapping. (Andrews et al., 2013, p.5) 
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It is also important to consider to what extent a narrative account is purely narrative, if 

it is accompanied with other material such as letters, diaries and photographs. Some 

would argue that the life experiences which infuse this data constitute the true 

narrative. (Andrews et al., 2013). There is also the type of narrative which could be a 

co-constructed narrative which occurs between two people in the shape of a 

conversation or an email exchange. (Andrews et al., 2013) 

There is as Goodson (2017a) argues a difference between a life story and a life history 

and this is mainly because contextual data is provided to life history ‘By providing 

contextual data the life stories can be seen in the light of changing patterns of time 

and space in testimony and action as social construction.’ (Goodson 2017, p.32) 

Although the participants’ accounts have been written into stories, they are presented 

within a backdrop of the 1980s and beyond, which shows outcomes such as 

education, work and relationships. These accounts are not really life histories to a full 

extent because the focus is mainly on their teenage years and specifically on key 

themes such as education and learning as well as other issues such as the social 

mobility that occurred once the participants left school.  The learning lives trajectories 

are events-driven accounts. The participants gave me a trajectory of their lives with 

the distinct aim of ascertaining to what extent social mobility had occurred in their lives; 

this enabled comparison to be made between the outcomes of individuals and to see 

if there were major differences in what happened to each informant. The experience-

based narrative, although referred to in the accounts, is mainly examined in the 

analysis chapters. This explores the experiences of being at school, of being working-

class and being from Essex, and compares them thematical ly allowing the participants’ 

experiences to be examined together. These chapters are devised round the key 
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themes which emerged using the grounded theory method during the data collection.  

There are several reasons why a narrative or life history method has been selected as 

the key research method for this topic. Goodson and Sikes (2001) state that 

aficionados of life history would argue that the method can be used effectively to 

provide useful data on practically every social issue and aspect of life, as well as to 

provide new perspectives on culture.  

Firstly, life histories can be used so that the individual can be placed within a larger 

social structure. Jane Elliot (2005) says that the aims of analysing individual 

biographies are to advance an understanding of classes, cultures and social groups 

and the structural relationships between them.  Dollard (1949) supports this by 

acknowledging the role of life histories in exploring the relationship between individual 

lives, social structure and culture. Steedman (1986) also presents another reason:  

Personal interpretations of past time the stories that people tell 

themselves in order to explain how they got to the place they currently 

inhabit are often in deep and ambiguous conflict with the official 

interpretative devices of a culture. (Steedman, 1986, p.6) 

When looking at a topic such as inequality in education, the subject allows us to 

consider the role of the individual in a larger structure. If, as many sociologists believe, 

society is devised in such a way for inequality to occur, meaning that often groups 

such as the working class ‘fail’, it does not allow for the reasons why some people 

succeed or the reasons that individuals from similar backgrounds have different 

outcomes.  

The second reason is that life histories disrupt the normal assumptions of what is 

‘known’ by intellectuals in general, and sociologists in particular. Conducted 
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successfully, the life history forces a confrontation with others’ subjective perceptions 

(Goodson and Sikes, 2001). This seems to be vital in a study of a topic, which has 

been written extensively about (Bourdieu, 1977, Bernstein,1973 Charlesworth, 2000, 

Payne, 2005) and allows us to consider the uniqueness of individual situations, 

particularly when looking at a group who are stereotyped.  

When examining qualitative methods, narrative research seems to be a natural 

response to historical situations. Oral history and primary accounts of the past, 

whether wittingly or unwittingly have been key elements of historical research for many 

years and it is a natural way of finding out about recent history. Life histories and 

narrative methods are a way to draw together the two elements of this research, 

namely history and qualitative sociology. 

There also has been a suggestion that the use of life history is highly relevant when 

looking at educational issues. Robert Bullough (1998, p.24) writes that ‘To understand 

educational events one must confront biography. If the researcher wants to know 

‘why’, ‘how’, ‘what’s it like’ and ‘what does it mean to you’, then you will be well -advised 

to include life history methods amongst their modes of enquiry.’ The paper written by 

Gristy, Leatherby and Watkins (2020) about Schooling, Selection and Social Mobility 

is a good example of the way in which narratives can be used to look at public issues 

such as selection in education, and can contest those ‘universal truths’ (Gristy et al, 

2020) such as the links between selective schooling and social mobility. This method 

is significant because through personal accounts the research challenges the idea 

which has become part of post-war British cultural ‘folklore’ and politics of nostalgia 

(McCulloch, 1994) about selective schooling and social mobility. Their paper showed 

through narrative research, that the impact of grammar school education was far more 
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complicated and nuanced (Gristy et al, 2020) than those tales of individual success 

which often show selective schooling as a route to working-class social mobility and 

in turn part of the discourse of working-class ‘escape stories’ (Gristy et al, 2020).   

This research method can produce very interesting responses; for example, the 

Danish research (Juul 2008) which examined the lives of three cabinet makers starting 

their apprenticeships and their education during different decades. It was useful for 

providing Juul (2008) with very rich data on change in the education system. This 

research is trying to find the differences and similarities rather than change over time, 

but the research on the cabinetmakers shows that even a small piece of local research 

can provide information on society’s larger structures like the education system. It can 

speak of its own time, retaining its complexity (Polkinghorne, 1995, Cole and Gunter 

2010). 

The narrative accounts provide evidence of this. When the participants were taking 

part in the semi-structured interviews their answers can often be presented in a 

narrative formation.  It is easy or natural, to retell a story or a life event in terms of the 

outcomes and the discussion of the experience can be known with th e benefit of 

hindsight. If one is successful in life those key moments which helped an individual get 

there can be seen as turning points but at the time may not have been seen as overly 

significant; the same applies to failure. By focusing on questions and looking at key 

events, the aim is to avoid traditional story techniques which are often provided for in 

accounts, where emphasis is placed on events which may have been significant at the 

time, or stories which suggest a redemptive script (McAdams, 2017) with imagoes 

which reflect social roles such as ‘the good son’ (McAdams, 2017). The stories were 

told through the semi-structured interviews looking at key questions to see what 
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themes emerged is a technique used in a grounded theory approach; and then from 

the data the stories were re-created so that the data drove the analysis as opposed to 

the other way round.  This was important with a topic much written and spoken about. 

It was important to see what themes emerged outside of the research which was 

completed at an earlier stage.  

The use of life histories or narrative has become popular within the realms of both 

sociology and history. In the study Learning Lives (Biesta et al., 2011) the academics 

consider the lives of the participants in relation to learning through the life course. They 

focused particularly on the role learning plays in the way in which people make sense 

of and engage with changes in their lives. Engaging in life history or life course history 

is likely to result in a more active and reflexive relationship.   

Life history research relies on the ways in which adults reconstruct their past through 

the narration of their life story. These stories are not objective accounts of one’s life. 

Life history research relies on the ways in which adults can reconstruct their past 

through the narration of their life story. Life stories are ‘lives interpreted made textual 

and should therefore be seen as a partial, selective commentary on lived experiences’ 

(Goodson and Sikes 2001:16). The way in which a life is storied and narrated will 

crucially depend on the present. The ‘now’ is always present in one’s understanding 

of the past.  

Another way in which narratives can be used is when looking at generational identities; 

these are assuming an increasing importance in people’s lives. The collective 

anchoring of our social identity continues to be an important one, whether it be through 

the use of class, gender or the hard to escape age cohort. The narrative method fills 

in the gaps between biography and history. You can be socially mobile, change your 
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citizenship – you cannot choose your generation, the feeling of we-ness. (Biesta et al., 

2011, Purhonen, 2017). In a study of the 1980s this is an important asset of the 

narrative; a sense of time or place could be pulled together using this method.  

Narrative is common and naturally occurring because humans are storytelling animals 

and narrative research lends itself for participants to do something it links the 

academic to the everyday (Phoenix, Squire, Brannen and Andrews, 2021). The 

interdisciplinary nature of narrative used in fields as such literature, art law this gives 

it a wide currency and possibilities for dialogues across the fields that can lead to both 

change and development. (Phoenix, Squire, Brannen and Andrews, 2021) This 

research is using narrative across a range of interconnected topics, history, education, 

family and politics for example.  Narrative also lends itself to discuss the both micro 

analysis of talk and the macros analysis of wider social contexts (Phoenix,2013). It 

also is beneficial in linking theory and practice (Squire, 2005) and this is helpful in 

generating new ideas and theories, also allowing for context.  

5.5. The Problems with Narrative Accounts. 

There are issues raised around the terminology used (Cole and Gunter. 2010, 

Goodson and Sikes, 2001) and even in this methodology the terms have been 

interchangeable depending on the academic who uses the method. The distinction 

between life stories or narratives and life histories is then a crucial one; by providing 

contextual data, life stories become life histories and these stories can be seen in the 

light of changing patterns and space in testimony and action as social construction. 

(Goodson, 2017a)  

If there are concerns about oral histories it can be that there is unintentional inaccuracy 

or over-simplification, Catterall (1994) argues that social historians tend to be looking 
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for evidence of attitudes and behaviour rather than reconstructing in detai l specific 

events (Catterall, 1994); the same would apply in the case of this study. Tosh (1991) 

also suggests oral evidence provides knowledge on areas which conventional written 

documents may be reticent about. Catterall (1994) supports this, saying that oral 

evidence can help illuminate areas, which are not covered by documents. 

There are difficulties with narratives, for example, how do we analyse these stories? 

Can narrative initiate change? (Plummer, 2000) and we could ask, with such small 

numbers being used, could it initiate theory? There is always a danger of fixing the 

story in a time and a place (Cole and Gunter, 2010, Plummer, 2000) and it is a struggle 

to tell just one story.  As Munro (1998) says, ‘we live many lives’ (Munro, 1998, p.30). 

This idea is very much reflected in the accounts which form part of this thesis; 

individuals’ lives do not follow a direct educational trajectory, an idea which has been 

suggested by other academics, particularly relation to middle-class children (Power, 

2003). The narratives raise many questions, such as, does a child of someone who is 

working-class, remain working-class or can they change to become middle-class 

themselves? How significant is family history in deciding what our identities are? 

There is another issue with regard to using life histories as a method of research, and 

this is the nature of storytelling. There is a case for the idea that individuals tell their 

stories based upon the events that occur and that we can put emphasis on events 

which at the time may have appeared inconsequential and that there can be a common 

redemptive script (McAdams, 2017, p. 44)  

McAdams (2017) states that stories focused on components of life stories are made 

up of four different parts. These are as follows: firstly, nuclear episodes, those events 

that have dramatic qualities or psychological importance. Stories that contain imagoes 
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often reflect social roles such as ‘the good son’, ‘the rebel’. (McAdams, 2017 p. 38) 

Often stories are presented in ideological settings such as ideological background; 

fundamental beliefs are rooted in religion or politics. Finally, stories can be 

communicated as a generativity script, that is, ‘adults’ concern for and commitment to 

promoting the development and well-being of future generations, as evidenced by 

parenting, teaching, mentoring, leadership and other activities aimed at leaving a 

positive legacy of self for the future’ (McAdams, 2017, p.38) 

McAdams (2017) discusses the way in which stories or narratives are constructed and 

this can mean that when describing incidents in our pasts one can resort to traditional 

structures, such as ‘working-class boy made good’. Or depicting ourselves as an 

imagoe. There is also room for telling or retelling stories particularly when a number 

of the interviewees told their life accounts particularly in AA meetings. These are not 

necessarily problems if they do not correspond with knowledge claims. I did however 

want to counter the issues of retelling stories by asking questions of the participants 

and then recreating their story based on the answers of their questions, therefore 

taking away the opportunity to construct a standard narrative. Before the interview key 

information was gathered and then the semi-structured interviews allowed the 

participants to answer the questions which related to their life experiences. I use the 

phrase semi-structure interviews there were twenty questions that needed answering 

so they were written used as prompt if there were lulls in the conversation. The 

participants told me about their lives and maybe identified key experiences that 

informed various outcomes or events.  This technique allowed the participants to 

explain their experiences and recount events in their life, but avoided the pitfalls of 

allowing the participants to re-tell the story of their life in a formulaic way. Brannen 

(2013) states that sometimes interviewees are as likely to tell a story when it is of 
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interest if they are given enough space and this is important when reflected on topics 

which seem unremarkable such as an individual’s schooling. Narrative analysis 

particularly ‘suited to the study of everyday practices-the repeated, familiar, 

predictable, habitual routines’ (Phoenix, Squire, Brannen and Andrews, 2021. Page 9) 

The importance of story-telling in this thesis is the way in which unexpected factors 

and themes can emerge from the narratives of the informants (Table 1), drawing 

together both the known theories but also those new themes that were unanticipated. 

From that allowing us different ways of understanding and interpreting reality and in 

doing so freeing both the informant and myself from our preconceived notions of what 

it means to be working class.    

The method used to explore individuals’ learning lives has been undertaken by using 

a combination of life history and narrative methodology. The life history takes into 

account the historical element, and the narrative explores the various events and 

experiences of individuals growing up in Essex in the 1980s.  

5.6. The difference between narrative and life history.  

The methodology has highlighted a range of ways in which one uses narrative as a 

method of finding out about society, whether it be families, education and class. 

Narrative is a multi-faceted way of gathering information about society. This 

information can be used and analysed in different ways. I have referred to both 

narrative and life history methodologies in this section because the process of 

research has been a process of thinking and combining a number of ideas. Initially my 

thought was to write full life histories, however when I thought about what I wanted to 

find out the full life history did not really focus on the issues which I was very interested 

in which was the participants’ teenage years. The interviews allowed the participants 
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to talk about their experiences of school and the choices they made at different points 

in their young lives. What was clear was that the informants could remember clearly 

certain events or individuals but they did not really discuss their overall education, how 

they learnt, the ways in which they were taught. What they remembered and recounted 

were key events and experiences.  

Squire et al (2014) suggest that narrative can be used in different ways. It can be used 

if we are interested in structure, the way in which things are said.  Narrative as a 

method if one is interested in narrative content, themes and meanings can be 

developed across stories. This was the way in which I used the narrative to develop 

my understanding of the key themes I was interested in but compared and contrasted 

them across the different participants narratives. Although there is much in common 

with life histories, as I produced account of the individuals’ teenage lives. Ultimately, I 

did not call them life histories or even biographies because they basically focused on 

certain key themes, education, mobility, family and as a result the stories were called 

trajectories because they recounted the paths or lines of actions those aspects took in 

the individuals’ lives.  

5.7. Memory  

If we are to contemplate the value of the use of life histories when undertaking 

research, we cannot evaluate it as a method without thinking about the role of  memory, 

especially when asking respondents to construct their own retrospective accounts of 

their experiences of schooling, education and family life.  In this section memory as a 

concept will be considered from different perspectives, using Halbwachs and Coser’s 

(1992) framework to provide the definitions. 

When thinking about personal memory there seem to be two areas which are 
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discussed. First, the reliability of the memory, when attempting to accurately recollect 

details of the past and secondly the idea that memory is a construction. As already 

mentioned, narratives are not necessarily relying on accurate detail but often on 

feelings and emotions; memory as an accurate recounter of the past is not necessarily 

important. Memory as a construction is probably far more relevant when making use 

of narrative. This type of memory comes under the heading of autobiographical 

memory (Halbwachs and Coser, 1992) and obviously the problems of the human 

condition automatically lead us to question the reliability of people’s view of the past, 

particularly when we are trying to remember events of over twenty years ago. 

Halbwachs and Coser (1992) have also differentiated memory into other categories. 

One term is ‘History’ which exists as the past, which is a distant personally irrelevant 

past. This is different to ‘Historical memory’, which Halbwachs and Coser (1992) define 

as the past, which is constructed often with evidence, documents and such like, but 

discussions around this have been much further developed in history methodology 

books. (Cannadine, 2002, Hobsbawn,1997, Carr, 1964) 

This leads on to collective memory, which is differentiated from the other types of 

history, as it is almost a living history; it is the active part of people’s lives, which form 

our identities. Halbwachs and Coser (1992) argue that it is impossible for individuals 

to remember in any coherent and persistent fashion outside of their group contexts. 

Collective memory is very important therefore when collecting data from people living 

in the same area, it is closely related to space, but also to social groupings. ‘It is in 

society that people normally acquire their memories. It is in society that they recall, 

recognize, and localize their memories.’ (Halbwachs and Coser, 1992, p.38) 

Halbwachs and Coser (1992) see the difference between history and collective 
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memory not as the difference between public and private but based on the relevance 

of past to present. ‘We all return to memories or dreams like this, again and again, the 

story we tell of our own life is reshaped around them.’ (Steedman, 1986, p.6) 

Showing that life history accounts have a relevance to contemporary society and 

constructions of the past can help us explore issues which are relevant today. This 

research examines the past of living memory. (Kuhn, 1995) 

5.8. Sample  

The sample was ‘purposive’ (Goodson and Sikes, 2001), that means the sample of 

individuals interviewed were selected because they fitted the criteria. The key to this 

sample is that the participants had similar origins but that they had a variety of 

positions and employment when interviewed, therefore the aim was for some 

discussions as to why people from similar backgrounds may have very different 

educational outcomes and various levels of social mobility. To examine both their 

educational experiences and the impact of family, education and class and also being 

a teenager in Essex and the significance of that additional identity and/or stereotype. 

It is important to note here that the individuals selected are white. This is because the 

caricatures of Essex Man and Girl are white (Burrows, 2019). This does not reflect 

contemporary Essex, which is far more multicultural than it was in the 1980s, and 

exhibitions such as ‘This is what an Essex Girl looks like’ which was exhibited in the 

Beecroft Gallery in Southend in 2019 have attempted to correct this view of the Essex 

Woman.  

The sample was selected from a variety of sources, the ‘Snowball’ method (Cohen et 

al., 2011) which is defined as an informant telling the researcher about people who 

may wish to participate, also the use of the ‘opportunistic’ method, which will make 
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use of chance meetings or encounters to engage an informant.  

The sample size is not large; eight people have been selected. There were initial 

sample interviews to find participants who would be suitable for the research. I set out 

to look for what were perceived to be traditional Essex people; this was much harder 

than initially imagined. Firstly, people the I presumed had working-class backgrounds 

in fact often had parents who were classed as middle-class in The National Statistics 

Socio-economic classification (NS-SEC) framework, so, for example, their parents 

were teachers or engineers. Secondly, another issue was that the people I approached 

were not necessarily Essex natives, so maybe grew up in another part of England 

during their teen years. I was also conscious of not having too many participants with 

similar occupational outcomes; so, for example I had no shortage of working-class 

teenagers who became teachers to interview. There were also issues of participants 

being too young or too old to be included in this study.  

As I was using the snowball technique, the sample could have ended up with too many 

people from the same school. Participants, however, who went to the same school 

were included with the aim of determining if there were differences in their 

experiences. This enabled an exploration of the family backgrounds and an evaluation 

of the impact of home life when the children went to the same school. In one case, two 

of the participants came from the same family and attended the same school.  

The sample consisted of participants who have extremely similar backgrounds but 

whose educational outcomes and careers were different. The eight participants 

attended schools in the area of South Essex during the 1980s. The sample consisted 

of adults who grew up in families from the upper working class. The criteria for the 

sample were that the adults interviewed must be born between 1965 and 1974, so 
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teenagers in the 1980s and at the time of interview were in their forties. Six of the 

participants’ fathers were in the group who could be classed as ‘white van men’, or 

traditional ‘Essex Men’; they were the children of men who were skilled workers, such 

as, plumber, electrician, model-maker, printer and welder. The selection of the sample 

is very much focused on the removal of other types of problems, which may have 

impacted on their learning, allowing a focus on the role of culture in helping or 

hindering educational outcomes. It is important therefore to remove from the equation 

issues such as poverty and deprivation. The participants also came from families 

where their parents were still married; one of the participants’ parents did divorce when 

she was in her twenties but as she was growing up both parents were present in the 

household. The aim of selecting this group was to avoid issues such as missing fathers 

or single mothers, which could maybe add to any problems which the children faced 

during their teenage years, and which may have distracted or added to issues growing 

up in the 1980s where divorced and single parents may have stood out more than they 

do today. 

The sample was selected with the view of trying to examine several factors which 

emerged in the literature review. One of the key factors was that working-class 

students were failed at school due to their lack of engagement with schooling, an 

absence of parental support, as well as a deficiency of capital, whether it be economic 

or cultural. The selection of participants set out to examine these key issues by looking 

at one particular group of working-class individuals but also why are some working-

class children more successful than others, by attempting to compare participants who 

had similar backgrounds, although as previously noted two of the fathers would not 

have been classified as a skilled-workers.  
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The mothers had a variety of jobs, but this highlights the problems of classification 

within many families. The mothers’ positions varied; two were nurses, two had 

secretarial jobs, one worked in a factory, one worked in a play group and later had a 

job in Tesco’s, one worked as a secretary and later ran the family shop. In the main 

these women all stayed at home with the children when they were young. One could 

argue from a feminist perspective that the matriarchs were being ignored in the 

classification of this family; however, this is about the children of ‘Essex Man’ and none 

of the mothers in the informants’ families were the main breadwinners at the time in 

question. As we will see the definition of the family as working class is based on the 

main breadwinner’s employment or family history. The women in these life histories 

are not ignored, being very central to the lives of the participants and the family 

dynamics and decisions that were made. Three of the participants were women as 

well and the thesis explores their accounts.  

The participants also had some other similarities; two came from the same family, two 

participants came from the same school and attended there at the same time. Two 

came from the same school but attended there at separate times. Two participants 

were of a very similar age but one went to a girls’ grammar, the other a mixed 

comprehensive. 

5.9. Data Collection. 

The collection of data was carried out through semi-structured interviews (Appendix 

1). Initially there was some sort of contact and pre-interview, to ascertain whether the 

participants fulfilled the specific criteria. This was important because the information 

that was collected needed to be about individuals with similar backgrounds, to see if 

there is a possibility of one factor being more important than another when considering 
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academic success, or social mobility when looking at the educational outcomes. Once 

the informant had confirmed their suitability for the research and a preparedness to 

take part and an understanding of how the information would be used, the pre-

interview allowed for a timeline to begin to be built up which would be the spine for the 

skeleton plot for any experiences which emerged in the narrative accounts when the 

participants were interviewed. This timeline was factual so it could be recounted by 

the participant or the person who had suggested them. I wanted to know in advance, 

their age, their parents’ work, if their parents were married when they were teenagers, 

where they lived what school, they went to, if they went to university and what they did 

after school as a career. I would also have to know when they moved to Essex.  

When finding participants to interview, the key criterion was that the participants were 

teenagers who had lived in Essex in the 1980s, who had a working-class background. 

I made the assumption that parents would have been born in Essex too. This was not 

the case. I began my research initially by trying my questions out on a member of my 

family who did not fall in the criteria being both too old for the study and also a teenager 

in London. The test run enabled me to talk through the questions and see if it was 

possible to explore the key concepts such as class, family and education through the 

questions.  

I wanted to interview individuals who had very similar backgrounds but who had a 

range of educational experiences but I hoped their careers would be quite different 

from each other. So, I often started with an individual and the job were currently doing 

and working backwards, age family background schooling.  

At each stage I had the interviewed transcribed, I did initially transcribe Ryan’s 

interview myself, however the process was painstakingly slow due to my own poor 
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typing skills, I also felt that I did not fully capture what was being conveyed in the 

interview. I asked a woman who was a court stenographer to transcribe the 

conversations and this really allowed me to look at the data with fresh eyes having 

both listened to the conversation and then seen them in text form. 

I decided to ask Sinead, someone I went to school with if they would be interviewed, I 

was interested if her experiences of schooling were similar to my own. Once again 

before the meeting I established a number of facts such as her parents’ jobs, where 

they were originally from. This participant went to an all-girls Catholic school and later 

on I interviewed Emma who went to the same school but she went after the new 

GCSEs were brought in, she had been very successful in the City.   

Ryan suggested I interviewed a friend of his who also went to the same comprehensive 

as he did. He was an entrepreneur and had an expanding international perfume 

business. James agreed to be interviewed, his father was an electrician and his mother 

had been a secretary.  

I then interviewed a neighbour; this came about through an informal discussion in the 

street. I did not know this participant outside of a passing hello and quick chat and he 

agreed to be interviewed as part of the thesis. Before I interviewed him, I established 

where he was from, the school he attended and his family background. Jason agreed 

to be interviewed and came to my house and we discussed h is experiences of being 

a teenager in school and his family activities. I was intentionally looking for individuals 

who may have had different educational experiences or outcomes so the next person 

I interviewed was Paula. She was a neighbour’s son’s partner. I asked if she would be 

interviewed because she had attended the local grammar school and I was interested 

to see how different her experiences of schooling were to Jason, as they were the 
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same age. Paula though had for many years worked in similar types of work as Jason 

so it was interesting that their schooling at the time was quite different but both ended 

up in very similar situations.  Paula also agreed to be interviewed by me and in this 

case too I had a knowledge of her background before she was interviewed knowing 

her family and her work and interests.  

Once I received the transcripts, I read through them and identified key phrases and 

words that emerged in the text. Some were already phrases and words which I was 

expecting but new phrases emerged in the accounts that I had not expected and this 

were reiterated by other participants (Table 1). 

I came upon my Andrew and Mark accidentally; I was going to interview a stay-at-

home father and I found out that his parents were an engineer and teacher an d they 

did not fully meet the criteria I was using to select my informants, his wife suggested 

that maybe I met with her hairdresser and his twin brother who was a curator in a 

museum, their father was a plumber. This seemed to be an excellent opportunity to 

compare factors outside of the home environment when looking to see why people of 

the same background had completely different trajectories. My friend organised for me 

to meet with Andrew, he came to my house on his day off work and I interviewed him. 

He was so easy to talk to and I established a timeline of events. He then arranged for 

me to interview Mark who lived in Brighton and I drove to Brighton and spent the 

afternoon asking questions and establishing his learning life trajectory and recording 

his key experiences.   

 The participants decided where they would like to meet; three participants were 

interviewed in their own homes, five selected to be interviewed at my house. The 

interviews were based around an informal list of questions, that were put together 
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based on the research questions. I did not stick rigidly to the order of them and had an 

extended conversation with each individual about their lives therefore enabling them 

to talk about bout what was important to them, the focus of the narratives and which 

needed to be answered, but there was room for divergence and opportunities to 

discuss other relevant topics. Some of the interviews lasted over a few meetings, but 

the majority could be completed in the one sitting because the background work of the 

informant’s life had already been collected. 

Interviewing as a technique of data collection is problematic, sometimes due to 

inappropriate listening, or absence of interpersonal skills on behalf of the interviewer. 

It was important to establish empathy and rapport. Many of the factors that contribute 

to the quality interview can be developed by careful listening and responding as well 

as the skill in the development of rapport and empathy (Partington, 2001). I tried to 

counter the difficulties by having a test run of the interview before beginning the 

research and by building a rapport with the participants, partially by acknowledging a 

shared history but also by establishing contact through people who were known to 

them as well as finding a location in which they felt safe, whether in their own home or 

mine. The people I interviewed already had a relationship with, not necessarily 

individuals that knew particularly well but I had spoken to in passing. Or they were 

recommended to me as someone who may be happy to help me undertake my 

research. We often had shared experiences which helped the interactions for example 

growing up in post- war Britain. 

The research focused, firstly, on what has been the significance of education, family 

and class in the life experiences of individuals whose early years were spent in 1980s 

Essex and secondly, on how the subjective experience of life histories differs from the 
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myth of the stereotype represented in Essex Man. The questions emerge from the key 

ideas about attitude to education, social mobility and class consciousness in relation 

to the perceptions and stereotypes of Essex man. The questions focused on the 

themes of political attitudes, class, education and family, as well as being from Essex 

and being part of the ‘aspirational working class’. The individuals were not necessarily 

asked these questions but I wanted to ensure they included opinions or comments 

about these issues (Appendix 4). 

The participants and I worked through the questions. The participants were allowed to 

take as little or as long as they wished over them. I recorded the interviews and the 

interviews were then transcribed so that the data could then be analysed. The 

interviews varied in time; this was because some of the participants needed more time 

to explain the context of their stories. If the participants arrived at the interview where 

much of the background was already in place the interview did not take as long 

(Appendix 1). 

When collecting the data, I intentionally did not ask the participants to tell their stories 

in chronological order but asked questions to trigger memories; events and 

experiences were often more important to understand this topic than whole life 

histories. The participants often spoke about some of the key themes before I had 

even asked them a question as part of their narrative accounts.  

5.10. Tackling the interviews. 

When actually undertaking the interview, it was important to make the participants 

comfortable. They were allowed to select where they were interviewed.  

Before the recording I knew certain information about the participants, which I did not 

need to explore in depth in the interviews because I was interested in their responses 
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to my key concerns. Therefore, I knew their ages, where they lived, where they grew 

up, the school they went to, how many other siblings they had, children, this 

information from themselves with sometimes some additions from the person that put 

me in touch with them. So that the focus of the interview could be more on the key 

themes and concerns. Most of the participants had not been interviewed before and 

certainly not been recorded so it was important to build a rapport and help them relax. 

Before the recording we would have a conversation about maybe people we both 

knew, the contact person or what they were doing at work. One of the aspects that I 

think was fairly important is that they had knowledge of who I was, the work I did and 

what I was looking to do. We also had shared experiences being of a similar age and 

background, this meant that when interviewed I often identified with some of the issues 

they raised. So, for example an example of growing in Britain in the late 20th century: 

LW: It’s funny with things like that.  They’re, sort of, all left – because that was one 

of the things that some of us at a, sort of, certain age – you were saying about that 
shadow of the war.  Even though - - - 

 

JS: Yeah. 

 

LW: - - - we weren’t that close to it, it was still really there, wasn’t it? 

 

This exchange allowed me to acknowledge my understanding and experience of 

growing up after the war was over and how significant it still was in many peop le’s 

lives forty years after it finished.  

Another was that I too identified as being a young woman from Essex 

SM:     I don't – I don't know that there was at the time.  I think that, sort of, evolved as 
– I suppose, in our late teens, that all of a sudden the whole 'Essex girl' jokes came 

out, and that sort of thing, but I wasn't aware of it when we were - - - 
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LW:     No. 

 

SM:     When we were younger.  We just happened to live in Essex. 

 

LW:     Mm. 

 

SM:     You know, which was nearly London. 

 

LW:     Well, that's it, because then you didn't actually know where Essex - - - 

 

SM:     No. 

 

LW:     You tended to say - - - 

 

This interaction was fairly typical, Sinead and I understood what we meant, we 

identified with each other about the fact that often people did not know where Essex 

was and it was easier to say just outside London. This was a phrase which was 

regularly said when you were in another location. This was not unique to Sinead, often 

the participants made similar points, because we had a shared understanding of living 

in Essex at the time.  

The interviews set out to be non-confrontational, I was looking to find out what they 

thought about their lives and experiences therefore I wanted to understand how and 

why they experienced, thought or felt things.   

Before the interview I explained what I wanted to set out to do. The participants were 

told that they could withdraw at any time from the process, whether after the interview, 

or when the accounts had been written. They were told that their names would be 

changed.   Once the research was completed and written up I returned to the 
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participants and asked if they were still happy to be included in the research, they all 

agreed.  

At the start of the interview, I would often test the sound. Normally a cou ple of times 

saying things such as ‘testing, testing’ and while this was going on the participants 

would often make a comment and then when I played the test back, they could hear 

my voice and theirs and I think this helped the participants to hear what we both 

sounded like. It was quite a light-hearted start to the interview and in a sense helped 

lessen any fears they may have.  

 I started with simple questions such as ‘What is your name?’, How did you come to 

live in Essex as a teenager?  to help the interviewees relax, these were answers that 

they could comfortably think about. I did not have a list of questions for them to answer, 

I tried to make it a conversation. I had written a list of key questions that I wanted 

answered for my study (Appendix 4). These were worked through but often in different 

order depending on how the conversation flowed. So, for example if the conversation 

began about how the informants came to live in Essex, the conversation often would 

reference family members and family history. If you look at this interchange with the 

participant Jason, you can see how the interview started in a very informal way but 

lots of the issues I wanted to discuss such as social mobility emerged in the discussion. 

I have asked one key question in an informal way but that question engendered a 

rather detailed response.  

LW: Okay, right.  Now, you don’t have to use your - you can give your mystery name, 
you see. 

 
DS: No.  Jason Antony Smith.  There’s no – no ‘h’ in the ‘Antony’. 

 
LW: Right.  So, I was telling you what this was about.  It’s, like, about your education, 

your, sort of, teenage years.  But can we start off, Jason, just by telling me a 
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little bit about your family.  Like, where your mum and dad were from and, you 
know, what their background is, really? 

 
DS: Mum and dad met in Paignton on holiday and my mum said that he was the 

funniest man she had ever met.  He just made her laugh all the time. 
 
LW: Yeah. 

 
DS: And he’s from East London, Custom House. 

 
LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: And my mum’s from Ystrad Mynach in Wales. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 
DS: His father was a carpenter.  He had ideas that he was – he was more important 

than he was.  We used to think that he was a councillor because he’d walk 
around with a stick and he’d point to things and that. 

 
LW: Oh, yeah. 
 

DS: And he – no-one really liked him. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 
DS: But he used to follow my dad around.  My dad was quite good at footbal l.  He’d 

follow him around and he’d – he’d ponce drinks on the strength of it – but, yeah, 
he was a bit of a – my granddad was one of, I think, 14 children.  He was the 

oldest. 
 
LW: God, yeah. 

 
DS: And there was only one other boy as well. 

 
LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: And he was always the – the one that they didn’t really like. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 
DS: You know.  And my nan, my nan was a big woman.  She – they used to go hop 

picking but she was big.  I always remember, like, in her later years my dad 
saying that he used to go and buy her tights and he’d just go in and say, ‘What’s 

the biggest you’ve got?’ because – she was only little but she was wide, you 
know? 

 

LW: Yeah, really wide. 
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DS: Yeah.  My mum’s side – they’re the side that really – like, my granddad was a 
coal miner, played rugby when he was young and that. 

 
LW: Yeah. 

 
DS: And I used to go down there and they were so – you know, so nice. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: My grandmother, she – she made you hotdogs.  She didn’t know how to make 
them, you know. 

 

LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: You know, the big rolls, buttered and stuff like that and - - - 
 
LW: Yeah, yeah. 

 
DS: But she would always put herself out, and they didn’t have a lot, you know. 

 
LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: I think back and I think, you know, they must have – when he was working, he 
– in the winter he would – he can’t have seen the sun. 

 
LW: No. 
 

DS: Because you go down in the dark and you come up in the dark. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 
DS: And I suppose – I look back and I think – he’s one of my heroes, you know. 

 
LW: Yeah. 

 
DS: And I’m really proud of that side. 
 

LW: Would he have been – with that would he have been – would he have still been 
working, sort of, quite – you know, like, in his 60s or whatever? 

 
DS: He – he died when he was 69 and I think it was the dust from the pits that got 

him. 

 
LW: Yeah, yeah. 

 
DS: I think a lot of them they did – I think gradually he - he became a surface worker. 
 

LW: Yeah. 
 

DS: But he was down there originally, deep, digging out, you know. 



160 

 

 
LW: Oh, God, yeah.  Probably during the war and all that. 

 
DS: Yeah.  He was a – he didn’t go off to war because they was, like, essential 

workers. 
 

I have included this interchange just as a way to show how I allowed the informant to 

speak. The start of the interview shows that the informants could use another name if 

they preferred, only one participant chose to, although I have changed this informant’s 

first and surname, but kept his middle name so the exchange can be seen in full.  

The first question initially was open- ended and apart from saying ‘yeah’ which was 

more a recognition of what the informant was saying, it encouraged them to continue 

to speak without being interrupted. This interchange would have also been fairly 

humorous such as his grandmother being small and wide which was problematic for 

his father when he was trying to buy her tights. As he told this small story, Jason was 

animated and used hand gestures in his description of the family. In that small 

exchange there is a tiny picture of an East End family in the 1960s. He, however, also 

highlights the hardships his Welsh family faced as coalminers pre- and post-war. I 

included two other questions in that discourse which were not really questions, just 

asking Jason to expand such as mentioning his grandfather’s age while or if he worked 

in the war.  This was not a key question but enabled me to find out issues about family 

life, family origins. With each participant I used this type of method. Rather than saying 

‘Did your family have cultural capital?’ or undertake ‘highbrow pursuits’, which were 

the key questions that I wanted answered for the research. I would say, ‘What sort of 

activities did you do as a teenager?’ So, for example: 

LW: What sort of cultural activities would you have done at home?  Would you have 
said that they - you know, did you go to places or if you had family holidays 

what sort of places did you go to? 
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C: We were very much two weeks in Spain at a family three-star hotel with a 

swimming pool and a beach.  Mum and dad aren't really culturally experienced 
people.  I would say now I take my children to more museums and different 

places than my mum and dad ever would have. 
 
LW: Yeah, that's interesting, isn’t ít? 

 
C: We used to always have two holidays a year.  Two weeks in Spain in June.  

This was when we were little.  They used to take us out of school in, sort of, 
June time, and then we used to have a week at a caravan, sort of - so we always 
had a holiday every year but it was more of a beach holiday.  It was never going 

somewhere for a cultural experience. 
 

So, this small interchange explored a number of themes, such as cultural capital, the 

fact that a working-class family could afford to have two holidays, a year one abroad. 

That she has encouraged her own children to pursue more high -brow pursuits than 

she would have done herself when she was young. This information when analysed 

would have been compared with other participants comparing and contrasting 

narrative content (Squire et al, 2017) 

Once the conversation had followed all the key research questions, then the interview 

came to an end. Most of the interviews took about two hours, some more or less, some 

of these interviews were completed over two or three sessions. Some of the 

interviewees were more succinct in their answers and sometimes spoke less.  

The interviews finished on a friendly note and informants were encouraged to get in 

touch if there were any concerns. The interviews were saved on my voice recorder 

and then were transcribed and key themes explored.  

5.11. Data Analysis 

The data analysis took place after the interviews had been transcribed.  

Initially the transcriptions were read and annotated, highlighting certain words and 

themes, which emerged and helped answer the research questions (Appendix 2). 
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During this process words or phrases maybe reoccurred or seemed quite important 

within the accounts. The accounts were cross-referenced with each other to see if 

there were similarities in words and phrases, particularly phrases which emerged 

which maybe had not been part of the initial research questions; so, for example, the 

phrase ‘a better life’ emerged regularly within the accounts. This meant data took two 

different forms, namely themes that I wanted to consider and themes that emerged 

from the data. 

 Once the initial analysis of the data was completed the next stage was to complete a 

short-constructed account of the key events, centring on the informants’ teenage years 

and what happened once they left school. One of the issues with a narrative method 

of research is that there can appear to be a lack of analysis when collecting and 

constructing the narratives, because it appears that there is just a telling of the story. 

The construction of the eight accounts of teenage experiences of growing up in Essex 

in the 1980s consisted of factors, issues and events which seemed to be significant to 

the participants in their testimonies and are included in their narratives. The analysis 

occurred through the sifting of data by the participants as they tell their stories and this 

selection of data also occurred by myself as the accounts were constructed in a written 

form. The analysis of evidence is occurring throughout the process of telling and 

constructing each individual narrative. The life histories, or learning lives histories, 

seems to be a more appropriate term with regard to what eventually was constructed. 

This set of narratives set out to describe in chronological order important experiences 

as they occurred; this has been called the skeleton plot (Mischler, 1986, p. 237) or the 

spine of the narrative (Linde,1993, p.68); its role is to provide an outline of the key 

events in the lives of the participants. The trajectory of each participant shows the 

educational events and the key moments in their lives, as well as the ways in which 
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individual’s and their families’ lives can move socially in and out of different classes. 

When the participants were interviewed and spoke of their lives, they often used 

phrase to indicate a shared experience and this I feel enabled the participants to speak 

freely as our experiences were shared:  

I'm not - you know, my middle sister is the complete opposite.  She's like 

him and where the rest of us are like my mum, and she - I remember he 

gave her the money to purchase some school shoes and she came back 

with these red perspex (indistinct) I mean, you know, and she was, like, 

14.  I remember (indistinct) whereas I would be more confined, do you 

know what I mean?  I think I was petrified of my dad, to be honest.  Or not 

petrified but I was very scared of my dad, so I would just, to keep things - 

so, yeah, I didn't think I would get the job because I was a bit of a gonk, 

do you know what I mean?  And I didn't want to be like that and I used to 

- so I was glad when I escaped it in a way and sort of got into it.  Maybe 

that's why I wanted to go into, say, like fashion and that, where I could then 

probably be more myself. 

Andrew used the phrase ‘you know what I mean’ throughout the interview and this 

suggested that there was a shared experience. We identified a growing up in the 

suburbs and wanting to experience the London lifestyle. We also identified as having 

strict father and acknowledged that bought challenges growing up. This I think was 

often unsaid in the interviews but acknowledged through this phrase.  

The participants had an active role in the construction of their narratives; not only did 

they tell their story; they could read their interviews if they wished but they had the 

right to veto elements they felt may have been misinterpreted by myself. Two of the 
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interviewees were used to telling their life accounts through their membership of 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and both identified the struggle with alcohol and the 

problematic nature this had on their lives but both highlighted the importance of giving 

up alcohol in their stories. This potentially could be seen as a well -structured AA 

narrative that both participants were used to telling, in different ways.  

The next stage of analysis explored the key themes, which had been decided upon in 

the initial research questions but were developed within the interviews (Appendix 5). 

I was inspired by the method known as grounded theory, a theory, which, as already 

discussed, is flawed in many ways. It is an exciting method, though, when one is 

presented with the type of question in relation to the big questions such as ‘inequality 

in education’, about which so much has been written. The data was examined allowing 

key themes to emerge within the accounts and in doing so they were coded, thus 

allowing for unexpected themes to emerge out of the data. Looking to find the key 

themes that emerged in the interviews, surprisingly there were certain phrases which 

re-emerged. These themes have been written up into three chapters exploring the 

keys issues such as ‘better life’, ‘choice’ ‘culture’. This technique meant that I did not 

drive the data analysis; some of the key themes which emerged were dictated by the 

data.  

The participants took the initial opportunity to explore their family histories. When 

asked simply why they were living in Essex, extended family histories were far more 

significant in the narrative accounts than I expected. Nearly all the interviewees at 

some point in their conversations referred to grandparents to explain why their parents 

were in Essex. The conversations presented new key themes which I had not been 

expecting and this was the benefit of using a grounded theory approach because I 
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could explore these themes that I had not been expecting (Table 1). These themes 

that had emerged along with those I had focused on asking questions about enabled 

me to analyse the data and present it under three different headings.  

The first section of analysis explored the family histories focusing on the three 

generations and the search for a better life.  

The second section of analysis focused on the role of habitus and cultural capital in 

schooling and fitting in.  

The third section considered identity, work and politics. Each of the key themes are 

explored and written up within an appropriate chapter. The concluding section of the 

analysis is to answer the research questions, with which we started.   

KEY THEMES 

Themes emerged which were initiated from 

reading and research.   

Themes which emerged from data collection.  

● Aspirational  

● Social mobility  

● Class 

● Culture 

● Free time  

● Entrepreneurial  

● Choice  

● Opportunities 

● Better life 

● Home Ownership 

● Hard work 

● Identity 

● Networking  

● Social connections 

● Fitting in  

● Egalitarianism  

Table 1. Key themes that have emerged.  
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5.12. Documents and other evidence 

The importance of the context when considering the participants’ accounts is very 

important. This study is supported by secondary research in the shape of the historical 

background. A variety of historical texts and autobiographical accounts were read as 

part of the research. McCulloch (2004) states that, when examining education, history 

and social science, there are two key problems that need to be addressed. ‘These are,  

first, the relationship between past and present, and, secondly, the tensions and 

interactions between public and private.’ (2004, p.10) 

These problems are particularly pertinent in this piece of research because the 

question and the methodology are very much focused on these two issues. The 

participants are constructing their past but in relation to their present, where they are 

and what they have become. They are telling their stories of their private worlds in 

relation to the more public domain of the school worlds but also in relation to society’s 

expectations and structures and, as McCulloch (2004) argues, documentary evidence 

can be used to bring together the past and the present and the public and private. 

Documentary evidence is limitless; the range of valuable evidence which is available 

can add important contextual information to the period being studied. This does not 

have to be purely written evidence; pictures, photographs and film can play a role in 

building up a picture of the past. 

This evidence has been used to build up a picture of the time and space, but also to 

consider the depictions of the working class but particularly the Essex working class. 

Documentary evidence is valuable; memoirs and diaries can provide opportunities to 

explore the inner thoughts of those who experienced the period. This will be useful to 

gain an understanding of an individual’s thoughts at the time, to counter the fact that 
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the interviews will be dependent on reminiscences. Primary evidence such as Billy 

Bragg’s (2006) account and both Russell Brand (2007) and Alan Davies (2009) give 

detailed accounts of growing up in Essex. Norman Tebbit’s autobiography (1988) can 

provide a different vision of the time. Other types of evidence that have also been 

considered are television programmes and films. 

Diverse types of evidence will build up an important picture to recreate the 1980s so 

that we are not purely looking at the life history accounts but see the period from 

different perspectives. This supporting evidence helps make the links between the 

public and the personal, and presents a larger picture of the time.  

5.13. Ethics 

Ethical concerns are central to this study. The use of narrative throws up many 

opportunities to stray into areas of often unintentional, unethical practice, for example, 

exaggeration or the retelling of accounts to suit a researcher’s purpose are possible  

with this research method. Participants in this research were fully informed as to the 

nature of the research and their individual story was a construction based on their own 

accounts. Narrative methodologists write a great deal about ethical concerns 

regarding the manipulation of relationships between the researcher and informant and 

often consider the outcome of the interview as a joint effort. One needs to consider the 

ethics of manipulating data with the aim of getting a good story, for example, avoiding 

mocking or making underlying judgement of the clothes the participants wear, interests 

they have or language they use. Peter Clough (2002) gave a good example of the 

responsibilities of the narrative researcher in his chapter Lolly: the final word. (Clough 

2002). This tells the story of an imaginary meeting with the older brother of a child 

Clough (2002) has written about in his imaginary research of an inner-city school. 
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Clough (2002), fearing for his safety, is made to read extracts of his book, which has 

caused upset and offence to this man, Lolly. Attention is paid to Clough’s reference to 

Lolly’s mother’s appearance (Clough 2002, p.57). This shows that descriptions should 

be used with care, highlighting the ethical responsibilities of the researchers to their 

participants.  

It is important to ensure that narratives are written and there is an opportunity for those 

who have contributed to withdraw from the research if they wish.  A researcher must 

be particularly careful when the research veers into the private sphere, which could 

open personal stories of a sensitive nature. BERA’s code of ethics was used to guide 

the research. BERA’s guidelines consider the following:  

The participants all willingly agreed to take part and were under no duress to do so. 

They received no incentives. The participants were treated with respect and dignity, 

without prejudice for their creed, colour, race or sexuality. The names of the 

participants have been changed as have the names of the schools; this is to give 

greater anonymity to the participants and their families (Appendix 3). 

The aim of this research was to provide a voice to the individuals and although there 

was an analysis of the data provided and a recreation of the individuals’ teenage story, 

the research aimed not to be judgemental, and listened to the participants’ answers 

sometimes asking further questions. The data of the participants have been kept 

secure. The aim was to increase the knowledge of working-class teenagers’ 

educational experiences and working-class lives in general, particularly growing up in 

Essex. The research has been produced to the best of my ability and it has not been 

brought into disrepute by falsifying evidence, sensationalizing or distorting evidence. 

Other researchers have not been criticized and there were no contract staff 
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Chapter Six: Teenage Learning Lives 

Trajectories. 

6.1. Introduction 

…how, looking thus into your eyes and seeing thus, how each of you is 

a creature which has never in all time existed before and which shall 

never in all time exist again and which is not quite like any other and 

which has the grand stature and natural warmth of every other and whose 

existence is all measured upon a still mad and incurable time; how am I 

to speak of you as 'tenant' 'farmers,' as 'representatives' of your 'class,' 

as social integers in a criminal economy, or as individuals, fathers, wives, 

sons, daughters, and as my friends and as I 'know' you?”― Let Us Now 

Praise Famous Men (Agee and Walker, 1988 p.88) 

James Agee (Agee and Walker, 1988), in his account of tenant farmers living th rough 

the Great Depression of the 1930s, raises the question of how he should portray the 

individuals he is writing about. Should he speak of them as a class, or a group or as 

individuals who are fathers, sons and friends? Each one of us is a creature who will 

never exist again; this extract emphasizes the uniqueness of the individuals. This 

raises question for researchers undertaking life history research, whether to be critical 

of the participants, and raise questions of their accounts or to accept them as they are, 

as individuals who are recounting their lives. 

http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1204501
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1204501
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This chapter will narrate the learning lives and educational experiences of the 

participants. The aim of this chapter is not to critically examine or question what the 

participants said but to record what they have said with the aim of analysing and 

exploring in more detail their understanding and experiences of the key themes in the 

later chapters.  

Each interview set out to gain an understanding of the participants, using their words 

to get a perspective of their world view, by finding out about their lives in a non-

judgmental and non-critical way, to explore many of the academic studies and theories 

in relation to events which occurred in their life and the significance of education and 

family life in the later outcomes. It is important to consider that each individual is 

crafting and creating their account and in doing so analysis is occurring, their own 

truth. It is their reality. We must also consider that the stories are of three generations, 

therefore the participants are also crafting and re-telling stories of previous 

generations. No voice is ever singular; it is created, taking into account the stories and 

experiences of past generations. Writing narrative accounts for each participant aimed 

to avoid generalisations about both those from Essex and the working class and to 

look at the narrative of each individual. 

Although the participants spoke about individual experiences the chapter presents a 

chronological account of each of the 1980s teenagers. Each account highlights the 

key issues in each individual’s life. The benefit of this technique means that it enables 

a comparison between each narrative, how the lives of individuals have both 

similarities and differences, taking into account issues such as cultural capital and 

habitus, themes that Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1984, Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990) 

discusses. 
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The teenage trajectory of each informant has been recorded and it will enable the 

consideration of individual biography within the larger picture of the 1980s and means 

that we can examine human agency in relation to structure. The narratives consider 

what has happened, but also what might have been. As Arthur W. Frank (2010) says, 

it is important to let stories breathe. 

6.2. Jason 

Jason was born in 1965, the son of a model maker and a nurse, in Whipps Cross 

Hospital, Leytonstone, East London. Jason’s parents’ romance began in Paignton, 

Devon, while on their summer holidays, she Welsh, he an East Londoner from Custom 

House; she said he was the funniest man she’d ever met, a great storyteller as the 

men in his family were; he wooed her with his jokes and stories: 

My dad, my great-uncles, they can all tell stories, you know.  You see 

them and they do the actions and everything, and I can imagine my dad, 

sort of, charming my mum. 

Jason’s father’s family had survived the turmoil of the Second World War, and had 

established a life for themselves in the East End; family life, work and socializing were 

all important aspects, along with pastimes such as drinking, football and hop picking 

holidays which punctuated annual life. Jason’s grandfather had been in the Signals 

during the war and afterwards returned to his civilian profession, a carpenter. Jason 

described him as handsome and talented; jaded with  life, he had unfulfilled ambitions; 

he was a wonderful dancer with a wide vocabulary, and a wife, who was one of 

fourteen, a large intimidating woman, who swore like a trooper, much to his chagrin. 

Jason’s mother’s family were coal miners. His grandfather was dead at sixty-nine, 

spending days underground barely seeing the sun at some points of the year, he too 
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had been an essential worker during the war, a Bevan boy; Jason believed the dust 

got to him. This part of Jason’s narrative really showed the insecurity of post-war 

Britain. The notion, that for all the sacrifice people underwent there was great hardship 

and little to show for their work.  

Jason’s mother and father married and initially lived with Jason’s grandparents while 

they waited for their flat. Jason believed his grandparents were not overly enamoured 

with his mother; she was different from them, and her accent made her seem more 

refined; she did not really fit in and Jason felt they had been rather unkind to her. The 

young couple lived in West Ham in a flat and after Jason was born the small family 

moved to Basildon in Essex. Basildon was one of the new towns and seen by some 

as a utopia, a place where rather like pioneers, newcomers set about establishing a 

new life. This showed Jason’s father had been given an opportunity to work and they 

had a house. Jason said that the new town was like a holiday camp, in comparison to 

what had gone before. His Dad loved it. Jason’s uncle had also moved down, but he 

could not settle, being a bit more of a, as Jason described a ‘lovely jubbly’ type of 

person, maybe a bit of a Del Boy type figure, and he returned to London.  This inclusion 

in the narrative also suggests the idea of habitus and ‘fitting in’ Basildon wasn’t for 

everyone; Jason’s uncle did not fit in and the suggestion was that he was a little more 

of a ‘rougher’ type character.  

Jason’s brother and sister were born in their home in Basildon. Jason’s father worked, 

making prototype cars and his mother stayed at home. Jason’s father had trained to 

be an apprentice in Custom House, a grammar schoolboy who painted and listened 

to jazz; when times were hard, he would take Jason to London to sell paintings at 

Green Park. Jason greatly admired him and feels now his influence has really begun 
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to impact him. This highlighted that grammar schools did not necessarily open up 

social mobility; Jason’s father, although gaining an apprenticeship with a skilled job, 

still had work, which would have been classed as working-class work.  

As a teenager Jason’s key aim in life was having a laugh; he went to the local 

comprehensive and he loved it, but not for the education but for the fun and 

camaraderie it provided. Within Jason’s narratives, there was however an underlying 

fear of both the teachers and other students, but avoiding trouble was the key priority 

to school survival. Having a laugh, was a defensive mechanism, but students 

witnessed acts of violence on fellow students and Jason’s primary concern was that 

he did not want that to happen to him. 

Teachers were seen as a different class, more serious, some unpleasant, there was 

an on-going feud that occurred with the attractive female art teacher, but some 

teachers were a foil for student jokes and avoidance strategies, so Jason and his 

friends didn’t have to do schoolwork. “Go on Sir, tell us about the banana box” ; the 

wood tech teacher had apparently hidden in a banana box for ten days during the war. 

Homework was seldom done, and books were never read.  

When Jason left school in the early 1980s at sixteen, he was encouraged to go to 

college but was given little or no real careers advice and found himself at sixteen with 

few qualifications and unable to get a job. Jason said his parents just wanted him to 

stay out of prison. He spent his early post-school months wandering around industrial 

estates in an over-sized suit asking for work.  

Jason eventually got a job in an anodizing factory, which his Dad described as 

‘medieval’. He never looked to London for job opportunities and, as one of the many 
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young unemployed of the early eighties, he remains resentful towards the 

Conservatives because of the policies at the time 

Eventually Jason got a job in Fords, where he stayed until he was made redundant in 

his early twenties. Taking this opportunity to go to Chicago to work in the summer 

camps with under-privileged children in the hope maybe of coming back to England to 

be a social worker: 

Right.  So, then I went from there, I worked on building sites, doing a bit 

of labouring.  I never really – I always used to feel a bit hard done by 

because I’ve always been a worker.  I’ve always been someone that will 

put in, you know; and then from there I ended up going into Fords?, which 

was probably one of the best things I did, because I knew where I was 

money-wise and I could plan and I could go on holidays and being, what 

was it, 25, I decided to take redundancy after 18 months because they 

were offering me, I think, something like 10,000 pounds and I thought that 

could be a little nest egg to start something so – it didn’t work out because 

there wasn’t much work and the thing that – I was out of work for about 

two years and then I went on a summer camp to work. 

Jason’s experience of working in a summer camp in Chicago meant he worked with 

young children who had many difficulties to face, and he found the work really 

rewarding.  He came home from Chicago and began a social work course but it was 

not really for him: 

Yeah, and I went on a course for a few months, three or four months, 

something like that, and then I realised actually I liked the side of it that I 

was doing with kids but it’s too heavy for me.  I’m not – I’m not disciplined 
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enough.  I’m not - you know, the big thing was all these people that I was 

on the summer camp with, they had qualifications coming out of their ears 

and they didn’t have any common sense. 

Jason felt that although he had the common sense required to do the job, often 

handling situations in Chicago better than his more educated counterparts, when he 

began the course to become a social worker, he felt he lacked the discipline required 

to study and left after a few months. This shows the role of education in trying to 

develop a new career but Jason struggled with the discipline of studying and this made 

completing the course difficult.  

He now had to look for another job; Jason once again found getting work difficult. He 

laboured and did fencing but there was no stability from one week to the next. This 

shows the practical aspect that Ball (Ball 2000) speaks of when working-class people 

tend to look for work at a local level. So, this time, however, he decided to broaden his 

horizons and looked to the City for work. He asked a friend for advice and he helped 

him by giving him addresses of companies to write to, he said get yourself in the post 

room and go from there and that’s what he did. He got a job in the post room in a city 

company and eventually has moved up the ladder to become an IT technician, recently 

taking on a supervisory role. The importance of social networking emerges in this 

narrative; Jason needed contacts outside of the family to see how to get into a different 

type of work:  

And I only fell into the job I’m doing now because I went for – I worked on 

building sites and I thought, ‘I’ve had enough of this.  I get nought for 

money or I don’t know if I’m working next week and I need some sort of 

stability’ and a friend of mine worked in an insurance company in London 
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and he – he was, like, a director of the company and he gave me loads 

of addresses to write to, and he said, ‘Just try and get in the post room 

and you can go from there.’ 

Jason acknowledged the difficulties he had faced in life. His marriage fell apart and he 

left the family home and his son Freddie in Basildon and bought himself a small flat in 

Westcliff-on-Sea, at the end of the Thames estuary, at the start of the North Sea. It 

has been a struggle to pay the mortgage because he had money tied up in the family 

home which he cannot access until his son Freddie is eighteen. Jason often 

supplemented his income as his father had done by buying and selling things; car boot 

sales are good places to look for bargains, which could be sold on. Jason has 

developed his own interests; a keen photographer, he has had exhibitions and is a 

member of the Leigh Camera Club. He also decorates his flat, filling it with finds that 

he repairs or collects, he likes 1950s and 60s stoneware and his flat is filled with 

furniture and photographs and paintings. Jason shows a development of interests in 

higher culture capital, similar to those of his father, such as art, and visits exhibitions. 

The aspect of making ends meet has been one he has struggled with. Jason has an 

investment in another property because of the breakdown of his marriage bu t although 

he had a full-time job in the city when he was interviewed, he struggled to pay the 

mortgage and support his son. This has meant that even white-collar work does not 

always provide enough of an income to support an individual. Jason in his account 

shows an element of resentment towards those who do not seem to pay their way and 

he feels that he has worked hard all his life and he is struggling to make ends meet.  

His life in many ways is a solitary one. He is close to his parents but a rift with his 

younger brother has meant that he does not meet the family as a whole at Christmas 
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and Easter. Jason has Freddie at the weekends, and they spend time scouring boot 

sales or going to the park or beach. He has had to let go of friends because of the 

divorce; his ex-wife is now dating an old school friend, although close friends from 

school and work remained. Jason was looking for a girlfriend at the time of the first 

interview and had used dating sites as well as more conventional means, being a man 

who likes ‘quirky women’; he has now met someone and been in a relationship for the 

past few years. Jason felt that he worked hard all his life and had little to show for it, 

but, always lively and gregarious, he makes the best of his situation. Jason has little 

faith in politicians to rectify his situation. 

6.3. Paula  

Paula was born in November 1966, she was the unexpected arrival of a sixteen -year-

old who gave birth to her on the bathroom floor in her mother’s house in Islington, 

Paula’s grandmother helped bring her into the world: 

They were very young.  My mum was – she had me a month before she 

was 17…… My dad was only 19. 

Went off to the toilet - my mum didn’t even know……My nan caught me. 

Paula’s grandmother had been born in Durham the daughter of a coalmin er and 

moved south during the war and stayed in London. After doing war work, she 

eventually became an accountant, Paula described her as always capable and 

sufficient, she was a ‘self-made woman’. She never married but her only daughter was 

the child of an airline pilot, whom Paula could remember meeting once. Paula said 

that her grandmother wanted to make something of herself and stayed south to 
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achieve this. The implication was that she needed to get away from her family to fulfil 

her ambitions.  

Paula’s father was the son of a printer and following in the family tradition, he too 

became an apprentice printer at an early age. Paula’s father’s family were of Italian 

heritage, of which he was proud, but one which did not impress Paula’s grandmother 

who called him a ‘greasy wop’. Although Paula’s father was not what her grandmother 

had hoped for her grammar school daughter, the relationship became permanent:  

I was born in the October; they got married in the November.  A month 

after I was born, they married. 

Paula spent her early years in London, often being looked after by her grandmother. 

When she was about ten her father was made redundant from the print and he saw 

this as an opportunity to build something for the family and he decided to buy a 

business. This was not as easy as it first seemed; businesses in London and areas 

just outside of London were too expensive and in the end the family found a small 

haberdashery in Southchurch, which was in Essex. This showed the difficulties of not 

having the economic capital and needing to be ’practical’; buying in Essex was a way 

of having a better life but the family’s choices were limited as to where they could 

relocate.  

The family lived above the shop, moving there after living in Chelmsford for a while. 

Prior to the business purchase, Paula had sat the eleven plus exam in Chelmsford 

and initially Paula and her family had presumed she had failed, much to her and their 

surprise because she did not get a place at Chelmsford County High. When the family 

enquired at the new borough they would be living in, Southend on Sea, it appeared 
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that she had in fact passed the exam and got a place in Southend Girls’ Grammar 

School. 

Paula enjoyed school and felt she got on well with the other students. She enjoyed 

English and Science and took part in extra-curricular activities such as sports and 

drama. Paula acknowledged she could be a difficult student, often joking and playing 

tricks on teachers, disguising herself as a new student for a week by wearing a wig to 

school each day.  

Family life focused on the business, and Paula often worked in the shop after school. 

Weekends were often spent buying stock in London to sell in the haberdashers; there 

would sometimes be bowling or day trips in the holidays. This shows that the family 

needed to work hard to make a living, and from an early age Paula was involved with 

working in the business. This probably would have hindered her performance at 

school, although she did not acknowledge that during the interviews:  

Yeah, so, I mean, culturally-wise at home – at this time, the business 

takes up a lot of time because on – on Sundays we would be in London 

bowling. Yeah, and I used to love doing that with my dad. 

So, getting into the more business side of it but, no, we did used to – I 

remember we’d go up to London on the train.  To say you didn’t have 

holidays - I mean, I think we probably did go to Butlins a couple of times. 

Paula found school easy and was left to her own devices, although her parents were 

supportive, she was trusted to do her homework. This showed the lack of intervention 

by Paula’s parents in schoolwork. The trusting nature did not comply with the middle-

class attitudes to schooling, which we often see in work such as Lareau’s (2011); 
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working-class parents often allowed their children to be more independent, whereas 

middle-class parents were very active in their children’s education outside of school. 

Paula felt school had gone well until she got to upper school, the fourth and fifth year. 

Paula became more distracted with friends, boys and parties. The culmination of this 

was that she did very badly in her mock exams in the fifth year and she was grounded 

to ensure she worked harder. She felt that she particularly let her father down. This 

was where we see Paula’s parents intervening in school, by ensuring that she stayed 

in so that she would pass her examinations.  

Paula did eventually pass her O’ levels and stayed on at school. She wasn’t interested 

in university and felt that certain types of students were encouraged to pursue higher 

education. Their suggestion was that students who were wealthier or had middle-class 

attributes were encouraged by teachers to go to university. This implies that they fitted 

in better to a grammar school sixth form and had the capital to survive there.  Paula 

wanted to work in the City, because she wanted to earn money so she could go out. 

The need to earn her own money was apparent at this stage; for the lifestyle she 

wanted she needed to support herself. Paula did A’ level Economics basically because 

she fancied the Economics teacher, and typing. This choice directed her to city work. 

She stayed in school until the Upper Sixth, left for a job before the end of the year and 

came back to sit her examinations in the summer term.   

Paula worked in the City, temping in offices through agencies and working as a 

receptionist. She travelled to London on the Fenchurch Street line. Paula liked fashion, 

she liked to go to parties and listened to music, following bands like Depeche Mode; 

this local band was popular and was part of the new romantic movement, which was 

prevalent at the time.  
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This life continued for a number of years until Paula met Mike in her early twenties and 

they moved in together, she had a baby, Daniel. Her working life during this time was 

varied: 

So – yeah, so went to Lloyds.  I was only there 18 months, got made 

redundant unfortunately because they got rid of the secretaries.  

Employment service as a counsellor, did that for about three or four 

years.  When Dan was born, I changed to part time.  I was in retail with 

Safeways, which is now Waitrose (indistinct) Did four or five years there.  

Did a business with my dad for two years. New and second-hand 

(indistinct) shop up in the Victoria precinct. Did that for a couple of years.  

Yeah, because at one point when Daniel was very young, Michael stayed 

at home and I went to work, and then we swapped back.  But, yeah, no. 

so, I mean, I started with Lloyds again 03 so I’ve just done 11 years at 

Lloyds. With about five different jobs.  

Paula and Mike bought a house eventually, but have never married, being together 

now for about twenty-four years, with no intention of doing so.  

Paula often worked in administration and Mike drives a lorry and makes deliveries 

around the country and Europe. Paula at the time of the interview had just been made 

redundant and she was looking to this as an opportunity to do a different type of job 

or start a new career. She was interested in working with young people, maybe in 

mental health, so was thinking about re-training. She was not overly worried about 

getting a job, she had her redundancy and her grandmother had left her some money 

and a share of her house when she died. Pau la eventually got a job as a catering 

assistant in the local hospital. Once she started work, she was promoted to a 



182 

 

supervisory position. Unfortunately, while putting a large baking tray in an oven she 

hurt her back and was out of work for a year, unable to walk without a walking stick, 

she had injections and an operation, all of which did not seem to work. Then one 

morning she found that she could walk without pain again. By this point she had lost 

the new job and is now beginning the rounds of looking for a new one, at the moment 

working in the BP garage. 

6.4. Andrew 

Andrew was born in May 1967 in Romford, the son of a Dutch plumber and a London 

bus conductress. He had two older sisters and a twin brother, Mark. Andrew’s parents 

had met in Holland; as part of her job as a bus conductress, she had got free travel 

and she and her sister went to Holland with the distinct purpose of getting themselves 

husbands. This trip was a successful one and she met Andrew’s father and moved to 

Holland to marry him:  

 my mum says that she only went out to find a husband.  But we were 

always, like, 'Well, you have liked something about Dad, Mum?' and she 

went, 'No. He wore me down.'  So, you know, I just think - and that's why 

I, sort of, think maybe she - she loves him but, you know, she finds it - - -

Yeah, because she can't ever be complimentary.  I don't think I've ever 

heard her say anything about my dad like, 'Oh, yeah, he was lovely', you 

know.  There's always that, 'Oh, well' - - - 

This new life did not last long; she didn’t like Holland, struggled with the language and 

the newly married couple returned to England. 
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Andrew’s mother had grown up in Islington, London, but she had been evacuated up 

North for most of the war. After the war her father returned with nothing, he was an 

embittered alcoholic and she, as one of eight, faced great hardship. Her husband had 

grown up in occupied Holland and as a child had been the man of the house, with his 

father fighting, often facing starvation having to eat tulip bulbs and such like. Andrew’s 

parents had faced great hardship during their youth and Andrew felt that they were 

looking for a quiet life. 

The family moved from Forest Gate in London to Benfleet, Essex, a small town on the 

river Thames, easily reachable by train and along the A127.  There was very little 

there. Andrew said the boys were wild, very active children and their mother found it 

difficult to look after them. This was intensified by the fact that their father was jealous 

of the attention they received, feeling maybe replaced. There were also tensions with 

Mark and Andrew’s disgruntled older sisters, the oldest of whom, admitted to feeling 

hatred towards them. One of the reasons was that the sisters had not seen their 

mother for three and a half months because she was in hospital:  

No, two older sisters, and they obviously probably only wanted one child, 

and then me and my brother turned up.  Yeah, I think my mum did find it 

very difficult.  My dad is a typical that sort of generation.  You know, didn't 

do sod all, you know, and my mum - I think she had a few breakdowns 

so, yeah, I think she found it very difficult.  So, I think work probably for 

her was a way of, sort of, getting out really, getting away from it all. 

This part of Andrew’s account emphasises the challenges that women could face at 

this time with demands of being a wife, mother and housewife, that this led in turn to 

mental health issues which was something rarely spoken about and that she found 
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having a job outside of the home a distraction from family l ife. The dynamics in the 

family were complex with the father and sisters being jealous of the twins and they in 

turn, particularly Andrew having very strong feelings of animosity towards his father: 

Yeah.  And I feel sorry for my mum.  I said, 'Mum, I don't know how you 

put up with it.  I would have put a knife through him.'  I would have done.  

Actually, I hated my dad when we were young, absolutely hated him, and 

then I moved home because I had to for a little while and then he was 

retiring and I thought, 'Oh, my God, I can't, I can't spend time with my dad' 

and then he actually changed when he was retired.  He, sort of, mellowed 

a bit. 

Part of the problem in the family was the controlling nature of their father; the boys 

were not allowed to do anything, and Andrew felt their father held them back: 

Well, no, he was very - really controlling.  You know what I mean?  I think 

that's why me and my brother were really very naughty, because we were 

probably inquisitive, but he always held us back.  He was very, you know, 

dictatorial.  We weren't allowed to do anything.  I mean, even things like 

doing stuff at night.  We never used to go out, but I think as we got older, 

we were going out to Chinese meals, and I was starving before we went 

and I think I had a banana and he had a spasm at me.  But I had no idea 

we were going out for a meal, you know, it was meant to be a surprise, 

but he would never be able to say something like, 'Oh, you know, maybe 

you don't want to eat that because we're going to' - you know, he wouldn't 
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The twins went to the local primary school, but Andrew was not allowed to sit his 

eleven plus and therefore went to the local comprehensive school Appleton. Andrew 

always saw himself as less intelligent than his brother: 

Well, not just intelligent, but he was always more studious, I suppose.  I 

mean, he was put into the 11 plus whereas they didn't put me into the 11 

plus, and he always had, like, a little folder and he would go to the bank 

and, you know, put stuff in and pretend to write.  So, he was always like 

that, whereas I would, sort of, just be rolling around, being, like - you 

know. 

This comment was a remarkable one, because they had similar upbringing, the same 

parents and schooling but one clearly was more studious that the other.  

When the twins started their new school, their older sister had just been expelled and 

they arrived already with a reputation. Andrew hated school, although he really 

enjoyed creative subjects like Art, Drama and Photography: 

I always liked more creative things like drama, photography I was good 

at.  I was good at biology but that was because there was a very, very 

good teacher teaching it and she made it interesting; and art, but I was 

really bad at art, so I dropped out of it.  I was really shit.  So, I just used 

to stare out the window for, like, two hours.  My teacher knew I was shit 

and he just thought, 'Well, there's no point', do you know what I mean? 

This showed that teachers played a significant role in their being interested in subjects . 

Andrew spoke to teachers that knew the school, who knew the school at the time the 

twins went there and acknowledged that it was dreadful: 
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I mean, my English - and that's why I failed drama, because they said my 

English was so bad, and my English is literally a stream of words, no 

punctuation, no grammar, nothing, and when I look back, I think, 'Well, 

surely someone should have said something', either my parents or my 

teacher.  But, no, it was never - all they used to say is, 'The writing is too 

big.'  You know, it was like something a nine-year-old would write.  I only 

really learned to write when I left school because I then had to learn to 

write letters, and I never learned at school.  But, no, I don't think there 

was that encouragement at school. 

This part of Andrew’s discourse suggests that Andrew had been written off.  He 

realized later, that in his view, the school and his family had not encouraged him with 

regard to his education. There is a possibility that his twin brother was seen as more 

academic and this may have hindered his progress. Andrew needed to educate 

himself later for applications and work. Andrew noticed that the content of what he 

wrote or the poor spelling, punctuation or grammar was not even commented on, just 

the size of the script.  

 As Andrew became older, he also dealt with the issue of sexuality, which left him 

feeling that he did not fit in to where he lived in Essex; this fitting in was an important 

part of his growing up. He makes reference to a pub called The Cliff, wh ich was and 

still is one of the very few gay pubs in Southend: 

 I think a lot of it was to do with my sexuality and probably my dad as well, 

very intimidated by men.  I never understood why a straight man would 

probably want to be friendly with me.  I don't mean friendly sexually, I 

mean want to engage with me.  I used to think - but that was my own 



187 

 

issue.  But I think I did feel very alienated in Southend, that's why I was 

so desperate to leave. Yeah, I (indistinct) go to the Cliff but, yeah, I always 

- I didn't feel like I fitted in Southend, and not in an interesting way, like, 

'Oh, I don't fit in', you know, in an uncomfortable way like, 'Oh, I don't fit.'  

I never could be myself; do you know what I mean?  I couldn't - yeah, I 

didn't enjoy it.  I wanted to leave. 

Andrew talks about the complications he faced growing up, a dictatorial father who 

frightened him and the alienation he felt in Southend where the general culture for 

young men growing up was of the traditional white working class, the Essex boys were 

seen as boy racers, football and drinking. He found it difficult to make friendships and 

felt alone. He did not ‘fit in’. Andrew’s understanding of this time suggests that ‘fitting 

in’ was very important. He however acknowledged that sometimes people don’t want 

to fit in and that is intentional, they reject the values of the place in which they live and 

this element of not ‘fitting’ can be seen, as Andrew gets older, in hating Southend and 

Essex and what it stands for. 

When he left school with few qualifications, he didn’t go to college to study drama or 

fashion because he felt he lacked confidence and was not encouraged in that way but 

got a job because his mother said you have to do something ‘well you need to get a 

trade”. 

Andrew decided to become a hairdresser. Andrew decided the best way to get an 

apprenticeship was to contact the businesses directly so he called by telephone, or 

walked in to the shop asking them for work. In the end he was successful, he managed 

to get a job with one of the best hairdressers in the town, Pierre James: 
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 So, I went for loads of interviews in really bad hairdressers and stuff, 

really shit ones, and didn't get any of the jobs.  I mean, I even went all the 

way to Basildon, you know.  I'd phoned loads.  I remember that there was 

a salon that I really wanted to work in down in Hamlet Court Road and I 

used to phone them all the time and leave my name and number.  Then 

went, I went for the interview at Pierre & James, because the salon was 

just across the road that I really wanted to work in, and I went in there 

and I said, 'Have you got any apprenticeships?' he said, 'No, but if you 

leave your name and number' - I said, 'Oh, you've got it already' and he 

pointed to me and told me my name, phone number and where I lived, 

because I must have harassed him so much - so once I'd made my mind 

up I want to do stuff - but luckily, I got the job in Pierre & James but I 

never thought I would.  It was called 

 Pierre's then, actually.  It was a really nice salon.  It was probably the 

nicest salon around. 

This incident mirrored Jason, who at a similar age just went from business to business 

looking for work and hoping something would emerge. The lack of contacts was 

significant at this time. Paula, too, was in a similar situation but because of her typing 

skills she went to the temporary agencies in London and she got work initially through 

these.  

He was shy and wasn’t really into fashion although he wanted to be. Andrew wanted 

to be himself and he spent this time trying to establish his identity. Andrew spent the 

next three years training to be an apprentice, starting to sweep the floor and gradually 

learning more about hairdressing. When he eventually qualified, he did one day on 
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‘the floor’ in Pierre’s and left to go to London. He was advised that he should work the 

floor for six months to get the experience he needed, which he later acknowledged 

was true but he was so desperate to leave Southend and move to London. Bright 

lights, big city beckoned Andrew and he got himself a job in the Hippodrome, one of 

the most famous nightclubs in London at the time. He worked in the toilets selling 

aftershave, it was as he said the most boring, awful job, but he met famous people 

and had a laugh:  

 LW: So where did you go in London then? 

A: Oh, I got a job.  I got a job in a toilet.  You know the Hippodrome Club? 

LW: Yeah, yeah. 

A:      You remember they had people - like, now they're everywhere, 

they're selling aftershave, you know.  I done that when I was 19.  I done 

that in London in the Hippodrome.  I mean, it was the most boring, awful 

job, but I met loads of famous, some interesting, people, I had a laugh.  It 

was as dull as dishwater.  People would come and sit and talk to you like 

- they used to say to me, 'What's the matter with you?  Have you got one 

brain cell?' and I used to think, 'Probably, doing this job', but I was just 

desperate to get to London and get away from - - - 

Andrew was drawn to the glamour, he loved Steve Strange and being in London,  in 

clubs and mingling with these sorts of people in the burgeoning club scene.  

Living with friends in Notting Hill and Deptford, he immersed himself in culture and 

fashion, art house films, plays, music and fashion; he spent a fortune on clothes, 

sometimes a week’s wages on a shirt.  
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As the eighties moved into the nineties Andrew got into the rave scene. Still living in 

London, he decided eventually to go to Australia, where he felt he fitted in.  He was 

accepted living in the gay quarter of Sydney and felt comfortable there:  

I took a year off and went to Asia and Australia to see my mate, who was 

staying out there, and I came back with a lot of debt.  So that's why I 

moved back.  Got that sorted, then I got in more debt from the flats.  So, 

it's all - but I think it's getting to a point  

where I think, again, I just want to get away, I want to go.  I don't like 

Southend.  I don't go out; I don't go out here.  No, because I just think - 

again, the first thing that comes to mind is, 'Oh, fucking people.' 

Andrew eventually returned to England and it was during this time that he discovered 

he had Hodgkinson’s. He underwent treatment and had chemotherapy.  

Andrew eventually returned to Southend and had to move in with his parents. Although 

he owns some properties he was in debt and needed to come home to sort out his 

finances. Back with his parents was not where he hoped to be, although he admitted 

his father had mellowed. Andrew is back working at Pierre’s, now called Pierre and 

James, a highly sought-after hairdresser, but tires of the hard work. His priorities have 

changed; no longer interested in glamour, he wants financial security, not to be old 

and poor and hopes for an interesting life: 

Yeah.  I spoke to my brother's boyfriend, husband, because his brother 

is a train driver, and I spoke to him and I said, 'I'm absolutely serious' and 

the more I think about it the more I think, 'Really?'  You know, essentially, 

you're just working to drop dead.  I think what I'm frightened of is being 

old and poor.  That really worries me.  I don't have any amazing dreams 
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or things I want to fulfil but I just want an interesting life.  I want to do 

interesting things.  But then I, sort of, think, 'Are you going to then at 65 

think, "Why didn't I try the train"? 

6.5. Mark 

Mark is Andrew’s twin brother so much of his early life was similar to Andrew’s. He 

had two older sisters and a demanding father whom his mother had to look after as 

much as the children. Twin brothers with two older sisters growing up in Benfleet 

Essex.  

When asked about his secondary school he responded in a similar way to Andrew. 

I went to an absolutely crap school.  Absolutely terrible. 

Mark went to Appleton Comprehensive; this comprehensive is now considered an 

outstanding school. He generally got on well at school, although initially labelled 

because his sister Sonia had been expelled: 

So, in the fifth year, she was in the final year when we started our first 

year, and then she was never there and got expelled.  So, she had a 

really bad name.  So, all the teachers that knew my sister, Sonia, hated 

us. 

One example of this was an incident that occurred during a lesson, the teacher said 

to him 'Your family are pigs.' : 

He was a complete wanker. He was my drama teacher, he was vile, just 

saying that, and I just remember I ran out of the class crying. 

He run home and found his father at home during the day, which was very unusual: 



192 

 

I know, and I went home and my dad happened to be at home, strangely 

enough, because my dad was always at work.  He was at home and I told 

him and my dad said, 'You've just got to go back to school and face it' 

and just, sort of - you know, 'Don't let them' - my dad ..was good... like 

that, so I just went back to school and I saw Mr Garten and he said, 'You 

need to go and apologise to the other teacher that was in the room' but I 

already had, but…… he should have been apologising to me. 

Changes in education are highlighted in this account that a student could be spoken 

to in such a way by a teacher and there be no consequences from it.  Mark’s father 

did not complain but said that Mark just had to face up to it.  

Mark enjoyed learning and loved to read. He particularly enjoyed science and English, 

mainly because of the really good teachers he had in these subjects; these teachers 

were really interesting, but also interested in you as an individual. This highlights the 

significance of the relationship that the student has with the teacher as being key to 

learning. A teacher’s enthusiasm was also important.  

Mark and his brother Andrew were desperate to get out of Essex, they craved a 

different life: 

I mean, me and Andrew were desperate to get out of Southend, you 

know, and we used to go to London all the time.  When we were, like, 17 

we used to go to clubs and all of a sudden, this amazing world opened 

up to us and Essex just became somewhere you had to live. 

Mark left school and went to college; he eventually dropped out and signed on the dole 

and started DJ-ing and working in bars, supplementing his income:  
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I hadn't really thought about going to university at all.  It absolutely was 

not part of my parents' idea.  Nobody went to university in my family, and 

my mum has got eight brothers - had eight brothers and sisters and 

nobody went to university.  It was that very working-class attitude.  My 

mum wanted me to work in a bank or something like that. 

This was quite telling at the time; the way to a better life was through banking or city 

work which was the key type of work at the time. Young people could progress through 

the bank and other city businesses even if their qualifications weren’t good if they were 

capable. As Ball et al. (2003) discuss, for many ethnic, or in this case working-class 

families, whose families had not been to university, this lack of experience or capital 

meant that Mark wasn’t encouraged to go, although he was capable.  

Mark eventually went to the local college and went on an Access course to go to 

university and became close friends with a girl called Rachel, whose parents were 

teachers. She and her parents really encouraged him to go to university, her father 

helping him to write his UCAS statement. This was not unusual in the interviews that 

Lareau (2003) had with her participants; often in working-class accounts there was a 

family member or friend who helped support, and encouraged a young person to go 

to university, where a mentor-protégée relationship developed; this family with teacher 

parents particularly encouraged Mark, as did their daughter.  

Mark said he applied for all the top universities, he felt that as a working-class person 

he had set his sights too high. He was rejected from everywhere and was relying on 

his final university, Manchester to accept him. Mark is not really sure why he was 

accepted to study History of Art. He felt maybe there had been some equal 

opportunities scheme in place which was encouraged to accept working-class 
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students. Mark believed that as a working-class person he had set his sights too high 

and this seems to fly in the face of many accounts which suggest that working-class 

people have low aspirations. This account suggests that the lack of knowledge or 

experience in this area meant that Mark applied for a number of universities, which 

were out of his reach. He identified in himself, a lack of awareness of the qualifications 

required to get on these courses and that the expectations for entry would have 

normally been higher than the grades he was achieving at the time:  

But I think I consciously was aware that actually art history was something 

that was a different realm or a different league to what I was brought up 

with, so it really interested me, and I think there was that motivation to get 

out of Essex and to get an education.  I was always aware that a good 

education would help me out, even though I wasn't that motivated, it was 

Rachel. 

Mark’s account is illuminating, he saw that education was a way out of Essex and 

there was this underlying sense that education would enable you to have a better life 

even if he was not very motivated initially to study.  Mark really enjoyed his History of 

Art degree and decided he wanted to become a curator. He felt that like many working-

class young men, he liked the idea of studying what he saw as an elite subject. Once 

again Mark’s interpretation of working-class men wanting to undertake an elite subject 

was unexpected. It shows a different side of the aspirational, wanting to be as good 

as anyone else, having that elite knowledge that can be kept from the working class 

by gatekeepers.  

Mark appreciated his time at university, mixing with students from both private and 

public schools; he developed an awareness of himself, as a ‘cockney’. Mark said he 
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studied with another student who was Liverpudlian and he found himself constantly 

listening to how he spoke, not what he had to say and this made him wonder about 

himself, and how other people perceived him.  This was interesting because he and 

the Liverpudlian student had working-class accents and this made them stand out 

against the other students who were mainly private or public school educated, the 

suggestion being that these students had middle-class accents. The difference 

between an Essex accent and a Cockney accent emerges here and the fact that in the 

1980s people often described those from Essex as cockneys because Essex was not 

so well known then, as it has since become.  

While Mark was at university, he was dating Terry, whom he met in an East End night 

Club, Bengy’s. This nightclub held one of the few gay nigh ts in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Terry had been married to women twice before so his and Mark’s relationship was a 

surprise to his family and it was kept a secret for a long time, Terry often saying he 

was visiting his girlfriend, Martina, to family members. Terry and Mark have been 

together twenty years and married last year in New York, something Mark believed he 

would never be able to do: 

Because, I mean, gay rights has changed massively over 10 years.  

Hugely.  I mean, I would never have - me and Terry got married last year.  

I would never have imagined in my life when I was growing up at school 

that I would marry a man.  Ever.  You know?   

When Mark left university, he decided that if he wanted to be a curator, he would have 

to undertake a Masters. He applied to the Courtauld Institute of Art in London but was 

not accepted. Once he looked into why he had been unsuccessful, he found out he 
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needed to gain more knowledge. He registered at Birkbeck University and did a history 

and French course:  

Yeah, which is not the easiest place to get into, and I didn't have history, 

I had never studied history, and Aileen, my professor there, was, sort of, 

like - she studied at Kings and did history.  So, without having a 

knowledge of history, she didn't really want to consider you.  So, when I 

got the 'thanks but no thanks' I then did two years of under-grad courses 

at Birkbeck.  I was working in London on modern history so I did two years 

evening classes and I learned French. 

This was symptomatic of making career decisions later in life and as a result Mark had 

not gained the correct cultural capital to apply for the course. It also shows the lifelong 

learning aspect of Mark having to return to university to gain the correct experience 

and knowledge to apply for another university course. He reapplied and was 

successful. Mark was particularly interested in men’s fashion of the seventeenth 

century and felt that because he didn’t have children, he could immerse himself in his 

career and really focus on making it something for himself. 

Mark eventually secured a job in Brighton, working in the museum service, initially 

through voluntary work. Mark and Terry live in Brighton, in a beautiful art deco flat just 

off the promenade. They own a property portfolio and manage this business as well 

as having jobs, Terry is a landscape gardener and Mark a curator. Mark curated a very 

popular show about Biba and has written a book supporting it, which was published 

by the V&A: 

LW: Do you see yourself as working class or do you see yourself as middle 

class? 
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M: I think I probably would see myself as middle-class, but only because 

of the job that I do and the business that we have, and also, you know, I 

think middle-class is also an idea about - I know it's a bit naff but what 

you eat and what you - you know, I don't want to eat shit food. 

Mark saw both his work and his business as making him middle-class, but that was 

not the only thing that Mark saw as significant when locating oneself within a class; 

rather like Andrew, Mark connected class with food and saw the type of food you ate 

as often class-based.  

Mark had been desperate to move away from Essex. He keeps up with his family and 

friends but just does not visit as often. At points in his life, he felt being working-class 

with an Essex accent was a negative for his career, he feels less so now. Would he 

consider himself middle-class, he would, if that means liking good food, playing the 

piano, having an education and a ‘middle-class’ career. He talked of having the Essex 

mentality as opposed to a working-class one. Mark’s understanding of being middle-

class had as much to do with culture and lifestyle, taste (Bourdieu 1984) which is 

different to many other accounts where the participants did not verbalise the concept 

of class in such an overt way:  

But I think being working-class as well - I don't know how much that - I 

didn't really - I think until I went to university, I didn't really understand 

how bigger the world was, which is really sad.  And I think there is that 

mentality in Essex of –you never escape it really, unless you do escape 

it.  That is maybe my perception, I don't know, but I never really - it's odd 

because it's so close to London, Essex, that it doesn't have - or it didn't 
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used to when I lived there you know, doesn't have a cosmopolitan 

attitude, it isn't good for gay people, it's not interested in diversity - I hate 

that word.  It isn't interested in that.  'If you don't fit in, you can fuck off' 

literally. 

6.6. Sinead 

Sinead was born in Romford the oldest daughter of four children. Her father grew up 

in Romford, one of eight children; his brothers all became tradesmen but he ended up 

getting a job as a teaboy in a city bank. Sinead’s mother was an Irish nurse who had 

immigrated to England to do her training, she met her future husband at a dance and 

eventually married and settled down in Romford.  

When Sinead’s mother had ordered her flowers for her wedding, she went to the town 

a few miles up the road called Upminster. She really liked it and decided she would 

like to live there. Mark, her husband, was happy in Romford, but she wanted more, so 

they moved. Sinead and her two sisters grew up in Upminster, almost a year between 

each of them and went to the local Catholic primary school. Her younger brother was 

born almost a decade later so there was a large gap between the sisters and their 

younger brother. 

Life in Upminster was easy, at the end of the district line and on the Fenchurch line, it 

was a simple task to get into London, a small town with a park, shop, a windmill and 

good schools. The children went to the library, youth club and church and holidayed 

in Yorkshire and Sussex, with one holiday to America to see their aunt: 

I think we were just – I wouldn't say I thought that we were working-class, 

but that's because we lived in Upminster.  I think I just presumed 
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everyone that lived in Upminster was, kind of, middle-class.  I mean, we 

didn't have a huge amount of money - - - or things, but we had, you know, 

a three-bedroom semi and a (indistinct) car, we went on holiday twice a 

year, even though it was in the UK.  So, I presumed that, you know – I 

mean, things changed slightly when Kevin was born.  Money was a bit 

tighter. 

Sinead at the age of eleven went to the local Catholic girls’ school. She enjoyed 

hobbies such as reading, singing in the school choir and drama productions. Her 

school life was enjoyable she was mainly in top sets and becoming the class joker. 

There were issues and as she reached her fifth year, she fell out with a teacher of 

Religious Education with regard to Christianity, forgiveness and rapists. Her parents 

were called up to the school to see the head teacher. Her mother was told by the head 

mistress that this general attitude concerned her; maybe she would encourage 

younger girls to stop going to church:  

It was about Christianity in modern life and the fact that we had been 

taught by a bloke, probably lived in a bedsit and existed on canned soup, 

you know, and really wasn’t exactly in the modern world.   

Sinead’s younger sisters had gone to the local school which, had previously been a 

grammar school, called Coopers Coburn and Sinead always felt that this had been 

held against her at the convent school.  When Sinead finished her exams, her mother 

suggested that maybe she change schools and complete her A’ levels at Coopers. 

She decided to make the change. 

Sinead started her new school and felt that there was quite a difference in attitude, the 

expectation being that she would go to university. 
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The children were mainly from families where the parents held managerial positions 

within banks, hotels and police. Sinead enjoyed the new school but found it different, 

with the girls so grown up with boyfriends, everyone in couples:  

It was just quite – you know, most of them were idiots anyway, as they all 

are at that age, but there did seem to be – there was more of an interest 

– and also there was, sort of, a big sixth form common room where you 

would all gather and things.  I don't know.  It was – it was different, but 

not so totally different that I felt out of place or, you know, couldn't cope 

with it or anything like that, but the situation I had come from – not 

everybody had a boyfriend in our group, whereas when I went there, kind 

of, a lot of people did have boyfriends. 

This difference was quite superficial in a way; because it was a mixed school many of 

the students were in relationships with other students in the sixth form. In an all -girls 

school in the 1980s the girls often did not have boyfriends because they did not often 

have opportunities to meet boys. Sinead however felt that she fitted into this new 

school, when we examine the parents of the students many of them were professional 

and city workers and she did not feel too out of place in this new school and she ‘fitted 

in’ fairly quickly.  Sinead met someone, who became a boyfriend, whose parents were 

a teacher and a social worker. The family lived in a small terrace house, while her own 

family by this stage had moved to a large semi-detached house in one of the more 

expensive roads in Upminster. The boyfriend was more uncomfortable about the 

difference in status, although his parents were probably more middle-class, culturally 

more highbrow, his father being an English teacher. She felt that he was 

uncomfortable with the road that her family lived in. This relationship showed the way 
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in which the middle class could financially be less well off than the city workers of 

working-class origins. The appeal of working in the city rather than getting 

qualifications or going to university was understandable when the status symbols of 

success were so visible in areas in Essex.  

As already mentioned, the assumption at the new school was that the sixth formers 

ultimately applied for university, this had not necessarily been the case at her previous 

school, which had been a secondary modern, before it became a comprehensive and 

the teachers did not seem to push their students to go to university in the same way. 

Sinead would have been a first generation undergraduate in her family: 

LW:  And I'm just wondering – obviously, at this point were A-levels – 

was higher education an option?  Was it something that was definitely 

going to happen?  Or was there a choice in it, and what were the – how 

influential maybe were school and family in making those choices, or the 

choices that you took at 18? 

S:     Higher education was always an option. 

LW:     Mm. 

S:     It was always, like, you know, 'You can go to college.' 

LW:     Yeah. 

Sinead was supported if she wanted go to university and it was an option but 

she felt that there was no real desire to go:  
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S: There was no kind of burning ambition in me to go to college, but it's 

just because almost, 'Well, everyone else is so therefore that's what we 

do.  We just' – that - - - Just – you know, and I don't think it really occurred 

to me at the time that neither of my parents had been to college Whether 

I just wasn’t – not bothered but, you know, you just don't – you just sort 

of think, 'Oh, well, this is what we're doing.' 

It is significant that Sinead was the first in her family to go to university; this meant that 

Sinead was not initially aware of going to university as an option. Sinead loved 

Classical Studies and set her heart on going to Nottingham University to study this 

subject. Her father helped her visit universities and gave her support; this shows that 

parents, although maybe not pushing the idea of university, were actually supportive 

of it and fully engaged with the process. When she completed her exams, she did not 

however get the grades she needed and as a result did not go to Nottingham and 

refused to go elsewhere, as she had her heart set on it.  

Sinead took a course in typing and shorthand and got herself a job as the administrator 

at a large building firm. She enjoyed city life, she socialised a great deal with friends 

having fun, but that lifestyle eventually took its toll and she began to drink too heavily. 

She realised she needed a change and she took the opportunity to move to Cambridge 

and shared a house with a friend who was already living there. Sinead worked in 

offices and bar and pub kitchens; she did this for a couple of years and eventually was 

given the opportunity to manage a popular pub restaurant in Cambridge and with this 

opportunity, she realized this could be her life and that this was not enough; she 

wanted more than to be a bar manager. Sinead applied to South Bank University to 
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do a Business Studies degree thinking this would give her greater opportunities to get 

a job. This choice was one which shows that she returned to education to get work, 

although some may argue that the choice of Business Studies at South Bank may 

have been one which lacked insight as this possibly was not seen as a degree which 

held the weight of some other degrees, but she was interested in marketing and it 

seemed like a good option. Sinead stayed with her parents who supported her with 

accommodation and she did part-time work to support herself through university. She 

eventually rented a room in Camden. During this time, she met the man who would 

become her first child’s father. When, in the final year of her degree, she became 

pregnant, she returned to her parents’ home and had her baby, eventually renting a 

flat a few miles away and postponing her finals for a few months, sitting them in 

September, which she passed. 

As a single mother with a baby, she took part-time work and she got a small council 

flat:  

So, I didn't do them in June, I deferred them and did them in September, 

when she was three months old.  So, because then, obviously, I was 

raising her, I didn't go off and have my fantastic (indistinct) city job that I 

was aiming for.  I stayed at home with her for about a year and a half and 

then got a job locally at the college organising work experience 

placements for the students, which was a thankless task and I was there 

for perhaps a year, just working part-time, and then I was doing some 

work for the Havering youth service for a friend of mine, whose 

administrative assistant had gone AWOL. 
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Her parents and siblings were very supportive, but due to the crash in the 1990s her 

father had been made redundant; he lost the benefits of the mortgage he had with the 

family home and when he eventually got a job it was one of a much lowlier position. 

This affected the family income, so her parents were not necessarily in a position to 

give her financial support, but helped with food and baby-sitting. Sinead managed to 

live on a mix of benefits and part-time work. When her daughter started school, she 

eventually became full-time administrator, working in a college of further education 

and then the youth service. Sinead lived in a council flat, which she eventually 

managed to buy. Sinead’s story is one which shows a jagged trajectory very clearly. 

She begins living in a very middle-class setting with her father’s working in a bank in 

the city and living in a prestigious road in Upminster. She later finds herself as a single 

parent living in a council flat. Although she has a degree her work has been hampered 

by her commitments to her daughter so that a job in the city became impossible 

because of childcare and we see the practicalities of the working class occurring. Her 

parents too were not in the position to help more. Although they had a large semi-

detached house in which money was tied up in, redundancy had meant that the 

mortgage was no longer at a good rate and property prices had decreased, so the 

house was in negative equity and financially it was impossible to sell at the price they 

had paid for it.  Economic capital certainly played a role in the opportunities Sinead 

had at this time.  

When her daughter was about nine Sinead met her soon-to-be partner; he was the 

manager of a building supplies company, separated, with a child of his own. They lived 

in her council flat and eventually bought a house in Westcliff -on-Sea and here Sinead 

gave birth to her second daughter.  
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The relationship lasted seven or eight years and Sinead eventually left the family home 

with her daughters and moved into rented accommodation. By this point she was an 

administrator in a church centre; she subsidized this with money from her council flat 

that she rented out and her small catering business. Sinead continues to live in her 

rented accommodation, her oldest daughter doing a drama NVQ at the local college, 

supporting herself through care and bar work, regularly seeing her father who is a 

solicitor. Her younger daughter regularly sees her father who lives a few streets away 

from their home; she is about the start at a Catholic girls’ school rather like the one her 

mother went to. Sinead is now a college administrator, still hoping to work in London  

in marketing but struggling to think about this while her daughter is still young; she 

caters to increase her income. She enjoys singing still and sings in a local choir; she 

reads and loves to go to the theatre; at the moment she is single. 

6.7. James 

James was the son of an electrician and secretary, who had moved from London to 

Rochford, Essex, mainly to be near her sister and then on to Chalkwell, Essex. James 

went to the local primary school, where, due to ill-health, problems with his hips, he 

often missed school and could not engage in sporting activities which he felt meant 

that he often had difficulties in making friendships. James’s parents lived in a high-

status location looking over Chalkwell Park; his father was a member of the local golf 

club and eventually became the chairman. His mother played tennis at his local tennis 

club; they socialized with local businesspeople and hosted parties. James had a 

younger sister and the family had a comfortable lifestyle.  

James went to one of the comprehensives in the borough; his parents selected it 

originally because it was the nearest school to the house they were intending to move 
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into. This house was near Shoeburyness; however the property they were going to 

buy fell through and they bought a house in  Chalkwell. This meant that the school he 

was accepted for was on the other side of the borough and a few miles from his home. 

James’s parents, however, thinking it was a good school kept the place and he 

travelled to school on the bus every day. 

James felt he was able to cope with school fairly well, generally being in top sets; he 

went to school every day, which was central to the family’s philosophy. The family 

believed in the importance of being hard-working and reliable and these are qualities 

that James still admires. As a resident of Chalkwell, he was often seen by the other 

students as ‘posh’ but he felt that his general positive attitude to attending school 

meant he was helped and respected by his teachers. This shows that class can be 

defined, or in this case assumed, dependent on the location an individual lives in. 

Living in Chalkwell meant that James and his Family were seen as ‘posh’, the way that 

Sinead and her family had been seen as ‘posh’.   

James enjoyed languages and mathematics and generally did well in his subjects; he 

had a great deal of support from home but felt he was often daydreaming at school. 

He never liked to read, and his mother would often read the books for school and 

provide a synopsis for him. In this narrative we see a mother supporting homework at 

secondary school.  

James’s exams went well, and, rather than stay at his comprehensive school, his 

parents encouraged him to apply to one of the local grammar schools and he was 

accepted. This change of school, he now feels was ill-advised, struggling to fit in, rules 

about uniform seeming silly and he found the other students so far ahead in subjects, 

in some cases by almost a year. Teachers were not prepared to help in the way the 
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teachers in his previous school would have helped him, James felt that he struggled 

to keep up to date with the work. This suggests that there was an expectation in the 

grammar school that you would be much more independent and that teachers would 

not necessarily support individuals in the way they wou ld have done in a 

comprehensive school.  

James’s A ‘level examinations did not go overly well, although his parents had paid for 

extra tuition, in fact he could not even remember if he sat them:  

No, I, kind of, dropped out.  I don’t know.  I think I did sit a couple of 

exams.  I didn’t get an A-level.  I changed subjects several times because 

with me – but I couldn’t get on with the teachers.  I did economics.  I don’t 

– I didn’t go to economics.  The teacher was boring and I just wouldn’t 

go.  I did maths and I dropped that out after a few months. 

But I did – the only – I stuck with French and German. 

James’s social life had occupied him much more in his late teens, parties in Thorpe 

Bay, drinking, music was mainly from the charts, background music. Once he finished 

school, James became even more distracted; he wanted to be a professional gambler 

having managed to become a member of the local casino, becoming known as the 

‘kaluki kid’. This lifestyle was not one which his parents approved of, out late, sleeping 

most days. It was decided that he needed a job. 

James’s father used to travel to work in London on the train and had got to know some 

fellow commuters; it was suggested that maybe James would like the opportunity to 

interview for the position of money broker in the City of London. On the morning of 

Black Friday, he sat in a pub while the whole city was in chaos, but he was taken on 

and worked there for a number of years, in a well-paid but a highly pressurized job. 
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The importance of social capital and networking in getting jobs is significant in this 

story:  

No, they were local East End barrow boys, there were no airs and graces 

there, but you had to be quick, sharp and a bit tough, and I probably 

wasn’t as tough as lot of them and that’s probably why I wasn’t as 

successful as a lot of them. 

This extract fits in with the description of the Essex men. The city lifestyle that James 

had become accustomed to eventually took its toll and he became unwell from drugs 

and alcohol, eventually being hospitalized.  

James eventually went into recovery and moved away from the stresses of city life:  

And not sleeping and just going to work in the same clothes I had on the 

day before.  I was in there for a few months and then I came out and I 

went back to work.  I had already, before I went into hospital - well, in the 

last 18 months they were, sort of, kind of, moving me sideways. I mean, 

there had been a suicide attempt before hospital and then they moved 

me from the A desk to the B desk. Which was much, much less going on. 

It whilst I was there – that’s when I got admitted to hospital. So, when I 

came out of there I, sort of, went back to work for a few – I can’t 

remember, a few months.  I was quite angry. So, I left there and took 

voluntary redundancy and cut out to a dot com, which went nowhere. 

James’s story highlighted again that city life impacted and took it toll on young people, 

in his case through drugs and alcohol. It was this addiction that led him to attempt 

suicide but once he began his recovery, he realised he needed to have a new type of 

work. Once again showing the importance of social capital, he began to work for a 
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friend who had a business selling perfume around the UK, selling in markets and 

shows. He naturally was a good salesman and worked the crowds, eventually playing 

a large role in the company. In the end James decided to branch out on his own, 

setting up his own perfume company and taking on employees. 

Working hard was always central to the family ethos and this has helped James 

venture out on his own. Never sitting back, always striving for the next opportunity. 

James refuses to be defeated by hurdles; he had problems with importers of his 

perfume, so he went straight to the source, China:  

Originally, I went to China to get my own product.  There was a bit of 

issue with supply. And, yeah, so I went to China to get some reps to 

supply myself basically, and then managed to put together some bits and 

pieces that other people liked, which was never an intention, and then 

gradually improved the quality and started to acquire more product 

knowledge and all of that sort of stuff. And what the public wanted and all 

the rest of it, and now, I’ve, sort of, got the product that’s, sort of, half – 

there’s a market for it. It’s, sort of, a little, sort of, market perfume that’s – 

especially since the recession, there’s been more and more of a market 

really. 

His business has become more and more successful and he has a global market, 

selling directly to the public and to companies who sell to their own customers. We 

can see in James’s narrative the entrepreneurial nature of his life, whether it be 

working in the city, working on setting up his own business and finding his own 

suppliers in China. 
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He is still in recovery and has become a Christian, a Baptist. He never married but has 

a daughter from a relationship, whom he regularly sees and is highly involved in her 

education, where her mother sometimes struggles. Molly sat the eleven plus exam 

and passed, and now attends the local girls’ grammar school in Southend. 

James’s business continues to grow with employees and investments in other 

companies and properties. His perfume is sold around the world and he now supplies 

major national perfumers and department stores. 

6.8. Ryan 

Ryan was born in 1973, in Fartown, Huddersfield, the youngest of five boys. His 

mother and father had met at Manchester Piccadilly, both having an interest in drama. 

He was the son of a hospital porter, she the daughter of a steel worker. Ryan’s father 

dreamt of becoming an actor and had been accepted at Oldham Rep, a well-

established and well-respected drama school but his father refused to allow him to join 

and he got a job in a rubber factory: 

(Oldham Rep) Had a phenomenal reputation, and my dad got accepted, 

and he went to his dad, who was a hospital porter, who used to work 80 

hours in one of the hospitals in Manchester, and he wouldn’t allow – he 

wouldn’t allow him to do it.  He said, ‘No’, he said, ‘I’m not having any son 

of mine being an actor.’ 

Here we see Ryan’s father being held back from an opportunity and his hopes and 

ambitions were squashed.  Ryan’s father worked in the rubber factory until he was 

conscripted into the army and when he had completed his military service, he got a 
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job in a technical drawing office. By this stage he had married Ryan’s mother and they 

had four sons. 

He eventually got the opportunity to train as a teacher and just after Ryan was born, 

they moved to Shoeburyness from Oldham. They moved there because Ryan’s father 

thought that it would offer them a better life:  

The reason he came down south – because I think, as well, coming down 

south there was the – financially – it was slightly more lucrative at the 

time.  The family was now up to seven 

The family showed the confidence to take the chance and move south in the hope of 

securing better opportunities and financial benefits. Ryan grew up and went to the 

local primary school; there was a large age gap between Ryan and his brothers who 

all went to grammar school. Ryan looked back at his childhood as almost halcyon, the 

long winter nights playing snooker with his brothers in the front room, to be replaced 

in the summer evenings with playing cricket in the park. Walking down the road looking 

up at the curtains twitching, the eyes of his school friends upon him, because they 

were already in bed on the bright summer nights.  

Ryan’s father got an opportunity to work in Oman, so he taught abroad during the term 

time at the school and during the holiday would travel home to be with the family in 

Essex. Ryan found this difficult and missed him greatly and he began to have some 

difficulties in school as he came to the end of his primary education, probably in 

relation to this. 

During the summer holidays, between leaving primary school and secondary school 

tragedy struck, his older brother Stephen committed suicide. It was called a bolt out of 

the blue, suicide, completely unexpected, and obviously had a massive impact on the 
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family. Ryan’s father came home from Oman, trying different types of work such as 

working on computers but could not settle. Ryan started a new school, a 

comprehensive, as he had not passed his eleven plus. He did quite well at school, 

although obviously unsettled; he felt he veered towards those whose parents were 

divorced and formed strong friendships with them:  

‘I remember it being very difficult, school being really, really tough, and 

the two people I gravitated towards were people whose parents had spilt.’ 

‘But we’ve got to carry on and we’re only 11, and how do you do that?’ 

and all that kind of mixed-up stuff. So, I gravitated towards people who 

were of that type.’ 

This shows a different type of habitus, subconsciously finding people he fitted in with. 

Ryan was in a mixed ability form but then his classes were set and he did well in 

lessons.  

At the end of year seven, it was decided by his parents that as the older boys were at 

university and working, Ryan and his mother would go to Oman with his father. Ryan 

went to an international school and his father returned to teaching.  

Ryan has strong memories of this time, but he was unhappy; he didn’t have friends, 

missed his brothers and didn’t fit into school, where children were either poor local 

scholarship children or the very wealthy children of ambassadors, being driven to 

school by chauffeurs. He also found that the work was difficult, far more advanced 

than what he had been doing at his comprehensive in Essex: 

Very different.  I mean, the curriculum was different, the personnel was 

completely different, they were ambassadors’ children, it was the only 
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English speaking school in Oman at the time, and it was for all the 

ambassadors’ children.  So you had the American ambassador, you had 

the Israeli ambassador, you had all their children at the school, plus 

scholarship kids, and I didn’t really fit in with the ambassadors’ children, 

they were getting picked up in limos and stuff, and I didn’t really fit in with 

the scholarship kids because they were wary of anyone who wasn’t – 

hadn’t come from where they had come from, which was, like, poor 

boroughs of Seeb, which was the nearest town to me, and Muscat, which 

was the capital of – so there was that – I was, sort of, piggy in the middle 

really. 

This extract shows the importance of fitting in again. As a teenager Ryan felt more and 

more isolated in this new location, unable to connect with the students from either 

section of the school community. The isolation Ryan felt at this time is almost palpable 

and the sense of loss and grief is a theme throughout this piece of his narrative.  After 

being there for almost a year, Ryan spoke to his parents about his unhappiness and 

asked if he could go home and live with his brothers in the family home, imagining he 

would return to nights of snooker and cricket. His mother said that it would be 

impossible and eventually the situation was resolved because Ryan and his mother 

returned home and his father remained in Oman. He went back to his old 

comprehensive as though he had not been away. Ryan’s mother became more 

involved with her voluntary work with Compassionate Friends, an organization, which 

dealt with supporting bereaved parents. Ryan said she was on the phone most nights, 

talking and sharing experiences with other parents like her who had lost children. 

Ryan’s mother had started an Open University degree and she continued with this; 

she eventually wrote a book about her experience of losing Stephen.  
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Ryan got on well at school; as he headed towards his GCSEs, he developed an 

interest in Art and Drama, and teachers took time to support and encourage him during 

this time. He managed to succeed at school with little effort and this continued until he 

started his A’ levels in the Sixth Form. Always enjoying football at school, his free time 

generally had been occupied with this hobby. His lifestyle began to change at this time, 

and he started to go to parties, being distracted with drinking and girls:  

I’d got into a lot of situations, which, were proper – proper wonky really.  

Been involved with police a lot, there was a lot of drink and drugs going 

on, there was a lot of stuff happening that was – would have, you know, 

been factors that affected my capacity as a student. 

This turned into a downward spiral and Ryan believed that his mother had become 

oblivious as to how bad things had become. Ryan’s father had encouraged him to 

pursue his dreams but with the emphasis on hard work:  

He gifted me an opportunity to find myself in a way that he would never 

have had So I think – and that’s beautiful, you know, that he said to me, 

‘Do the same.’  You know, ‘Whatever it is that you choose do to, know 

that it’s 90 per cent perspiration and 10 per cent inspiration.  It’s got to be 

(indistinct) whatever you do.’  He said that, you know, ‘If it’s something 

that you enjoy, you’re much more likely to do the work.’  

Ryan saw it as a beautiful sentiment that his father allowed him to have the choice that 

he, himself never had. His father advised him to study and to make use of his brothers 

to assist him with this.  

Ryan applied to study drama at Manchester but arrived very poorly prepared and he 

wasn’t accepted. Ryan then failed his A’ levels and the head teacher refused to let him 
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stay on and resit his exams. Through friends he got jobs; the need to have social 

capital here emerges when he is reliant on friends and friends’ families to get work but 

the focus of his life had become alcohol. Ryan’s life became chaotic and to add to this, 

Ryan’s father died when he was nineteen. He eventually went into recovery in his 

twenties, and this helped him rebuild his life. By this stage he was working as a 

gardener for the council and had started to go to the Catholic Church. Ryan occupied 

his time with hobbies and AA meetings, and eventually his uncle put him in touch with 

a college in Oxford, called Plato College, which was funded by the Catholic Church, 

and took in students to have a second chance. Plato College gave students the 

opportunity to undertake courses, which would enable them to have an opportunity to 

get qualifications to undertake employment such as social work. It was a type of 

access course. Ryan went and loved it; while there, he became particularly interested 

in theology and rather than become a social worker, he went on to do a degree at St 

Mary’s College Strawberry Hill, a small Catholic college and studied theo logy and 

drama. 

Once he had completed this, he returned and continued to do gardening work and 

eventually undertook a PGCE to teach; a combination of a broken shoulder from falling 

off a ladder, and realizing that teaching wasn’t really for him, meant that he didn’t 

complete his PGCE. His mother died around this time. 

Ryan got a job at the local church as caretaker and gardener; he had girlfriends but 

felt a strong calling to be a priest.  This seemed to mean he struggled to settle down; 

after some setbacks, eventually he applied to join the Jesuits and undergo the training 

to become a priest: 
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I remember the Jesuit Formation director saying the same thing to me as 

the vocation director.  He said, ‘Listen’, he said, ‘if God’s called you’ he 

said, ‘there’s no way out.’   He said, ‘Because you won’t be able to get 

comfortable in any other vocation because it isn’t yours’, and that’s been 

my experience.  As much as I hate to say that, because a big part of me 

wants to be married and wants to have children and have a lovely family, 

but the reality is I can’t – I can’t deny that God is saying, ‘That’s not what 

I’ve picked you for’, and I’m thinking, ‘Please, God, don’t mean that.  I 

can’t handle it.  I just don’t think’ – and he’s saying, ‘Yeah, that’s right.  

You can’t.  It’s not going to be in your power, it’s going to be in mine. 

6.9. Emma  

Emma was born in Upney Hospital in Barking in 1974, the daughter of a welder. Her 

father had come over from Ireland as a young child and her mother grew up in London. 

Emma’s family moved from Upney to Elm Park in Essex.  They selected this location 

because their parents’ friends lived there and it was much cheaper than buying a 

house in London. Emma lived there all her life, with her mother, father and older 

brother, until she went to university. 

Emma went to the local Catholic primary school and during this time she would get 

help from her mother with her homework; she then went to the local Catholic girls’ 

convent school for her secondary education. Emma said she was happy there, mainly 

because she fitted in, her friends were of similar backgrounds and she got on well at 

school being particularly good at mathematics:  
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I think I got on fine, but I would say that probably, the school that I went 

to, most people were of the same background as me.  I wasn't in a school, 

which was - I felt like it was in a different social class than everyone else. 

She did not read a great deal outside of school, occasionally books such as Sweet 

Valley High (Pascal, 1983). When she was about fourteen, it was at the time of the 

height of the celebration of city culture and lifestyle being glamourized, films such as 

Wall Street were popular and she decided she wanted to get a job where she could 

earn as much money as quickly as possible:   

So, when I was 14 the whole (indistinct) and all that thing was going on 

and I thought, 'You know, that's what I want to go and do.  I want to go 

and work in the city.  I want to go and earn as much money as possible, 

as quickly as possible, and that's just what I wanted to go and do. 

This shows that the celebration of the city and culture impacted on Emma and at a 

young age, as with some of the other participants, she aspired to have a city job and 

have that city lifestyle.  Emma was a good student, well-organised; she worked 

independently once she left primary school, and did not get help from home with her 

homework.  

When she was at school Emma tended not to go out during the week, as she was 

doing her homework, really only being allowed out at weekends.  

Emma said her parents weren’t pushy, her mother worked in a nursery and later in 

Tesco’s; she described her as a stay-at-home mother. Her father could not really read 

but did attend adult evening classes to learn; he benefitted from these and had a more 

managerial position at work. This shows again the importance of lifelong learning for 

adults if they need to improve their opportunities. The family cultural activities mainly 
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consisted of family holidays a couple of times a year, maybe a trip to the zoo or Thorpe 

Park, no museum visits. She remembered her father maybe reading ‘The Sun’ and 

her mother read books by authors such as Catherine Cookson and Georgette Heyer.  

Emma successfully completed her GCSEs and went into the school sixth form where 

it was suggested that she should apply for Cambridge University. Emma got to the 

interview stage of the process at Queens but was not accepted. She was secretly 

rather glad because she had been to see Royal Holloway and Bedford College and 

had really liked it. If she had got a place at Cambridge, she would have felt obliged to 

take it. Emma particularly liked Royal Holloway and Bedford because she felt she 

could fit in there; this was because she saw people like herself:  

Because I was a bit of a home bird in the sense of I hadn't really - I, sort 

of, had a bit of a sheltered upbringing really, to be quite honest with you.  

I'd lived in the same house in Essex all my life so I'd never - even when 

we went on holiday, we didn't go to far flung places at all.  At the time I 

didn't particularly like going up to Camden, the people were a bit strange 

and a bit different, and I went to Royal Holloway for the open day, and I 

had a car at the time, a little car, and it was far enough so I could drive 

for an hour and a quarter and be far enough from home but, at the same 

time, be able to get home if I wanted to.  I liked the fact that you could 

campus at the university, so it had that homely feel to it.  I wasn't stuck in 

a room somewhere in the middle of the city, because I'd never lived in 

the city, and it was very much a - the cultural background, a white cultural 

background, similar to what - not because I ever came from a racist 
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background at all, but I was comfortable.  I suppose I looked at people 

and thought, 'You look like me.' 

This extract shows Emma needed to feel she could fit in to the place she was going to 

be studying at. This shows that it is not always a lack of aspiration that was problematic 

for working-class students going to university, it was the feeling of being out of  place, 

that was the issue. Although just by the fact Emma had had an interview, she was 

capable of going to Cambridge she felt uncomfortable there, in the way she did not in 

Royal Holloway and Bedford. Emma said that for example even going to Camden, 

which in the 1980s was seen as a place of alternative lifestyle, whether it be culture 

fashion or music, she felt less comfortable there. Fitting in seems to have been 

important to Emma and she saw a white upper working-class and middle-class 

background when she visited Royal Holloway and Bedford that she felt she could fit 

into.  Emma in her recounting of this point in her life, hastened to add this wasn’t to do 

with a racist background but just what she knew and understood.  She settled into the 

university and although she became aware of differences in classes really for the first 

time, she got on well: 

I just got on with it, but I would say to you that I do think that those types 

of people at that university that I went to socialised in their own pockets.  

They just didn't really mix with other people.  And it was also the type of 

university where everyone went home every weekend. 

The suggestion here is that certain classes stayed together and interacted together. 

She realized later that this may not have been the best university she could have 

applied to and she realised she may have been better going to Kings, Imperial or LSE 

if she wanted a job in the City. She later realized that City and banking companies 
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actually went to the universities to head hunt graduates, but the school had not advised 

her to consider these universities at all. This shows the importance of cultural capital. 

The school had previously been a secondary modern and although students had gone 

to university it was probably not experienced in the way an ex-grammar school would 

have been about university applications. Once again, Emma like many of the 

participants, was the first generation in her family to go and therefore the family did 

not have the capital or experience or connections to provide her with the advice to help 

her make the right choices. Royal Holloway and Bedford had a careers library, but 

Emma later realised that those students who were interested in city jobs who went to 

Oxford and Cambridge had the support of their universities and knew what to expect 

when making applications to companies. Emma later realized she was not competing 

with graduates from England but with graduates from around the world; people were 

flying in from Calcutta for interviews. Although she went to a good university, the 

choices, she made at eighteen impacted on the opportunities she had a twenty-one.  

Emma applied for many jobs and only got a few interviews. Unlike those graduates at 

certain universities, she had no careers practice with interviews and had not realized 

the process. When she first arrived for interviews, she was being handed banking 

exams to complete, she noticed that other applicants were flying through the exams 

because they had the practice:  

Because they are the ones that are on the list if you're applying for jobs, 

and the naivety probably for me as well, and maybe it's not to the same 

extent as what it is now - when I was applying and I'd get a letter back 

and maybe I hadn't got a job, I'd be, 'What do you mean I haven't even 

got an interview?' And I'd ring up and I'd always ask them and they would 
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tell me why, etcetera. Because I had in my mind that I was just competing 

with other people in the country, not someone from a French business 

school, not someone from an Italian business school, and maybe it wasn't 

so much then as it is now, but now if you're applying to do what I was 

trying to do at the age of 21, they're flying out to India to get people from 

Calcutta. 

What she found by her fifth interview was that often the banks were using the same 

exam, so it was easy to speed up. She eventually went for a job at Niko Europe and 

by this point she had done the exams four or five times and found them easy. It was a 

small company, only six hundred and fifty people, and she was down to the last three, 

the other two graduates being from India; she found out later that she was selected 

for her personality because the managing director and the two other interviewers knew 

they would get on with her:  

Anyway, this job at Niko - I turned up and I had to meet three people for 

the interview.  There was one managing director and two other chaps, 

and there was me and then there were two Indian guys who were up for 

the job as well. Chatting to the three guys after, after I got offered the job, 

and I consequently took the job, they said they gave me the job because 

of me as a person, as an individual, knowing that they could get on with 

me, but I also had to meet the head honcho of the trading floor, who was 

this guy who just basically modelled himself on Gordon Gekko, like, 

literally.  Some guy called Brian Berry.  He was a really funny chap.  He 

went to (indistinct) school in (indistinct). 
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Emma had to go and see the top director too and he interviewed her while he was 

looking at computer screens and said to her: 

“you’re from Hornchurch your parents must have some money” to which 

she replied “No not really”  

He came from Rainham, Essex and may have seen Hornchurch which was a few miles 

away as a place where property prices were higher and she felt he was wary of the 

class thing ; once again locality is identified with class or wealth. Emma explained that 

whereas the larger banks were looking for graduates from public schools, in Niko as 

a small company they wanted her to fit in. The overall director saw her as someone 

like himself, coming through the ranks, and employed her. Ultimately, being from 

Essex had helped her get the job. 

Emma worked in the city where connections and networking were key to city life. She 

was the only female trader in the company. She didn’t work the floor in the coloured 

jackets but worked from a desk buying and selling stocks and shares:  

No, I wanted to sit down at a desk and (indistinct) at that time on the 

trading floor.  There were women on the trading floor but, typically, they 

were either (indistinct) or they were in sales, so they talked to clients.  So, 

trading - I think I was the only female trader.  Yeah, I was the only female. 

This aspect of banking tended to have more working-class employees as opposed to 

equities, which was made up of mainly public schoolboys; within the banking system, 

different areas of banking suited different people. Flexibility was an important part of 

city life because redundancy was also part of the career path, she worked in the city 

for over a decade, eventually becoming a vice president at Morgan Stanley. This 



223 

 

shows that Emma selected the side of banking which she felt she could fit into. The 

employment in banking was in many ways class-based.  

While at Royal Holloway and Bedford College, Emma met David; his father worked for 

the French bank, Société Générale, having worked his way up from a working-class 

background. David’s family lived in Surrey and David also went into the city, but he 

was more in sales at the time of interview working for an American Company selling 

to discretionary fund managers. They married after university, firstly living in Upminster 

and then Shenfield.  

Emma gave birth to twin boys; at the time they were eight years old, she found city life 

was not conducive to being a mother, although the hours were fairly flexible if she 

could get to work for quarter to seven, she could leave by four, but this was not always 

possible and sometimes she would have to stay late if she was going out from work. 

The expectation was that if she was needed there, she should stay and this led to a 

tension between work and home life, particularly as David also worked in the city. The 

men she worked with were not in this situation, often having wives at home who could 

look after the children or collect them from school. Class impacted on her choices she 

had made with regards her career, but her gender was more significant in the 

workplace once she became a mother. Her account while she was young showed that 

she was not hindered by being female but once she had children, working in what was 

predominately a male field meant that the men often did not have to take responsibility 

for the childcare in the way that she did.  

Emma decided eventually to become a teacher. This was for several reasons: firstly 

the issues of childcare, the second, the insecurity of the work as a trader; you were 

always looking over your shoulder with regard to redundancy, and thirdly the fact that 



224 

 

although city work was still very well-paid Emma said it was no longer what it once 

was. There was a sense of doing more for less, because the traders had often been 

paid in stock, which could be invested but this was now not always the case. Emma 

decided she would like a change and start a new career, and she would have twenty 

years doing something else. Emma is currently teaching in a primary school and living 

in Shenfield. 

6.10. Conclusion. 

This chapter has provided an overview of the lives of the participants. It aimed to 

present an account of each individual informant’s life and consider from their 

perspective many of the key events in relation to their family, education and class. 

We can see that there are a few similarities in their upbringing. Each of the participants 

is from a two-parent family, they all have at least one sibling but in the majority of the 

cases they have two or more siblings. The accounts show that parents were keen for 

their children to do well, and in the families of the participants who went to university, 

they were in most cases, the first generation of undergraduates from a working-class 

family and if not them, their siblings were the first in their family to go.  

The informants’ lives were rather different from those of their parents. Of all the 

participants interviewed, only two of the participants were married, one in a 

heterosexual marriage and the other informant in a gay marriage. The other 

participants were single or divorced or had partners. Five of the participants had 

children, two of the participants had two children, three of the participants h ad one 

child each.  
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Most of the participants had not been socially mobile in the sense of moving class, 

Mark saw himself as middle-class, and he probably would be seen objectively as being 

middle-class based on a range of definitions through his career and networking, as 

well as his education and lifestyle. James and Emma financially would be described 

as having become middle-class, but they did not fully engage in the cultural aspects, 

but they both were very interested in their children’s education. Andy, Paula, Sinead 

and Jason had all developed an interest in art, literature or the theatre and could 

maybe be seen as having more highbrow interests, all having been educated to A’ 

level standard, with two of them undertaking a degree after they left school, but it could 

be argued that maybe they did not have the economic capital to be middle-class. In 

some cases, due to the breakdown of relationships, the participants were actually 

worse off than their parents. If we consider whether the participants were socially 

mobile, it could be argued that really only Mark has moved class and saw himself as 

middle-class, but he strove to do that, he said he wanted to be middle-class, it was 

almost a life choice. Sinead had seen herself as a teenager as middle-class, living in 

a large house in Upminster, but by the time she was twenty–five she was a single 

mother living in a council flat in Collier Row just outside Romford in Essex. The 

trajectories of the participants highlight a number of things; grammar school education 

was not necessarily the answer to social mobility nor university education. 

Female career paths for two of the three women interviewed certainly reflected issues 

around childcare, Sinead as a single parent had had to take part-time work to support 

her family and Emma had become a teacher because city life was not conducive to 

having young twin sons. Paula’s partner was more responsible for childcare as their 

son grew up, so she had been able to work more flexibly.   
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Another element in the accounts that emerged was the importance of lifelong learning, 

this was seen as essential in these stories if individuals wanted to improve their 

position they often needed to through education and training or re-training and this 

lifelong learning played a significant role in social advancement. Apart from James 

and Andrew, everyone retrained for something later in in life, but both James and 

Andrew as part of their working lives also had extra training as part of their jobs. Paula 

saw her redundancy as a possible opportunity to retrain.  

Within the life stories class positioning is not stagnant and it can be seen that through 

each individual’s trajectories they can move between classes. In general participants 

were not setting out to be socially mobile in the way that Mark was, but, in many ways, 

reflected their parents’ desire to have a better life, even if the shape that that life took 

was very different to the previous generation. 
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Chapter Seven: White Flights of Fancy: 

Three Generations and The Search for A 

Better Life.  

7.1. Introduction 

When interviewing the participants about family, education and class and the Essex 

identity, the informant’s data was collated thematically and analysed, the key themes 

that occurred once the data was analysed became the foundation for each of the 

analysis chapters.  If we return to the research questions, there were several things 

that the interviewees were asked in relation to growing up in Essex. This chapter will 

be focusing on analysing the data in relation to the following key questions.  

Why were the families living in Essex? 

Were the families class conscious? 

Were the families aspirational? 

Was there evidence in the families of social mobility? 

The significance of family, in developing attitudes but also the destinations and 

learning trajectories of teenagers is clear in their answers. The teenage learning lives 

trajectories have shown us that the informants’ families in most cases did not originate 

from Essex, but from London or further afield.  The assumption has often been made 

that the movement towards Essex was often related to a desire to become socially 

mobile, a theory which seems to be linked with this was embourgeoisement theory 
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which, Goldthorpe et al. (1968) analysed and proved wanting in relation to workers in 

Luton. This is the belief that people left their working-class communities and in doing 

so set up a life that often rejected both their origins and a working-class 

consciousness. This concept seems particularly pertinent when examining the life of 

the working class from Essex, especially when examining the 1980s, when those l iving 

in Essex, particularly the skilled working class, were viewed as the aspirational and 

materialistic working class, the new working class (Crewe, 1983) who voted for 

Thatcher and in doing so left their class consciousness behind. This chapter will argue 

that by looking at the family histories of the participants we can develop a better 

understanding of why these families moved to Essex and this will show that identity 

was strongly linked to family histories.  It will challenge the concept that movement 

was related to social mobility, aiming to become middle-class by looking at the early 

lives of the informants’ parents and the lives of their grandparents and that it was in 

fact the desire to have a better life and greater security which was heavily linked with 

property ownership. This chapter will examine the participants’ origins and their 

understanding of class and the impact that class had on their lives, particularly in the 

world of work. The final section also explores the aspirations of the teenagers and to 

what extent they were related to social mobility. 

7.2. Working Class Origins  

As mentioned in the earlier chapters there had been during the 20 th Century a 

development in suburbanization, a little bit of America is Essex (Millington, 2015).  

More than any other suburban location, south Essex became the symbol of working-

class embourgeoisement, the natural home of Ivor Crewe’s (1983) affluent and 

politically detached ‘new working class’  
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As is evident in earlier work on the movement of the working classes to the suburbs 

or new towns (Young and Willmott 1962, Goldthorpe et al., 1968) academics such as 

Biressi and Nunn  (2013) argue that the introversion and privatism encouraged by 

suburban life plus the psychological impact of Margaret Thatcher’s 1980s ‘Right to 

Buy’ led to a political retreat from Labour towards Conservatives. Millington (2015) 

argues that Essex Man and girl had an ambiguous position in the class structure. They 

were neither traditionally working-class or members of the pitiable underclass 

(Millington, 2015); they often appear ‘brash, aggressive and threatening’ (Hayes and 

Hudson, 2001, p.11). 

This quote raises the question as to the nature of class in Essex, however, as towns 

such as Basildon and the like, raised the possibility of greater opportunity. Leaving 

London was for most an aspirational journey, not necessarily one of social 

advancement in the sense of moving into another class, but aiming for a better life.       

As already explained, the participants were selected due to their working-class origins; 

this section explores those backgrounds, taking in account both their parents and 

grandparents.  

Habitus can be understood as a unification of the past and present that mediates 

between current and future engagement with the social world. It is important, therefore, 

to consider the lives of parents and grandparents and what went before if we are to 

understand the lives of the participants. 

The learning lives trajectories all begin with the origins of the informants’ parents. Of 

those interviewed only one of the participants had a parent who originated in Essex, 

and his parents had moved to Essex from Ireland; this raised the key question, so why 

were they in Essex? What were their reasons for being there?  
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It is therefore important to start with the origins of the families and their original location 

if we are to establish the motives as to why the families moved to Essex.  

Academic studies and media portrayals make the underlying suggestion that for those 

who moved away from traditional working-class space such as the East End, in doing 

so, there was a rejection of family in favour of an upward mobility trajectory. The 

teenage accounts challenge this idea. Yes, there is a move away from the original 

family unit, but the grandparents continued to play a large part in the informants’ life 

stories and the forming of their identities; stories of grandparents were woven in the 

stories of our participants and it could be argued that their identities and their own 

habitus are formed in relation to this. Another issue, which will emerge, is that many 

of those who were mobile had to move further east from London because of property 

prices. The relationship between space and class, as Savage (2015) has identified, is 

significant because for many of the informants’ families it was the practical (Ball, 1998) 

that played a role here because participants generally were in Essex because they 

could not afford anywhere else, Essex is seen as an affordable and practical option 

for those wishing to buy a house near London.  

The changing nature of the experience of being working-class is highlighted in the 

informants’ interviews. The informants’ descriptions of their working-class 

grandparents, as maybe would be expected, were much more in keeping with the 

accounts of Hoggart (1957) who looked at family life in the North of England, and 

Young and Willmott (1962), whose work focused on those families living in  the East 

End of London. This reflects the fact that most of the grandparents and some of the 

parents were living in post-war Britain, so the lifestyle and attitudes of that time are 

reproduced in the informants’ accounts. Most of the informants’ parents grew up in 



231 

 

London, although some also had parents whose family origins were further afield, such 

as, Ireland, the North of England, Wales and the Netherlands. It is important to take 

note that although the participants were all teenagers during the 1980s, they obviously 

were born at various times between 1965-1974 so there is almost nine years between 

the oldest informant and the youngest. Their parents were also varied in age, some 

living through World War II others being what would be described as ‘baby boomers’, 

born just as the war ended.  

There is a sense in the accounts of a collective memory, although the informants’ lives 

were different, their accounts are certainly scattered with not just a sense of 

remembering what it was like growing up in Essex bu t also a sense of family history in 

relation to the hardships that earlier generations had faced and battled to overcome. 

What is apparent is that, although the participants were teenagers in the 1980s, they 

had a keen sense of what had gone before in their family experiences and it is this, 

that some would argue shapes their habitus. The context for the grandparents and in 

some cases, parents was the Second World War and their experiences were varied, 

consisting of being in the armed forces, working on the home front, being evacuated, 

as well as being a prisoner of war or living in an occupied country. The hardships faced 

during and after the war by the informants’ parents and grandparents played a role in 

understanding what it meant to be working-class. In many ways these hardships were 

badges of honour; the narratives celebrate how the earlier generations fought and 

overcame hardships to secure a better life. There was no sense of shame in the stories 

that the participants told, but more a sense of pride in what could be achieved from 

lowly origins. 
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 7.3. The War. 

The conversations of the older participants were certainly peppered with tales of World 

War II. Jason’s family originated from the East End; his account of his father’s life was 

certainly dominated by his grandparents, who, he acknowledged were not very nice, 

but this may have been because they were not overly kind to his mother when his 

parents first married. Jason talked of the disappointment, thwarted ambition and the 

lack of opportunity, which had befallen his grandfather who had been a signalman 

during the war, this shows that even the opportunities afforded them during the war 

did not last long after it, but it may have impacted on their attitude.  

Paula’s grandmother grew up in a large family in Durham, and she had moved south 

during the war to do war work. She never went back and became, Paula believed, a 

self-made woman:  

But she drove an ambulance during the Blackout and during the Blitz, 

basically.  Yeah.  But I think she came down for a job.  I think she applied 

for a job and then came down.  Looking back on her life now – my nan 

has always been a bit of a loner. 

Which is a shame, but it’s her own fault.  She could be quite rude, quite 

short.  But then that – you always wondered why, why one of 11 would 

detach themselves, to move as far away as possible. 

Paula answered the question herself, the suggestion being that if you wanted more 

you had to move away and find opportunities for yourself. This highlights the tension 

between leaving family and having a better life: 

my nan – it would be she wanted better for herself. 
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Mark and Andrew’s mother was from a family of nine children growing up in Islington; 

their grandfather had been a prisoner of war. The grandparents on their father’s side 

had been Dutch and were living in Holland during the occupation, with their 

grandfather fighting for the allies.   

The descriptions of the families were ones which seemed to be centred on survival, 

surviving the war, making do, rationing, hardship was very much part of the stories, 

often children of large families. Andrew said of his father: 

Well, yeah, the hunger I think killed a lot of them off.  You know, some of 

the things he said about - you know, they used to eat tulip bulbs, leather 

belts and they really went through it, and they used to skin cats to eat 

them and take the doors off for fuel.  My dad is probably the most 

uncharitable person you could meet and yet he said if it weren't for - the 

only charity he quite likes is the Salvation Army because they used to 

drop food parcels into Holland, because they were completely occupied, 

and my dad said if it weren't for them you don't know what would have 

happened. 

Andrew and Mark’s maternal grandfather had been a prisoner of war and he arrived 

back in London. Andrew highlighted the sense of bitterness he felt on his return. He 

also acknowledged that for their mother, having been evacuated in the war, she may 

not necessarily have felt the same love for her own family as she did for the couple 

who looked after her when she was evacuated; this cannot have been an unusual 

sentiment, when so many children were removed from their families at a young age:  

 Yeah.  He got absolutely fuck all, do you know what I mean?  Demobbed, 

you know, nothing.  He'd given his life.  He was occupied, he was a 
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prisoner of war and, you know, he became an alky, and his mum I think - 

I don't know my nan that well really, but I don't think it was that sort of - 

you know, again, with nine kids, it's a difficult thing, but I think she 

probably felt a bit more love for the people up north.  I can't remember 

their name.  It's terrible. 

Andrew explored the idea that his grandfather had experienced the horrific conditions 

he faced being a prisoner of war, to come back to Britain with nothing. There was an 

underlying belief of entitlement, that his grandfather had ‘given his life’ for nothing and 

was disillusioned with what he returned to. This mirrored the experience of Jason’s 

grandfather who felt that he, too, was entitled to more than he had. The hardship did 

not end with his grandfather; Jason’s father at a young age needed to survive and was 

expected to play a role in bringing up his younger brother and sister. Here we see 

Jason’s grandmother relying on his father at a young age to buy shoes: 

 And when he was growing up as well, I always remember him saying that 

his mum sent him back up to the second-hand shop because the shoes 

that he bought were too worn on one side.  So he had to go back up there. 

He brought up his brother and sister from young.  He used to have to take 

them everywhere and he had to look after them, and I think it was a rough 

area as well. 

Jason acknowledged the difficulties of living in that part of London, the East End and 

the hardship that was endured, his father had a great deal of responsibility for his  

younger siblings and had to look after them as well, which was an added hardship for 

the youth at the time. The hardship faced was certainly not limited to London, Ryan  

talked of the hardship his mother faced growing up in Oldham: 
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….her two sisters died. So, the first sister died, I think, of cholera or 

something, some sort of – I think, or TB maybe. And was older; and then 

her second sister, who she really loved because she was – there was a 

bit of a gap.  My mum was youngest – died- in childbirth, of her first child. 

So, she was only 21 or 2 when she died, - and my mum ended up bringing 

up Paul James,  

………. So that was the house, and then her parents were obviously grief-

stricken and in a right old state, so my mum ended up, sort of, basically, 

running the house from the age of 11.  So she did the cooking, the 

cleaning and everything, and it was really for my granddad, who was a 

steel worker, and her two older brothers, Dennis and Bernard. 

The context of these earlier accounts is post-war Britain, where terrible hardship 

continued after the war. In three accounts we see a young person being responsible 

for the lives of both adults and a baby. The informants’ grandparents and parents 

experienced a certain amount of hardship and insecurity. When reflecting on many of 

the narratives, the key to improving these families’ lives was often home ownership 

and job security and we can see in the accounts that the move to Essex was generally 

to gain one or other of these; this reflected other studies of the working class such as 

the Black Coated Worker (Lockwood, 1958).  The importance of material wealth 

through home ownership and well-paid jobs is more complex than purely materialism; 

it was the importance of finding a peaceful life and a secure one, for their families, 

these families have certainly seen, during the war and after the war, a great deal of 

hardship. There certainly seems to be a defiant attitude in the accounts; it is implied 

that really there is nothing for you, even if you have given up everything as part of 
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service to the country. The fact that you survived the war meant that you should have 

some sort of entitlement to a better or more secure life and the accounts of the wartime 

generation show that that was not necessarily the case and possibly the significance 

of self-reliance comes from the fact that there is so little support that you can rely on, 

you have to make your own way in life.  

7.4. Moving to Essex 

Much has been written about Twentieth Century population movement. Those 

members of the white working classes who moved from London to places such as 

Essex were often linked with the arrival of immigrants or ethnic minorities, the ‘white 

flight’ (Kaufmann, 2015, Burrows, 2019). The accounts suggest that there were other 

reasons to this move from London.   

The participants were asked to consider the arrival in Essex of their families; this was 

because, apart from one parent, the participants’ parents were not born in Essex. This 

makes them immediately different to the understanding of the white working class that 

is often presented to us, that of the working class as stagnant, but it also challenges 

the idea that movement is to do with social mobility, in the sense of attempting to move 

from one class to another. In a sense, the parents of our participants were immigrants, 

adventurers, pioneers. They were starting a new life, with the aim being to have a 

better life for themselves and their families. These themes are often seen in terms of 

the middle-class experience or the Bourgeoisie as explored in the work of Moretti  

(2013). In these narratives working - class families, who as a group are often perceived 

to be both too ‘local’ and ‘immobile’, move away from their roots to establish new ones 

(Ball, 2000). The identity of Basildon was very much connected with startin g a new life 

and the use of the pioneer wagon as a symbol for the town was evidence of this idea.  
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Many of the families in these stories arrived in Essex in the late 1960s and 1970s, 

having moved out of London, often from deprived areas of the East End or South 

London. The space and opportunity to buy a property was seen as something 

beneficial for the families.  The key motivation for most of the families was that they 

moved to Essex with the intention of gaining a better life.  This was certainly why Paula 

believed her parents moved: 

My nan was still in London; and then my mum and dad wanted to make 

a better life for us, from what I recall, and it was about getting – we got a 

business when we moved to Southend-on-Sea. 

Paula’s experience was not unique; many of the families moved to Essex for new 

opportunities, which were often based around home ownership.  

One of the prime reasons for this move to Essex was that it was a place where people 

could afford to buy a property. People moved from the East of London  because it was 

not as expensive as the West or North of London and there were good rail and road 

connections to get back into the City. Andrew and Mark’s parents started in London 

but as the family grew, moved further and further into Essex because they could not 

afford properties in London. 

Mark said: 

  Leaving London was a necessity not a choice.  

Andrew explained: 

My parents first of all lived in central London, Islington, and then they 

moved out to Forest Gate, and then the more kids they had - then they 

moved out to Rainham, and then when they had us, that's when they 
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came down to Essex because they couldn't really afford to stay in 

London. 

The aim was not necessarily to be socially mobile, in the sense of moving class but to 

have a better life:  

I mean, now - you know, then it was just - and especially - my parents 

had gone through the war.  Especially my dad had a particularly difficult 

time in Holland through the war.  I think that it was just - you know, that's 

why he came over.  He just wanted to work hard and have a life, and just 

build a nice life with that, not so much emotionally.  But I think, you know, 

that was their drive.  Just to, sort of, have a holiday and have - - - 

Ryan’s family came from the North and he believed his family came for the better 

opportunities. This would have been in the early 1970s and within the family histories 

movement of location is often an important factor in survival. Another reason for the 

choice of location was also focused on family connections; James explained that his 

aunt already lived in Essex, so the family moved here, as did Emma’s family who had 

connections.  

Paula explained that her parents were looking for a business opportunity: 

So that as – they were looking.  They couldn’t afford a business in  

Waltham Abbey or London, obviously, so they were looking around the 

home counties.  I think they looked at Hertfordshire, Essex, for a business 

opportunity. 
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Jason said that they moved to Essex because his father got a job, which allowed him 

to get a house, in one of the new towns, Basildon. Jason said that his Dad loved 

Basildon:  

He said it was almost like a holiday camp, you know, in the way that it 

was all new houses and it was all a whole new town, you know, and they 

really enjoyed it.  

Sinead’s father grew up in Romford, although his parents were Irish, her mother 

moved from Ireland to be a nurse and trained at one of the hospitals and it was here 

she met her future husband at a dance. Her move initially was both educational and 

for work opportunities as she trained to become a nurse.  

In many ways we see the practical (Ball, 2000) in these narratives; the families move 

to properties that they can afford to buy. Transport links were also significant because 

parents could still work in London but afford a property in Essex. The evidence, 

however, also suggests that these working-class families were prepared to move in 

order to improve the lives of their family and also as in the case of James’s and 

Emma’s fathers they were prepared to work quite far from home, so they needed to 

commute back into London, which was something that has been suggested in 

research (Ball, 2000) was not necessarily a working-class trait. 

Emma said that her parents wanted to get a house; she mentions a few reasons for 

the move to Essex -  affordability, transport links and family connections: 

They decided they wanted to move out from London, to get a house, and 

my Mum had - she used to call her Aunty Kit and Uncle Len but they 

weren't actually related.  They were my nan and granddad's courting 

partnership, and they lived in Elm Park so that was why mum knew the 
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area.  My dad at the time, he did a lot of exhibition work.  He was a welder 

and so he used to drive all around London, going to different places.  So 

he just needed to be near enough to London, near enough to transport 

links, and so they looked out in this area. 

The choice of location was therefore a combination of factors. The choice was a 

necessity for many people because they could not afford to live in London. Other parts 

of the suburbs were much more expensive and the family or friend connections that 

some of the families already had in Essex encouraged them to move to that location. 

This reflects Mike Savage’s (2015) argument, that the great social divide was and is 

not North and South but urban and non-urban. A large number of the population have 

to leave the cities because they simply cannot afford to live there. This is not in fact a 

new phenomenon and, as the accounts of those interviews have shown, families in 

the 1960s, 70s and 80s had to move out of London if they wanted to buy a house. 

Home ownership appeared at this point to equate with a better life for many of them. 

When we consider the lack of security and stability that was faced by the participants’ 

grandparents and in some cases parents this desire for security of home ownership 

was understandable and not necessarily linked with materialism.  

7.5. Class 

As already explored in the earlier chapters, concepts of class have changed in the 

sense of definitions, what class actually means and the form it takes. Although there 

is a difference in perceptions of what class means to academics this study identified 

participants based on the notion of class as perceived by the work of Goldthorpe, the 

NS-SEC was based on the occupations and or families of their fathers. The 

participants were selected because they were from families where their fathers were 



241 

 

from the upper working class. The participants were traditional Essex man’s children, 

the C2s or White Van Man, the group who were supposedly supporters of Thatcher. 

This section will consider the participants’ perceptions of class and how they viewed 

themselves and their class-consciousness. 

The majority of the participants were the children of members of the skilled working 

class. There are two families, which, although working-class,  may have been classed 

as socially mobile; Ryan’s father became a teacher after national service, the son of a 

hospital porter, he had initially worked in a rubber factory when he left school. Sinead’s 

father was from a family of skilled workers and he had through working in the city 

become socially mobile, initially starting as a tea boy in the bank, and by the time she 

was in her late teens, due to promotion was well-placed in the bank and owned a large 

semi-detached house in a prosperous location in Upminster. Both the participants 

interviewed classed their family as having working-class origins.  

As we have seen, the informants’ parents arrived in Essex with the intention of building 

a better life for themselves and their families. The participants viewed their families as 

working-class and there does appear, by the 1980s, to have been social advancement 

between the generations, the informants’ parents at this point owned properties or 

businesses. 

The participants do not tell of great hardship with regard to economic issues that was 

viewed in the earlier generations; although the families at times were economically 

challenged, they did not face real poverty, their parents were homeowners and the 

fathers had jobs with a decent income, good enough to support the family, with 

mothers often working part-time as well. There does not appear to be great disposable 

income; however, this was very dependent on the size of the family, but most of the 
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families went on holiday and although there were times when the families were less 

well-off than others, because of redundancy and unemployment, there was not a 

constant deprivation but there was a lack of security. As has been mentioned, Essex 

Man and Girl were socially ambivalent however; although not defined by their class, 

the participants acknowledged that they were working-class or had working-class 

origins.  

When the participants were asked about their understanding of the class, they saw 

their class linked with their own identity and the class of others was seen in different 

ways.  Emma said that if she looked back on her childhood and had asked her parents, 

they would have probably said that they were part of the working class but it was not 

something that came up and they were not told they were working-class: 

Looking back now I probably would, but at the time I probably wouldn't 

have even thought about what class I was….And they wouldn't have ever 

said to me, 'Oh, we are working-class.'  I think if you were asking 

(indistinct) at that time they would have said, 'That's what we are.'  But it 

was never, you know, a major issue. 

There was an implied understanding of being middle class or upper class. The word 

‘posh’ was used and related often to the cultural activities of the class. Jason said: 

Because I think that’s an old term that - you know, they someone is posh, 

you know – they’re saying they’re ‘posh’ as in because they’ve got 

money.  It doesn’t mean that they’re posh, you know, as in well to do or 

anything.  
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Jason’s understanding of what it meant to be ‘posh’, was not related to wealth. 

It related to people being described as ‘posh’ because they were rich, but Jason 

believed it was more complicated than that:  

Because you can have posh people – I think you can have posh without 

money. 

Andrew acknowledged that his working-class parents had middle-class aspirations. 

These aspirations were seen in how they behaved culturally, such as the papers they 

read and the fact that they went to exhibitions. They as a family were limited by their 

economic situation:  

Oh, yeah, and I think even though my mum and dad were working-class, 

they had middle-class aspirations.  That's probably like a lot of working 

class - you know, they didn't read trashy papers, they would take us to 

exhibitions and things like that.  So, they weren't that, stereotypical 

working-class, you know, read the Daily Mail.  Well, they do now.  You 

know, read The Sun and eat - you know, my mates used to have 

takeaway every Friday and I used to think it was quite exotic because, 

you know, we had never done it.  Mostly because we didn't have the 

money, but I think they had aspirations to better things and they always 

worked really hard.  So, I think they instilled that in all of us. 

This part of his narrative provides an example of the fluid nature around what it means 

to be middle class. Andrew actually acknowledged that they, like many working-class 

people, didn’t read trashy papers, went to exhibitions and didn’t eat takeaways, 

probably because they could not afford it, but Andrew acknowledged that there was 

something exotic in eating takeaways too. Andrew reflects how eating habits had 
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changed, seeing take-aways as something that was unattainable. There was also, as 

both Andrew and Jason describe, a difference between having money and being 

middle-class or posh. This seems to have more to do with your lifestyle than the money 

you earn. 

The extract from Andrew’s account also implies that his parents believed also in 

meritocracy; he believed that they wanted better things and believed that hard work 

could achieve that:  

Yeah, completely, yeah.  The thing with my dad - he is emotionally quite 

childish.  My dad is very childish, but I get why - you know, my parents 

married in the Netherlands, they lived in the Netherlands.  My dad ruled 

his house in the Netherlands.  He was adored by his mother; his father 

took second place. My dad absolutely ruled the roost.  He married my 

mum, they had lived in the Netherlands and my mum said, 'I can't live in 

the Netherlands' because my mum didn't speak Dutch and the Dutch - 

even though they speak mainly in English now, they didn't then.  This was 

1957.  And my mum came from a really good family.  My mum said, 'I 

have to move back to England' and my dad was made to come away from 

the family, his mum that he adored, came to England, had the girls, and 

then - which is fine, and then all of a sudden, he has two boys, twins, and 

his wife gets taken away from him.  So, I absolutely understand, but my 

dad wasn't very nice, he could be violent and stuff like that. It wasn't nice, 

but I understand it now and you have to put that to bed because otherwise 

it eats you up.  So, I'm really close to my dad now and I forgive him, even 

though he would admit he was a shit dad, my mum said he was a shit 
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husband.  Terrible.  But also, I think, you know, that is part of being 

working class as well.  They didn't have a lot of money, they didn't have 

- my dad was always at work.  My mum went to work when we were six 

years old because they didn't have - so I think if maybe we had been 

more middle-class maybe those pressures - - - 

This extract explores the difficulties of being working class, in the sense of the hardship 

faced through lack of money and that Andrew’s mother needed to work when the boys 

were fairly young. The extract draws on the tensions in a family and that relationships 

often could be strained because they had to work long hours and this impacted on the 

family and the jealousies that can occur. The way in which Andrew speaks of his father 

shows an animosity, he was a ‘shit dad’ but there also was forgiveness, an 

understanding as he became older that the family faced difficult times. It hints at the 

fact that the hardships of working-class life can be due to the challenges and tensions 

parents face trying to work and bringing up children, doing long hours.  

Ryan’s mother, too, experienced an horrific accident at work and in doing so she 

became unemployed:  

But then my mum came out of that job she was doing because she had an 

accident up there, she got – she was at a pipe factory and she got – one of the 

machinery cut her arm…………. 

So, I think the machine was one that, sort of, hollowed out the hub.  I don’t know 

what it was but it – well, it, sort of, ripped her wrist open. 

Once again showing the disadvantages working-class people faced even in the 1980s 

and that working-class life even for the upper class could be fraught with unforeseen 

challenges that impacted seriously on working-class lives.  
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Andrew acknowledged that there was a certain stereotyping of working-class people 

that he did not appreciate; however he was not ashamed of being working-class and 

certainly did not aspire to be middle-class; he believed that his brother wanted to be 

middle-class: 

Because he had real aspirations to work, be not working-class, and even 

- I mean, his job does determine it in a way.  It's all right for me to be, like, 

a bit cockney, 'How are you?' but he says it wouldn't work for his job.  You 

know what I mean?  

Mark supported this view of Andrew’s.  

I would see myself as middle-class 

Mark saw being Middle Class as being more than just an occupational 

classification but as a reflection of one’s lifestyle and cultur:.  

 I want to eat nice food; I want to play the piano. 

He saw good food and being able to play the piano as being middle-class. This 

was mirrored in both Andrew’s and Jason’s accounts.  

 The interviewees’ stories do not seem to emphasize the shame of being working  

class, although they acknowledge that they were working-class, but they do in fact 

present a sense of confidence and egalitarianism in their accounts. There certainly is 

evidence of the different experiences of being working-class often related to the period 

in the twentieth century, which is being described and analysed. The participants were 

aware of their working-class origins but were not limited by them. There were 

conflicting accounts regarding the informants’ class –consciousness. They did not 
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reflect the fear of being defined as working class in the ways that Skegg’s (1997) 

‘ordinary women’ did, but they were not confined by their class classification.  

The participants talked of class in relation to themselves and other people. One of the 

participants completely disengaged with class because he believed that the wealthiest 

people he knew were the hardest workers. James said: 

Because I don’t - I don’t get into all that class system thing.  I know that - 

I don’t know.  Because I know some very, very, very rich people, like, 

wealthy people, that – they’re just down to earth.  It hasn’t made them 

any different to as I knew them when they had no money so - - - 

Jason always felt he did not want to be confined by his class. He felt he could be what 

he wanted to be: 

You know, I always remember my ex-wife’s mum saying to us, ‘Don’t 

think above your station’ or something along them lines, and I thought, 

‘Who are you to tell me where my station is?’ 

Class of a family is far more complex than the way it is often presented. The families 

were not purely working-class; within the extended families, there was evidence that 

family members had the attributes which suggested they would be classed as middle- 

class, James’s sister was a teacher married to a solicitor, Ryan’s brothers went to 

university, one was in IT management, one a teacher, while the other, who had 

completed the Computing HND, became a taxi driver. Jason’s sister worked in the city, 

while his brother was a puppeteer, having initially studied acting at university. Sinead’s 

daughter’s father was a solicitor. Within the families, apart from Paula, even if the 

participant had not undertaken a degree another sibling had.  
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The family groupings were therefore not purely working-class; there was evidence of 

social mobility in families, or in some cases social demotion. Mark talked of his father’s 

family:  

My dad, strangely enough, came from a really middle-class family in the 

Hague.  They weren't wealthy but they were very middle-class, and the 

Hague is a wealthy part of the Netherlands and middle-class people live 

there.  So my dad is from a very middle-class family.  His dad was a 

completely committed socialist, teetotaller, so was his mum, and he 

talked Esperanto.  His brother was an artist, I think his other brother was 

a scientist.   

He also talked about the other side of the family, his mother’s sister. Mark compared 

his own family to them: 

Yeah, all stuff like that, and then we were the, sort of, like, joke family 

because we were just - you know, we go to family weddings and get drunk 

and make fools of ourselves.  We were the entertainment.   

The family histories showed that class was not stationary and that it is possible for 

individuals to be classified at points in their life in different classes. If we consider 

Sinead for example, the daughter of a city banker, attending a highly sought-after 

school, completing her A’ levels and living in a high -status road in Upminster; she 

becomes, in about five years, a single mother, although a graduate, with a part-time 

administrative job, living in a council flat in Collier Row, Romford.  

There also seemed to be a clear sense of class being more associated with cultural 

activities and behaviours, Mark and Andrew’s family rolling around drunk at weddings, 
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not being taken seriously, as opposed to their Auntie Jean who aspired to be middle- 

class, by moving to Benfleet and speaking nicely.  

Mark wished to become middle class and he believed he was, because of the food he 

ate and the job he had. Sinead saw her family as middle class because of the high-

status road she lived in and Ryan being aware that potentially his family were middle- 

class because his father was a schoolteacher. Both Sinead and Ryan however did 

suggest that financially the family status of being middle class may have been 

questioned since both families were large and economically challenged. There were 

also times due to external factors, where families had periods of financial difficulties 

through unemployment.  

7.6. Class and Work 

An area in the informants’ lives where class was highly significant was in determining 

their role in the workplace. Emma said that when she went to work in the city, there 

was a clear differentiation in the type of work that employees undertook, depending 

on the class they came from: 

At other banks, where they probably wanted the more - the bigger, more 

- the bigger banks like the UBSs and the Goldman Sachs, not Morgan 

Stanley at the time because Morgan Stanley was absolutely tiny at the 

time, and the JP Morgans and the Citibanks - they wanted the top tier 

university graduates, public school background.  This chap saw me walk 

in, small bank.  They only took two graduates.  There wasn't really a 

graduate training scheme per se. 
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It shows that if at an early stage you have the ‘wrong sort’ of educational background 

you can miss out on opportunities. This was also the case for Mark, who already stated 

that it was not always appropriate for him to have his Essex accent. There is an 

implication that it is difficult to differentiate between being from Essex and being a 

cockney, but also there was an intrinsically linked underlying knowledge or assumption 

about one’s working-classness, which is associated with the geographical location that 

this group were from. The Essex identity will be explored in more detail later but being 

from South Essex is certainly associated with being working-class, whether it be the 

accent of many of the inhabitants or the East End origins of many of the families that 

moved there. Mark, Emma and James are, of all the participants, the three that one 

could argue are the most socially mobile in the group interviewed. Emma 

acknowledged that because of her background and education she had to choose a 

different route into the city to those who had a public-school background, but she did 

not alter her accent and change to fit in. Mark realised that to be successful in his 

career he had to lose, to some extent, the Essex accent, although he did argue that it 

sometimes came in useful, to make him different and stand out from other people now 

he was more established in his career. James, a businessman with a large company, 

did not seem to feel any need to consider his class and in many ways rejected the 

notion of class. He really believed in the idea that hard work was more important than 

class in being successful. 

In Essex class does not seem to be something important. If we look at status symbols 

in Essex, such as living in a prestigious road, neighbours can be builders or painters 

and decorators, solicitors, city workers, page 3 girls and footballers. Class and 

education do not necessarily reward workers with financial rewards and status 
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symbols. It also reflects the discussion that Andrew, Jason and Mark all had that 

suggested that they believed being middle-class was more than just about wealth.  

Many Essex people believed in the values celebrated by Thatcher such as individual 

responsibility, self-reliance and self-improvement (Hayes and Hudson, 2001, p.11). 

‘By the mid-1980s it became a place to throw off its shackles and one with 

entrepreneurial nous could make it big, unimpeded by background, education or state 

disincentives.’ (Milligan, 2015, p.5). In a later chapter we will consider the 

entrepreneurial spirit in more detail.  

The participants do not seem concerned by class, they see they are as good as 

anyone and they all believe in meritocracy; those who have not necessarily succeeded 

at school blame themselves, their lack of effort being the reason they had not achieved 

as they should have. The underlying belief is that if they worked harder or been  

brighter, they could have achieved more. This was different from Gillian Plummer’s 

(2000) working-class grammar school participants, who, after reflecting on their 

experience of school, often blamed the staff for their failings, seeing teachers as often 

having low aspirations for what they could achieve. They were however appreciative 

of teachers’ interest, encouragement and engagement with them and the male 

participants still held an underlying anger at those teachers who had been unkind or 

unjust.   

7.7. Aspirations 

One of the issues which relates to both class and education was the idea of low 

aspirations.  During their interviews the participants discussed aspirations, their own 

and other people’s. These aspirations took different shapes, from the simpl icity of the 

sentiment of the hope for a better life, to the more complex desire to be loved. These 
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aspirations touched upon social mobility, but this generally was not the driving force in 

the changes that families and individuals made to their lives. Only one of the narratives 

showed a real yearning to move into another class as a motivating factor in their 

ambitions; this was Mark and this ambition required an element of transformation on 

the behalf of this participant if he was to achieve his goal. The aspirations, which the 

participants referred to include the following: a better life, a nice life, choice for their 

children, owning their own home, career aspirations, to have cash, to be fabulous, to 

get to London, middle-class aspirations - lifestyle choices, better things - and to 

change class. 

This section will examine the aspirations of the participants and their families. It will 

acknowledge that the aspirations of working-class people change between the 

generations, and often reflect the context of the time but also can change depending 

on an individual’s life situation. As we have already discussed, the experience of what 

it means to be working-class changed over the last fifty years. As a result, the desires 

and and after it. As we have seen, the informants’ parents moved to Essex to have a 

better life and to work or to gain a business. Andrew said:: 

..they didn't have aspirations.  You know, he wasn't driven to get his own 

business and do this.  He just probably wanted just quite a nice life really. 

They were families where the father tended to be a skilled worker and the mother 

worked part-time if at all. We also see the hopes of some of the informants’ family 

members being dashed. There certainly seems to be an element of commonality 

around the informants’ parents. Their focus and aspirations seem based around 

security, essentially work, businesses and a house to live in. The participants’ parents 

wanted their children to have greater choice and opportunities than they had and most 
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of them saw education as the answer to this. The parents, for themselves, generally 

hoped for a better life and their pleasures were simple: holidays once or twice a  

year, time spent with the family. We also see the hopes of some of the informants’  

family members being dashed: 

Yeah, I think my mum might - I think she was - she always wanted to go 

to university.  She said she wanted to go to university and she did take 

herself and did an O’ level or an A’ level in English when she was - you 

know, maybe 10, 20 years ago, something like that.  So, I think she 

always - she came again from a really working - class - people left school 

at 14 and she had to go out and earn some money.  She was the second 

eldest so she, sort of, brought up her brothers, because there were so 

many of them.  I think my mum did want much more out of life and then I 

think my dad was - it was, sort of, an escape for as well for my mum, 

certainly going to England, and I said to my mum, 'I think it's really brave 

that you went to the Netherlands, married my dad and' - because she had 

come from a big family.  But I think my mum was very keen to have more, 

you know, wanted ...(indistinct)... and then she had kids and then it all 

came crashing down, unfortunately. 

The next generation, the participants, were different again. Their parents had 

encouraged them and their siblings to have a good education and supported them as 

they could with tutors or entry into schools, which they perceived to be good. Their 

parents believed that education would provide them with greater opportunity and 

choice, to have the sort of life they wanted.  
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The participants seemed to believe implicitly in the right to have a choice. They 

certainly do not appear to be hindered by their class or the fact they are from Essex. 

The majority of the participants have an education to at least ‘A’ level and pursued 

careers that they wanted. Showing a confidence in their ability to achieve, they expect 

to go on holiday and own a home. They want their children to be comfortable in their 

schools; for them to be happy is their key ambition for their children. This is quite 

different to the way their own parents seemed to view their schooling and education; 

this will be examined further in the next section.  

The overwhelming difference in the lives of the participants and their parents were the 

different types of relationships and the nature of family that occurred between the 

generations. It was evident that the participants have taken their own paths in many 

ways, choice was not just education and employment it was also in relation to their 

personal lives. Of the eight participants interviewed only one informant was married in 

the same way as their parents, in the traditional heterosexual sense.  One of the 

participants had a long-term partner and son, one was single and divorced with a son, 

one was single and had a daughter, one was single with two daughters from different 

relationships, two were gay, one single and the other married. Their families remained 

closely knit and although the participants’ parents had moved away from their own 

families to establish a better life, their own children had strong connections and ties, 

often local, with their family. The interviews were peppered with references to parents 

and their family lives, even when it was apparent the participants didn’t always get on  

with their parents.  
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If we consider their futures, for a number of the participants, even when they were 

young, the need for money limited their hopes and aspirations and they did not think 

further than the next one or two years.  

Paula said: 

– I probably didn’t have aspirations as such.  No, wouldn’t even – not 

thinking about what was going to happen in the next two years or less. 

Mm.  Mm.  Yeah, it was just about earning – a means to an end. 

This was not the case for all the participants, it was not just about money, Andrew 

believed he had no hope of going to college and needed to get a job. He decided to 

become a hairdresser, his dream to get away from home and then Southend, looking 

towards London. Many of his aspirations he acknowledged were linked to his sexuality: 

 Well, even when I was 16, I used to go clubbing in London, I used to go 

out, and I think I just - you know, it was much more my personality, I 

suppose, in a way and I hoped would be that sort of thing.  You know, 

fashion and - it was just a bit more interesting; do you know what I mean?  

Where everything was going on and you saw amazing people out in clubs 

and it was the life I probably wanted. Yeah.  The glamour, the glamour, 

the - you know, just being fabulous, basically.  That whole, 'Oh, my God', 

you know.  That was what I aspired to, yeah. 

This extract from Andrew showed several aspects to his aspirations. He identified with 

a particular lifestyle and there was a belief that by immersing himself into it, it was as 

though he would become that way too. The importance of fashion as part of his identity 

was highlighted here; he saw amazing people in clubs and it was the life he wanted, 

and he was prepared to spend a great deal of money on clothes to achieve the right 
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look. Although he did not know what the lives of these people were like. The appeal 

was the glamour, just to be ‘fabulous’, that was what he aspired to, and by dressing in 

a similar way he hoped to achieve this.  

Andrew admitted that much of the desire to be fabulous was linked with his desire to 

be loved. He acknowledged that he did not feel good. As he grew older, he realised 

that this lifestyle was shallow, ‘a crock of shit’:  

My aspirations, as I said, were to be, you know, probably rich, famous, 

fabulous, amazing, and I think that stems from, in a way, being gay.  Do 

you know what I mean?  You didn't feel good so you - now I'm older I see 

what a crock of shit it would be, apart from the money.  I just think, you 

know, it's empty, there's nothing to it, but at the time I probably would 

have severed my right arm for it, you know, because, in a way, I would 

have felt it would have fulfilled me as a person and, yeah, I wanted all 

those shallow things that I thought would have made everyone love me.  

Now I just want some cash. 

Luckily – ‘As long as you’re happy and doing what you want to do.’  But 

it was just, I think, ‘If you want to make something of your life it’s better if 

you’ve got a decent education behind you.’ 

By the time Andrew was being interviewed, he had returned to live with his parents, 

hoping to pay off debts. His priority at this stage was ‘cash’. His aspirations had 

changed from his youth, which he now acknowledged were shallow ones. As he has 

become older his hopes had changed: 
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I think what I'm frightened of is being old and poor.  That really worries 

me.  I don't have any amazing dreams or things I want to fulfil but I just 

want an interesting life.  I want to do interesting things. 

Andrew’s aspirations are now more reflective of his parents now; wanting securi ty, 

needing cash, doing interesting things equate possibly to the wanting a nice life as his 

parents wanted. 

Aspirations were not set in stone. The participants presented the idea that they were 

‘practical’ (Ball 2000) if they needed to be. The participants were prepared to change 

their aspirations, ambitions and goals if they needed to. Emma had always wanted to 

work as a broker, but with the realisation that this job had become impractical after her 

sons were born, Emma then retrained and became a teacher. Sinead did not get a 

place at Nottingham University to study Classics, so she worked and then later 

undertook a Business Studies degree at South Bank University. Ryan’s ambitions 

changed - an actor, a gardener, a teacher and a priest. 

7.8. Geographical Mobility: Leaving Essex.  

Mobility should not just be looked at in relation to the movement into Essex but the 

movement away from Essex. Working-class families were often seen to be stagnant 

and immobile as a class, but the families in these narratives were not.  As the parents 

had moved into Essex to achieve their goals, we also see that the participants move 

away from Essex to achieve them as well. There were assorted reasons for that. In 

some ways Essex hampered aspirations, hopes and dreams in a way that they had 

provided the informants’ parents with the opportunity to achieve them. 
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Leaving for Work  

In the accounts of the teenagers there were two of the fathers who left the country to 

live abroad and work during the times of the recession; one went to Oman, the other 

went to Sweden. There also were references to working abroad by the participants 

themselves. Jason worked in Chicago when he was made redundant and Andrew 

moved to Australia to work. James travels the world to promote his business and flew 

to China to find new suppliers for his business. Mark also travels as part of his 

research.  These accounts challenge the idea of the working class being immobile; 

within the accounts many of the participants and members of their families worked in 

London. Andrew and Mark both lived in Brighton and Sinead moved to Cambridge and 

found work there when city life got too much. In these stories class did not hinder the 

ability to travel. In fact often economic difficulties provided the reasons for members 

of the informants’ families to move.  

Leaving to Gain an Education. 

The other primary factor for leaving was to gain an education; one of the participants 

went to Manchester University, Birbeck University, London and the Courtauld Institute, 

London. One went to Royal Holloway and Bedford College, near Windsor, one 

informant went to Oxford then Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, Middlesex and another 

went to South Bank University, London. These universities were selected for a number 

of reasons, which will be discussed later but it was an essential move in many areas. 

As discussed previously in his learning life trajectory, Mark believed that working-class 

students often aimed highe:.   

‘aim for the stars’ 
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This statement challenges the dominant belief which occurs in academic accounts, 

politically and in the media, which is the acceptance that the working class lack 

aspiration. Mark’s comment suggested that it related almost to a naiveté on the part 

of working-class young people to believe they could get in anywhere. Mark then, 

however, wondered how he had managed to get into Manchester University; he saw 

himself as undeserving and questioned whether there had been some sort of 

programme, which enabled him to get into Manchester University.  

The participants who had a degree moved away from home to gain this education. 

Essex University was in Colchester, but the participants did not choose to go there but 

went further afield to undertake their studies. The pursuit of education often meant 

there was a need to move location, but this would not be unique to the working-class 

participants; this would be the experience for many a middle-class teenager.  

Leaving to be ‘Yourself’ 

Another reason, which was mentioned less, was the sense of being yourself. Emma 

wanted to be somewhere like home; when she went to university she wanted to be 

somewhere where the other students were people like herself. This seems to support 

the concept of habitus, as it was important for Emma to feel like she fitted in.  This was 

different for others, certainly for Mark and Andrew there was a desire to leave Essex. 

They both left home initially, at a very young age considering they had no intention at 

this point to go to university. Firstly, there was the very strong desire to get away from 

a controlling father. Both twins separately left home; one moved in with a friend in 

Southend, the other, once he got his apprenticeship, left Essex and moved to London. 

There was also the added complexity of being gay and this as an identity was 

increasingly difficult in Essex. Mark acknowledged that he felt that this probably at the 
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time was not a purely Essex thing and that it could have been an issue in a number of 

places. The white working-class male identity in Essex at the time was a masculinity 

which was often associated with laddish culture (Stahl 2017) and this was particularly 

pertinent in the schools where all the boys attended, the predominant belief was the 

survival of the fittest, and the isolation young men felt about not fitting in to that culture. 

This caused problems for the boys in relation to their own identities, but it was 

particularly pertinent for young gay men. 

Mark said that: 

 Southend wasn’t exceptional.’ And it was places such as Brighton who 

were accepting of someone’s sexuality, which actually was more of a 

rarity. 

Andrew said: 

But I think I did feel very alienated in Southend, that's why I was so 

desperate to leave.  Yeah, I (indistinct) go to the Cliff but, yeah, I always 

- I didn't feel like I fitted in Southend, and not in an interesting way, like, 

'Oh, I don't fit in', you know, in an uncomfortable way like, 'Oh, I don't fit.'  

I never could be myself; do you know what I mean?  I couldn't - yeah, I 

didn't enjoy it.  I wanted to leave 

These accounts relate to habitus but in a different way; part of the pursuit was to find 

a place that they fitted into because they felt out of kilter with the Essex culture. They 

acknowledge that this wasn’t unique to Southend and Essex; this would have been 

probably the norm across the country in the 1980s with a few exceptional places such 

as Brighton being different. As was seen in the Time and Space chapter, being gay 

was not a lifestyle which was wholly accepted in British society at the time and the 
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added problem of AIDS meant that people had become fearful in certain quarters of 

gay men. 

Andrew was so desperate to get to London that he would work anywhere, as we saw 

with his job in the Hippodrome toilets selling perfumes. The twins both used to venture 

to London to be part of the scene. 

Mark said: 

Yeah, I was just completely drawn to it and, sort of, wanted to be part of 

it. 

London seemed to be a place where you could be yourself or be with other people like 

you. The desire to fit in was an important reason to leave Essex. Andrew’s narrative 

suggested that there was a difference between not fitting in and feeling unique, and 

not fitting in and feeling abnormal:  

 It's not the fact that I, you know, didn't fit in, I didn't - you know, because 

sometimes you say 'I didn't fit in', you can feel like you're maybe a bit 

special. I didn't, I never felt normal, I always felt abnormal and I didn't like 

it at all.  It was only when I went to Sydney and you'd talk to people and 

they wouldn't assume anything, they wouldn't assume you were straight 

or they wouldn't, sort of, ask, you know, 'Have you got a girlfriend?'  Even 

in hairdressing.  I was in the hairdressers before, people would - I was 

25, 26.  People would ask me, you know - I'd just go to the Cliff all the 

time if I went - and people would ask me what I had done at the weekend 

and I would never tell them because I was embarrassed, or ashamed, not 

embarrassed, I was more ashamed.  It was only when I went to Sydney 
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that I felt people were accepting and didn't question, didn't think - you 

know, people would tell you - you know, 

 they would question, which I find in Brighton more.  You know, 'Are you 

with anyone?'  There wouldn't be those - 'Have you got a girlfriend?' 

because then you have to then, 'Well, actually - - - ' 

Mark also alluded to the problem of fitting in: that being gay led to its own problem 

particularly with regards the stereotypical Essex man, because there were so few 

positive role models: 

Not only not being in it but - I don't know whether you would use the 

'abject' but in a way that you're - there was nothing that you ever felt 

positive about yourself because you never saw - there was never any 

positive ideas about gay people.  You felt lousy about yourself and you 

were part of a group that felt shit about themselves and you didn't fit in 

anywhere.  So, it wasn't - you know, there were lots of straight girls that 

used to go down, Clare, and I remember - straight girls used to go down 

The Cliff, the gay pub, and I would be on the train with them and for them 

they were a badge of honour, you know, and they- straight-laced, and 

they would say, 'Where are you going?'  'Oh, we're going down The Cliff?' 

and the straight friends would, sort of, say funny things and they would 

love it because they were going - but for a gay person it was horrible 

because it was - - - 

Mark reflects upon the difficulty of being gay as a young man, he felt that:  

……..in a way they were laying your life open to - and these people, in 

your psychology, they were going to potentially beat you up or they were 



263 

 

going to - it wasn't - whereas here I don't know what it would have been 

like.  I'm sure Brighton wasn't that good in the '80s.  But, no it just wasn't 

- it wasn't a good time to grow up gay in the '80s, especially with AIDS as 

well, you know, and all the media was horrible about gay people and so 

it wasn't a good time for gay people.  

The context of the 1980s was unpleasant for young gay people. It was only in 1987 

that Britain saw its first gay kiss on pre-watershed TV in East Enders, and the work of 

Princess Diana changed many attitudes towards AIDS and HIV. Newspapers like The 

Sun made derogatory comments, and growing up with the laddish culture of Essex 

must have added to the difficulties these young men encountered.  

7.9. Social Mobility. 

As discussed in the Literature Review, social mobility remains central to political 

discourse. There is a growing discussion surrounding the problems of social mobility, 

raising the question about social mobility, as to the extent it actually occurs. Within the 

accounts we see different features of social mobility, but the changing nature of work 

means that seeing if there was intergenerational mobility is difficult to assess.  Social 

mobility can take different shapes, for example, career advancement, greater 

economic security, gaining educational qualifications, property ownership.  

The informants’ accounts certainly presented a sense of egalitarianism. Skeggs’s 

(1997) interviews with the young women in Cheadle presented in many cases a 

rejection of their class, a desire to be ‘ordinary’.  The participants exuded a type of 

confidence; there was a sense of self-assuredness in regard to their ambitions and 

what they wished to become. There seems to be the underlying belief in meritocracy 

and that the participants believed by working hard they would be rewarded. 



264 

 

When considering social mobility sociologists normally consider social mobility in 

terms of inter-generational mobility or career mobility and the role in educational 

achievement in explaining occupational advancement. We see these forms of social 

mobility within the informants’ accounts and family histories. The importance of 

educational opportunities and its relationship to mobility was highlighted by Emma:  

Then I went on to Morgan Stanley and then, being able to just leave there 

and go and think, 'Well, what am I going to do?  Oh, well, I've got a 

degree.  I can just go and become a teacher.'  So, the education does 

allow you to be socially mobile, but I think within that I would only have 

been able to do that if I was financially secure. 

7.10. Networking 

Networking and social connections were very important in these stories. The benefit 

of social capital is certainly an important factor in getting jobs and that can be seen 

very clearly. The participants all spoke of getting work through someone they knew or 

someone their parents knew at different points in their lives. James, Sinead, Ryan, 

Jason and Paula all provided evidence of the importance of social capital in getting 

jobs. Andrew, Jason and Emma showed the thankless task of having to apply for jobs 

when you have no connections which can be called upon. It could be argued that in 

many of the experiences it was the importance of social contacts that provided the 

participants with opportunities in the work place. Networking is not therefore purely for 

the middle class, it is evident here in the accounts that it is an important part of working 

-class life.  
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7.11. Conclusion  

This chapter set out to explore some of the key issues surrounding class and its 

impacts on individuals’ lives. This element of the analysis looked at class factors, 

aspirations, social mobility and social capital. This section, although touching on living 

in Essex, examined class issues and how the family histories shaped the participants’ 

understanding of class and their working-class identity.  

 Firstly, it explored the reasons for the move to Essex, this was an unexpected theme 

which, emerged in the accounts because apart from one, none of the participants 

parents were originally from Essex and it also examined the reasons for the move 

away from Essex. The analysis considered the role of social mobility and to what 

extent the participants and their parents were looking to move class or to establish a 

better life. The participants’ parents sought greater security through property 

ownership; they also wanted greater choice and opportunities for their children through 

education, which will be studied more deeply in the next chapter. The participants 

challenged the idea of insularity which is often portrayed in accounts of working-class 

life and had in most cases travelled widely or lived abroad at some point in their lives. 

The accounts of parents’ and grandparents’ lives highlighted the importance of 

establishing security through employment and home ownership and may shed a 

different light on our understanding of materialism, when one is faced with great 

hardship and lack of security, whether it be their family’s or their own. The aim of 

escaping such a future for themselves and their children is not one which is difficult to 

fathom.  
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Chapter Eight: Fish out of Water: The role 

of Habitus and Cultural Capital in 

Schooling. 

 

8.1. Introduction.  

This section of the analysis will consider the role of school, home and friends in the 

gaining of education, culture and knowledge of the participants when they were 

teenagers in the 1980s. The chapter will explore first the teenagers’ experience of 

school, their family lives and their free time. In doing so the chapter will examine the 

way in which the teenagers gained culture and knowledge and to what extent this 

benefitted their educational outcomes and ultimately choices in life.  

8.2. School. 

The participants in this study went to different types of secondary schools.  Five of 

them attended comprehensive schools, one a grammar school and two a church 

school or a convent school. When examining why the schools were selected by the 

parents and teenagers there were a variety of reasons, linked to the processes by 

which schools were selected in the different local authorities in Essex in the 1980s. 

The methods of school selection in Essex were and are still complex, because of 

Essex’s refusal to forego grammar school education. This complexity is added to by 

the selection of south Essex as the location for this study. The areas selected are part 

of London Boroughs, Essex County Council and Southend-on-Sea Unitary Borough. 

There remains a difference between the types of schooling, which occurred in these 

areas. By 1979 the London Borough of Havering had moved over to a comprehensive 
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system of education. Basildon, too, had become comprehensive. However, Essex 

County Council remained (selective) eleven plus with grammar schools and secondary 

moderns moving towards grammar school and comprehensive schools. School choice 

was therefore guided by a number of factors: locality, whether or not the informant had 

sat and passed the eleven plus, religious beliefs and whether or not the schools were 

perceived by parents to be good. Within the eight narratives, five of the participants 

had the opportunity to sit the exam. Some of the participants, even if in an eleven plus 

catchment, did not necessarily sit the examination, as Andrew explains in relation to 

himself and his twin brother: 

but he was always more studious, I suppose, he was put into the 11 plus 

whereas they didn't put me into the 11 plus. 

Of the eight, only one of the participants passed the examination and went to a 

grammar school; the other seven went to local comprehensives, although James’s 

parents sent him to a school which was a small commute because they perceived it to 

be a good comprehensive. Two of the participants were in the London Borough of 

Havering, which did not use the eleven plus as a form of school selection, but as both 

girls came from Catholic families, they went to the local Catholic girls’ school which 

was by this stage comprehensive. Emma said: 

I think natural progression because it was a Catholic school.  So 

generally, when I was at St Alban's, the boys went to Campion and the 

girls went to Sacred Heart.  A few children went to either Abbs Cross or 

Saunders Drapers.  Saunders Drapers and Abbs Cross were both quite 

near to where I lived but my mum used to see children walk past going to 

those schools on a daily basis and hanging around Elm Park, etcetera, 
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and at that time they weren't very good schools, they didn't have a good 

reputation, so there was never really any other choice than for me to go 

to Sacred Heart. 

Sinead said: 

Yes, well, I was at the Sacred Heart in Upminster, which is the all girls’ 

Catholic school, which practically every girl from St Joseph’s went to, and 

the boys went to Campion, which is the boys’ equivalent, whereas 

Coopers was another school which was a voluntary aided school.  It was 

down the road but didn’t have a particular – it wasn’t a church school or - 

- - 

The final informant, Jason went to the local state school in Basildon: 

 well, basically, there was either Baskerville or Fryerns and 

because I was a certain part – side of the Broadway, the main dual 

carriageway, everyone that side had to go there, and everyone 

that side – they put that in place the year that I went there because 

you could go to either one, but then they decided to do that, unless 

you had a brother in the other school.  Then you could go there.  

Yeah. 

Andrew and Mark both went to the local comprehensive in Benfleet as did Ryan, 

because they had not passed the eleven plus. The school selection shows that 

parents, if they were in the position to, allowed their children to sit the eleven plus; 

if they didn’t get into the grammar school the children tended to go to the local  

comprehensive. Where we see a difference was in Havering where students could 
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sit the eleven-plus but this meant going to a school in another borough. This 

therefore, was the not the norm and in the case of our participants they were 

Catholic students and this seemed to have taken precedence with  regard to school 

selection. 

8.3. Experiences of School. 

There has been debate about the difficulties of working-class children fitting in at 

school sometimes being a ‘Fish out of water’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). Habitus is 

the concept, which relates to fitting in, to have the required skills and social etiquette 

to fit into a place; it believes that people can do this when they are equipped to 

understand the underlying mores and traditions of that community.  This, therefore, 

suggests that middle-class children are better equipped to deal with school because it 

perceives school to be a middle-class construct and the teachers working in it to be 

middle-class.  

When asked about this, the participants generally felt that they were equipped to deal 

with school. They could cope with the work and the lessons and generally did not feel 

out of place. However, when the participants thought more deeply about this, there 

were periods at school when the school experience was problematic. Andrew and 

Mark felt that they initially had a challenging time at school, but this was in relation to 

their older sister who had been expelled. Andrew said: 

We had a hard time at first because all the teachers - when we first 

started, they were, like, 'You're no relation to Sonia Roy, are you?'  We 

would be, like, 'Yeah.'  So even my head said, 'You probably had it quite 

difficult to begin with because your sister was always a nightmare' 
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basically. So, yes, so we went there for five years, but I didn't like school 

much. 

Other reasons for having difficulty in school were a lack of interest in the lessons. 

Jason said:  

I would say lesson-wise I didn’t really – I didn’t really have a lot of interest 

in lessons. 

Other participants believed that they fitted into school well. Emma said: 

I think I got on fine but I would say that probably, the school that I went 

to, most people were of the same background as me.  I wasn't in a school, 

which was - I felt like it was in a different social class than everyone else. 

James’s account raises questions about the advantages of a grammar school 

education, because although he attended a comprehensive school for the bulk of his 

education, in the sixth form he went to a grammar school where the experience was 

very different from his first school. In the comprehensive school James was put into 

sets for lessons, so he felt he could cope with school because he tended to be in the 

top sets; he had little knowledge of the students outside of his stream: 

Really, I would say.  I mean, there was streaming and I think it was – or 

sets or whatever it was, and I suppose you only mixed with people in your 

set. 

When he left and went to the grammar school, which was more local to his home 

and considered a better school he felt he did not really get on well there. 

Because I had no interest in really fitting into this, wearing a coat, blazer 

and - - - 
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This raises the issue of fitting in again. James did not fit in to his new school; he did 

not wish to fit in and rebelled against the idea of a wearing a blazer. This seems to be 

a minor issue and would have been seen as not so much an infringement of school 

rules but a failure to conform to school expectations.  

Although their testimonies suggest otherwise, the participants felt as teenagers that 

they were equipped to deal with school and that they did not feel they were 

disadvantaged in any way. The evidence of this is more apparent when the 

participants attended the same school throughout their educational lives. Paula who 

attended the grammar school felt she fitted in . However, two of the boys who had 

similar academic ability changed school; James moved to a grammar and Ryan moved 

to an international school; both felt that they did not necessarily fit in to these new 

schools, often sensing that they were educationally behind. Both felt that in their 

comprehensive school they had been accepted and had achieved. This is similar to 

the accounts of Sally Power (2003) who found that middle-class children did in fact 

feel that they fitted into comprehensive schools and this almost utopian environment 

allowed people to mix with people who were like themselves. James felt that if he had 

stayed in his comprehensive, as one of the few students undertaking foreign 

languages at A’ level, he would have had almost one-to-one tutoring as opposed to 

going to grammar school in the sixth form and finding that he felt he was very behind. 

His account seems to suggest there was less help from teachers at the grammar 

school. 

8.4. Teachers 

It is particularly pertinent in this research to consider the teacher as a gatekeeper; the 

students need to go through them to access knowledge. This is particularly important 
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if we consider the significance of class constraints on educational settings and the fact 

that working-class children would have to access their education through potentially, 

as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) consider, middle-class teachers. 

The role of the teacher, in the responses of the participants, was important. In some 

cases, the opportunities which individual teachers provided were the few areas where 

the participants felt that they achieved. There was also a sense of a personal 

connection, which certainly encouraged learning; positive relationships seem to have 

been vital in helping students achieve.  

Andrew said: 

I always liked more creative things like drama, photography I was good 

at.  I was good at biology but that was because there was a very, very 

good teacher teaching it and she made it interesting; and art, but I was 

really bad at art, so I dropped out of it.  I was really shit.  So, I just used 

to stare out the window for, like, two hours.  My teacher knew I was shit 

and he just thought, 'Well, there's no point', do you know what I mean? 

Although participants spoke of good teachers, the key to the success of students was 

the forming of good relationships in helping them succeed: 

Yeah, Miss Seabrook.  I really liked her.  I had a big thing about Debbie 

Harry.  She looked a bit like Debbie Harry.  We used to talk about Debbie 

Harry.  All the girls used to hate her because she was really pretty.  They 

used to call Miss Slack-Johnson.  I think she, sort of, probably twigged I 

was gay and stuff like that and she, sort of - she's probably the first 

person as an adult that I knew, outside of my parents, that took an 

interest as a person, do you know what I mean? 
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Andrew and his brother Mark both greatly admired the biology teacher. They appear 

to have differing abilities at school but this teacher made the subject really accessible 

to both of them: 

She was good because she made it interesting.  It wasn't just factual.  

Like, well, 'This is how' - she was a bit over the top, a bit, and quite 

fascinating as well.  She was just fascinating to watch and listen to and 

she was funny, but I don't think she meant to be funny.  But, yeah, I think 

I was probably quite fascinated by her as well.  But she did make the 

lessons come alive, you know what I mean?  Maybe if you spoke to 

someone else, they would say it was really boring but I was really 

interested in biology, because of her probably. 

Yeah.  Yeah.  All of us in that class, all of us.  

Mark also spoke of the arrival of a new English teacher to the school. He also had a 

profound effect on the teenagers in his classrooms. Mark said: 

Everyone.  He spoke to us - I don't know what it was.  It's obviously a real 

skill.  I think he went on to be head teacher in an East London school.  He 

was a brilliant, brilliant individual, and he said to me, he said to everyone, 

at the end, he said, 'I don't care what you do with your lives.'  He said, 

'Keep in touch.'  He said, 'Whatever you do, come and see me, come and' 

- and it was that, you know, he would see you as an individual rather than 

just - - - 

This extract emphasized that for Mark the acknowledgement and interest the teacher 

took in you as an individual, were what encouraged him to learn. The importance of the 

positive relationship in learning is again highlighted in this account. Mark said ‘he spoke 



274 

 

to us’, it was the relationship with the individuals within the class, he saw  this as a real 

skill and described him as a brilliant individual. This obviously had a real impact on the 

students particularly when they were faced with the alternative extreme: 

But anyway, they weren't great to us.  So, it was a rubbish school anyway.  

They had no aspirations for the kids there anyway.  You know, it was just 

- I had a terrible, awful ...(indistinct)... teacher called Mr Burnett, RE 

teacher.  He had no love or benevolence to anybody.  He was horrible 

and he used to shout at everyone and just scared everyone, and I just 

thought, 'Why have you gone into this' - what I think now, 'Why did you 

go into that job?'  You know, 'You've got people's futures - you're 

responsible for people's futures and if you can't be - - - ' 

This extract shows the importance of human qualities; once again the importance of a 

teacher’s humanity comes to the fore. He had no ‘love’ or ‘benevolence’. The informant 

also stressed the importance of the school in being aspirational for their students. The 

teacher’s ability to also fill his students with fear was accentuated as well in this 

account. It also suggests the importance of a moral code for teachers, students 

expected their teachers to be decent and fair human beings. 

James experienced both comprehensive and grammar school, going to the sixth form 

at one of the local grammar schools. He certainly noticed a difference in the way in 

which the children were taught but felt that he was almost a year behind. James felt 

that his experience in the comprehensive was a positive one, he felt also that because 

he had good attendance at school it made a difference to the way he was treated, that 

the teachers respected that.  The languages teacher making a connection with him 

was important in his progress:  
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The teachers were quite influential really. She spoke to you on a more 

personal level. 

This was not always his experience, he found that the grammar schoolteachers did 

not necessarily support him in the way his comprehensive teachers did, he felt that he 

was responsible, as he explained it was a case of: 

catch up or ship out 

Paula’s experience of teachers was mixed at the grammar school, there were teachers 

whom she particularly felt that she connected with and these were her favourites, in 

this case her form teacher and her English teacher. The teachers were sometimes 

fun, rather than old and telling the class to get their books out and she preferred them 

to those who stated:  

Open your book, write this down, I’m going to talk to you, at you, for so 

long. 

Paula felt that if you had an interesting teacher, you were more inclined to like the 

subject, but sometimes if you loved the subject, it did not always matter: 

if you’ve got an interesting teacher, I think you’re more – I mean, I liked – 

even the teacher wasn’t good, I was interested in chemistry, so that, sort 

of, bypassed it. 

Jason felt the teachers were very different to the children who attended the school. He 

explained it thus: 

Different classes.  Whereas they were very serious and they were very – 

probably more driven than us, whereas we grew up and we found 
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everything funny and we – you know, the lessons were boring so we had 

no interest in that. 

Some of the earlier accounts of students’ experiences showed the fear that they 

encountered from teachers at school and we can see schools before the removal of 

corporal punishment.  Jason said: 

Yeah, yeah, I got slippered.  I always remember getting slippered 

because I didn’t have any trainers for games one day and someone tried 

stamping on my toe, so I’m jumping about like that trying to get out of the 

way, the teacher has come in, ‘Youse two, here, bang, bang’ so I got – 

someone’s trying to jump on my……… 

The behaviour of some of the teachers was not always what today would be 

considered appropriate. 

Jason said:  

We had – we had teachers that were dating pupils and, you know, I 

always remember this guy.  He was – he’d tell you off and then you’d just 

say to him, ‘How’s Lisa?’ and you’d just see him go red and he’d walk off, 

you know? 

This extract shows the difference in attitudes with regards relationships with students; 

the apparent knowledge by students of these relationships, there seems to have been 

more than one, which in this age would be completely unacceptable. This is not the 

only way in which relationships with students have changed.  

Teachers also instilled fear in the students; another teacher Jason spoke of, he 

remembered: 



277 

 

And we had this guy that was – he was so intimidating that – I remember 

being in one class that he covered and I was scared, so scared, during 

the whole lesson, and that can’t be right. 

I mean, I’ve seen him where there was the stairwell three storeys up and 

one of the kids in my class dropped an umbrella down the middle.  This 

guy has run all the way up the stairs, he’s grabbed any kid and he’s hung 

him over the banister and said, ‘Was that you?’ and he said, ‘No, it was 

him over there.’   He’s grabbed the kid and just taken him off somewhere. 

Ryan had mixed experiences with teachers and he noted that in Oman there were 

certain tensions with teachers because he acknowledged that he was probably fairly 

rebellious and was still unknowingly grieving for his brother Stephen’s loss at this time. 

Not all the teachers had problems with Ryan and he particularly remembered one 

teacher who taught him: 

With an undercurrent that wasn’t being, sort of, addressed but that was 

then.  I got on really well with our humanities teacher.  I felt a real, sort of, 

warmth towards him.  He was a – he had been a Canadian logger and he 

only came to teaching in his 30s, I think, maybe later, 40s it might have 

been.  You know, he decided to change and he became a teacher and 

he came out to the Far – well, Middle East.   But he had a real beautiful 

sort of humanity about him.  He was a really great guy.  He was very 

gentle and he – you know, he talked well and he was – but he had that 

kind of life experience behind him. 

There certainly was tension with some of the teachers in the school in Oman. Ryan 

suggests that maybe there was a class issue or that as an English boy from a working-
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class home he lacked the capital required to succeed at this school, whether it was 

the social, economic or cultural capital. He compared this teacher to those who were 

more ‘polished’: 

Which made him very different from a lot of the, sort of, polished 

approaches.  There was a science teacher, an American science teacher, 

a woman, who I didn’t get on with at all because she was very, sort of, 

polished and – you know, ‘I’m a teacher and you’re the pupil.’  

But he was very much – you know, he had that ability to engage with 

people’s humanity and where people were at, and encouraging as well.  

Very encouraging.  I can’t – I can see his face, I can’t think of his name 

When Ryan returned to the UK the teachers at Ryan’s English school also showed 

great understanding and encouragement to him:  

we had a really good teacher called Miss Ward, who was really good for 

me.  She knew the situation, she knew what happened, she went – she 

said, ‘Come in lunch-times’, she said.  She said, ‘You’ve got a talent for 

art.’  She was really positive. 

She said, ‘You’ve got a talent for art’ and I think what she meant was, 

‘You’ve got emotional problems’, emotionally, ‘and the best thing you can 

do is to create, pu t those into a creative area.’ 

Ryan suggests that this teacher too, rather like the Canadian teacher in Oman, had a 

sense of humanity about them. Miss Ward seems to have seen that Ryan was 

suffering underlying problems and saw art as a way to help and encourage him. Ryan 
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also had very positive experiences with the drama teachers and was awarded a prize 

for actor of the year. 

However, in the main Ryan’s relationships with teachers at this school seem to have 

been better. There does not seem to have been the issue of Ryan not having the 

capital to negotiate this educational space. The main problems that occurred were in 

relation to changing teachers and the use of supply teachers at school. There appears 

to have been problems with behaviour amongst some of the children at school, and 

classroom control meant that there was sometimes inadequate learning going on. This 

meant that at times there was a lack of consistency and this caused real problems 

particularly during exam years. The problem in relation to learning was therefore more 

structural in nature, caused by staffing and inconsistent approaches in the school.  

Another key issue which was discussed by the participants was in relation to fear. The 

removal of corporal punishment occurred in schools during the 1980s; those 

participants who were interviewed who were younger did not seem to have the same 

fear instilled in them as was evident with those who had been teenagers in the early 

1980s. The abuse and violence seemed much more extreme. This fear was something 

that was acknowledged by the male participants and the female participants did not 

discuss the experience of fear at school in the same way as the men.  

8.5. Fitting In: Other students. 

Fitting in at school was not just about getting on with the teachers. It was also about 

mixing with the other students. The accounts from the male participants were much 

more tales of survival. Fitting in with the other students, five of the participants were 

educated in comprehensive schools. Willis’s (1977) accounts of the young men in 

Learning to Labour talked in derogatory terms of the ‘ear oles’ the boys who just kept 
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their heads down to survive. The male participants’ accounts were reminiscent of the 

‘ear oles’. Fitting in was about playing football, having a laugh, not being ‘posh’. The 

girls in general found that they fitted into school with the other pupils, feeling that in 

the main the other girls were like themselves. Jason said: 

 The thing that I think the school taught me though was people, how to be 

with people, where everyone I speak to – they’re all characters, and I 

think you had to be because there were some nasty things happening at 

our school. 

He highlighted the survival aspect of school again, but in relation to the students, as 

opposed to the teachers. This account really emphasizes the terror of being young 

and experiencing this treatment; it was more than just bullying a few, it was behaviour 

which was so ingrained that everyone was vulnerable to this type of treatment. Jason 

stresses the need to survive in this setting: 

School was a place where you learnt how to survive and how to get on 

You know, I’ve seen – I’ve seen a kid being kicked around the playground 

because he’s got no tear ducts, just to see – try and make him cry, and I 

remember, I wasn’t there at the time, but some kid having to bend over 

or he was going to be beaten up while other kids threw a compass at his 

bum, you know, and you just thought to yourself, ‘I’m making sure that 

don’t happen to me.’ 

James, as already mentioned, struggled at the grammar school but it was not just the 

teachers. The pupils were:  

they were just so far ahead  
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If this wasn’t bad enough, the students did not tend to work together: 

none of that working together doing homework 

This seemed to have made him feel isolated at the school. 

Emma felt that she fitted in well to school; she attended a convent school and felt the 

girls were very similar to her. In fact, those who had been to the private Catholic 

primary school were the ones who did not fit in: 

If I'd gone maybe to a grammar school that had children that had come 

from a private education, first of all, then I might feel a bit not at ease, but 

because we all came from a very similar background - if anything, if you 

came from a private school - I think there were two girls at school, or 

maybe three, that had been to Heir Park in Romford.  It was, like, 'Heir 

Park?  What's Heir Park?'  They were really seen as the - not the out 

class but the odd ones out, not us with our social backgrounds. 

Paula felt that she fitted in with most of the girls at the grammar school; generally they 

were clever girls from ordinary families. There were those, however, who had money. 

A lot of (indistinct) doing with the ones with – ones with money.  Even 

then it was, ‘Oh, I’ve got this’ and ‘We’ve got that’ and, you know 

(indistinct) Southend High, a lot of them came from Thorpe Bay. 

Paula emphasized here that there were those students with money, they tended to 

live in the more affluent part of Southend and were materialistic, often showing and 

talking about what they had. 
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8.6. Parental Attitudes to Schooling. 

The participants considered their parents’ attitudes to education and schooling. The 

parents were supportive of their children’s education. This took a variety of forms, 

whether it was helping with homework, encouraging homework, employing tutors. 

Parental attitudes were often paradoxical, wanting to be both helpful and encouraging 

without being seen as ‘pushy’. This phrase emerged in a number of interviews and 

there was a fear of appearing this way: 

Yeah, they weren't pushy parents at all, my mum and dad. Emma said 

Just to basically - to be happy, to be able to achieve, to get an education.  

I never went out during the week though when I was at secondary school.  

So that was a no go really.  You just don't go out.  Monday to Friday you're 

at school.  You go out Friday night but you don't - I had some friends who 

used to go out to mates' and things, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, 

Thursday, etcetera.  I would never, I never did any of that at all.   

Paula said her parents were  

they’ve never been pushy. 

There seems to be a cultural capital aspect to this idea that where middle-class parents 

were highly involved in their children’s education, working-class parents were not keen 

to appear ‘pushy’, this shows an element which has been seen in earlier academic 

accounts where teachers did not recognise that their view of ‘good parenting’ was not 

necessarily the same; working-class values did not necessarily mirror middle-class 

ones. Paula, though, felt that her parents were always supportive:  
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Luckily – ‘As long as you’re happy and doing what you want to do.’  But 

it was just, I think, ‘If you want to make something of your life it’s better 

if you’ve got a decent education behind you.’ 

Paula’s parents really believed in the importance of a good education; once again they 

did not particularly have something in mind that they wished her to do. They wanted 

her to be happy and doing something she enjoyed. Although her parents supported 

her, Paula felt she did not live up to their expectations. She underlines the fact that 

distractions outside of school and away from home impacted educationally and the 

result was that her grades went down: 

Yeah, and in the end, I probably let them down, but – yeah.  No, I was - 

the first three years, yeah, knuckled down and got on with it and then, 

unfortunately, I found friends and boys and school went downhill.  Not as 

much application there.  ‘Have you got homework?’  ‘Yeah, I’ve done it at 

school.’ 

Emma’s mother was very supportive in primary school, helping with homework and 

writing but once she went to secondary school Emma was left much more to her own 

devices:  

But when I went to senior school, this probably really sounds awful, but 

my mum never helped me with my homework at all.  I was very much just 

- I'd come home and just get on and do it myself, because I didn't find it 

difficult at all.  I never needed to ask anyone for any advice.  I'm sure if I 

needed the extra support that she would have been able to provide that 

for me, but because I didn't need it and because I was quite organised 

and happy to do it, I used to just get on and do it myself. 
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Emma seems in this account to be aware that it may ‘sound awful’ but many of the 

accounts show parents having to take a step back from helping at home when the 

participants were in secondary school. In Emma’s case she felt she was independent 

enough to get on with it, but there is also the question of subject-specific knowledge 

becoming significant and whether parents lack of specific knowledge of subjects 

meant that they could not be as supportive.  

Jason’s parents helped initially but less so as he got older: 

 They didn’t really – I mean, homework, they might have helped me 

in the first couple of years but, I mean, I didn’t used to do the 

homework.  I used to do it in the playground before the lesson or 

I’d copy someone’s.  I had no real interest.  It’s like French.  

French, I - - - 

 I used to go in to French and because I didn’t have an interest I 

just used to say, ‘Sir, I’ve lost my book’ and he’d say, ‘Well, Jason, 

it’s 25 p to buy a new one’ and I used to say, ‘Sir, I haven’t got the 

money’ and he’d give me a scrap piece of paper and I would write 

down what I needed to write down in that lesson, I’d come out, 

throw it in the bin. 

There was evidence of networking by the mothers. Paula’s mother found out that she 

had actually passed the eleven plus although she had not got a place at Chelmsford 

County High. When she moved to Southend-on Sea she got into one of the local 

grammar schools: 

And I don’t know how she investigated, because we wouldn’t have had 

the internet then.  I think she wrote a letter to the Education Authority 
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saying what happened, ‘because we thought there was no place for her 

and we were going to look at comprehensive schools’, and then they – 

‘No, your daughter’ – they sent back a letter to her, I think, ‘Yeah, your 

daughter passed her 11 plus.  We can investigate further’ but then I think 

my mum – someone she knew worked at Chelmsford. 

In the informants’ accounts mothers often helped with the homework or maybe paid to 

have tutors if they were needed for extra help. Andrew and Mark’s mother organised 

a tutor. Andrew said: 

But my mum, she paid for us to have a maths teacher in the evening and my 

maths teacher at school told me that my mum was wasting her money. 

Mark enlarged on this: 

I think my mum - as I've got older, I understand my mum more as well.  I 

think my mum found it really difficult because she was juggling - she had 

four children under the age of seven.  She was also dealing with a bigger 

baby, i.e., my dad, but also, she was torn between placating a husband 

that was quite volatile and protecting her kids, and so it makes me really 

sad when I think about what my mum went through, to know that.  My 

mum had a nervous breakdown and had to go away and we were farmed 

off to all different aunties.  It was really tough for my mum, and so I think 

my mum every day was just dealing with - I don't think she could look 

beyond, you know, that - 'I want my boys to' - but in actually saying that, 

when we were doing the last two years in school my mum did pay for a 

private maths tutor.  So, my mum was concerned about education. If she 
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could afford it, we would have it.  So, yeah, there was definitely that.  But 

it was tough, I think, really tough for my parents. 

If she could afford it, both Mark and Andrew could have extra tuition; this was very 

reliant therefore on access to economic capital. This was not unusual, James’s and 

Sinead’s parents organized extra tuition after school, both families appear to have 

been financially secure at this time if we take into account the high -status locations 

they were living in. Ryan’s parents encouraged his brothers to tutor him in maths 

outside of school. James’s mother was maybe a little over-zealous in helping with 

homework: 

But she, kind of, helped by reading the books for me, and even the French 

and German – I did French and German and even the literature books for 

those, she would read the translation and just give me a brief synopsis.  

That’s what went on. 

Mothers were not the only ones who played a role in their children’s education at home 

- not always to the benefit of their children. Andrew explained that when his father tried 

to help him with homework the whole experience was tortuous: 

My dad used to help with homework.  It was tortuous.  I used to dread it 

because he would get it really convoluted and he'd go around, and you 

just want to get it over and done with. Yeah, it was just, like, 'Oh, piss off.'  

And he's still like it now.  

 Mark explained that his father saw education as very important and believed that the 

boys should have a good education: 
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So, my dad was very focused on education.  My dad always reads.  My 

dad is of that ilk but emotionally he is a bit childish, as I say.  But, yeah, 

my dad was always concerned about education, that we should have a 

good education.  Whether it actually materialised into anything didn't 

really - - - 

Jason’s father, in fact, fuelled an on -going feud with a female art teacher by helping 

him with some homework. This homework should have been produced over the six 

weeks’ holiday and Jason had not done it. He therefore tried to complete the 

homework in an evening: 

And I did one and it weren’t that great, and I said to my dad, ‘I’ve got no 

idea what to do’ and my dad said, ’Come here.  Well, why don’t you try 

and do something like this, something like’ – before you knew it, he’d 

done a picture. And so, I had two pictures to take in the next day, and I 

remember showing her and she went to me, ‘You didn’t do that.’  I went, 

‘I did.’  She went, ‘You never did that’ and I went, ‘I did’, but she never, 

ever believed that I did it. And to be fair, I didn’t. 

These accounts of father’s involvement are quite unusual, particularly in working-class 

families, where the focus is often the mother.   

8.7. Family Cultural Activities 

The informants’ cultural activities were varied, but mostly they were pursued during 

the holidays. The informants’ holidays took different shapes; those who were younger 

tended to go abroad on holidays, whereas the participants who were older tended to 

go on holiday in the British Isles. 
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Andrew described the holidays that his family went on. These were much more in 

keeping with the idea of a middle-class holiday, involving activities which were 

enriching, for example, trips to museums, and learning new skills such as horse riding: 

Yeah, always.  Yeah, always go - we would always go horse riding, I 

think, just to get rid of me and my brother for a couple of hours of an 

afternoon, but we went to Bronte House, Bronte, whatever their names 

were, go to Tutankhamun, I remember going.  But, yeah, we would 

always go, they were always culturally interested, and as an adult now I 

know that they're not that culturally - they don't know much about it, but 

at least they wanted that for us.  Do you know what I mean?  They wanted 

us to, sort of, go and see things and do things.  So, yeah, on holidays we 

would always - maybe we would go to a glass factory because there was 

nothing else to do.  Yeah, we wouldn't go and sit around and have fish 

and chips and lay around.  We would always be doing stuff.  They would 

climb that big mountain in Wales.  Snowdon.  Mount Snowdon.  You 

know, we always - yeah. 

Andrew’s account of the family holidays shows that the parents wanted to enrich their 

children and provide them with new opportunities and experiences. It is interesting that 

Andrew notes that he sees now that his parents may not have been that culturally 

aware but they wanted their children to be. 

Paula said that, as the owners of a small shop they did not have a holiday regularly, 

maybe trips to Butlin’s, trips to London with the family. She went on holiday abroad 

with a couple of friends once she’d left school: 

Went to Colchester, Loughton for a change. We’d go out for the day. 
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Jason’s mother was Welsh so often holidays would be visiting that side of the family. 

Both Emma’s and James’s families holidayed abroad once or twice a year. 

When the families were not holidaying cultural activities were rarer, certainly family life 

often revolved around parents, particularly fathers, working long hours. James’s family 

were members of the tennis and golf clubs, so activities were often based around 

these or hosting parties for golf club members as his father was the chairman of the 

golf club. 

Jason’s father’s interests were more arts based: 

 See, my dad – he’s come from that background, but he reads a lot and 

he knows a lot, you know.  He’s very much into his music, you know, jazz.  

He grew up with all the beatnik type stuff. You know, at school they used 

to have, like, a jazz club so when he was 15, he was listening to people 

like Chet Baker and, you know, he’s seen – the people that he’s seen, 

like Sun Ra and, you know, all the greats, you know? But he also knows 

a lot about art.  You know, he’s very much – he used to sell paintings.  I 

would say about early ‘70s he was out of work.  I think he’d just lost his 

job and he decided to try and sell some paintings, and he used to sell 

them at Green Park. On the railings, yeah. And the only reason he 

stopped doing that was because they wanted to get a mortgage and buy 

the house, so he went back to his skill again. 

The activities were much more arts-centred, jazz and painting, but the need for an 

income meant that Jason’s father could not pursue his interest in art. Although Jason’s 

father, an ex-grammar school boy himself, seems to have possessed high cultural 
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capital, his lack of economic capital meant that he could not pursue his interest in the 

arts.  

8.8. Reading 

The evidence suggests that parents did encourage children to read and many of them 

read themselves; however the literature was not ‘highbrow’. A number of the mothers 

read when they had free time, such as Georgette Heyer and Catherine Cookson, 

showing an interest in history, as did a father’s reading of Bernard Cornwell. Popular 

novels by authors such as Danielle Steele were also read.  

Emma’s parents’ reading habits were unalike; while her mother liked historical novels, 

her father’s illiteracy, as mentioned previously, was a challenge that he had to actively 

overcome if he wished to make progress at work:  

My dad never really read, to be honest with you.  When my dad left 

school, he was fairly illiterate.  I remember when I was younger, he 

started going to night classes to improve his reading and writing and 

everything.  He's okay now, as time has gone on…… 

I suppose it was the time and the discipline to do it, and then all-you know- 

I don’t really know’ 

James’s mother read a great deal but not educational type of books more of an easy 

read, such as Danielle Steele, ‘rubbish really’.  

James’s dad didn’t read either:  

No there was like a family joke that he would take the same book around 

the world. 
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The female participants seemed more engaged with reading than the male participants 

were. In some cases, there was great animosity to readers, especially amongst the 

men. James described throwing his friends’ books in the pool on holiday:  

when I was about 18 going on a holiday with a couple and my then 

girlfriend and they all brought out their books to read on the holiday and I 

threw them in the pool.……Because I didn’t want them to read; and then 

they all pulled out a second book, 

Paula said she read different types of books: 

Probably start off with the old classic things when I was young.  Started 

off with Enid Blyton and the Famous Five and – but then I think at school 

we did To Kill A Mockingbird. 

We did Shakespeare at school as well.  I’m quite an eclectic reader.  It 

depends.  A lot of my factual is science and geology and earth movement 

but I do like psychological thrillers and things like that. 

Emma also said she did not read books really growing up although she read the Sweet 

Valley High (Pascal, 1983) books. She felt that her own academic progress, 

particularly writing, was hindered by the fact that she did not read and as a result she 

really encouraged her twin boys to read: 

Big books.  They just absorb books.  I was never like that as a child.  I 

would read a book but I was never really into writing stories and reading, 

I was more maths was my thing at school and science and things like 

that.  So, it wasn't really until I got older that I used to just read - at 

university and that, just read purely for academic purposes.  Never read 



292 

 

for pleasure, and might just read occasionally on holiday, and even now 

I don't really read a lot, to be quite honest with you.  I mean, I bought a 

book, I started reading when I was pregnant with the boys, and I finished 

reading it three years ago, and that's only because I was made redundant 

and I had some time to read a book.  So even now I'm not a big reader. 

Emma has clearly seen the benefits of reading with her own children, who are currently 

in primary school:  

And I can see that now with my children.  If you look on paper, my boys 

– 20 August born babies (indistinct) they're probably in the top four in their 

class, though on paper they shouldn't be where they are but their writing 

is just amazing.  I mean, it's due to their writing and their reading.  So I 

do really believe and belong to that camp that it is really important, and I 

think my writing has only got better now through reading. 

Andrew was not overly interested in reading but he said of his brother Mark: 

Yeah, a bit more studious, a bit more - and, I mean, he reads all the time 

now, and I can't be arsed to read.  I read if I go on holiday.  But he's 

always been that person that reads and, you know - maybe he does like 

the idea of being more intelligent than other people in a way, do you know 

what I mean? 

With my job, if I'm going to do something, I want to be good at it, so I put 

myself on a course to make sure.  So, I have that but I don't particularly 

want to be reading James Joyce or whatever. 
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Andrew’s response to Mark’s reading was quite amusing he saw it as a way for Mark 

to see himself as better than other people. Reading books was seen by Andrew as 

almost a waste of time, when he could be doing something else. I can’t be arsed. 

Mark thought about his own reading as a teenager; he continued to read into 

adulthood:  

What was I reading?  I don't know.  I don't know what age - well, actually, 

there was a whole ...(indistinct)... I was obsessed by.  It was pathetic.  I 

still read them now.  I still love them.  James Herriot.  I still love the stories 

of James Herriot.  So, I was reading stuff like that, and then I think as you 

get older you become a little bit more pretentious.  What was I reading?  

It was Brave New World, stuff like that. 

As he became older, he was introduced to different literature through school and he 

and his friend Rachel discussed literature as they pursued their access course. The 

sense of enthusiasm and discovery of new literature and ideas is palpable in Mark’s 

reminiscences and it supports the idea that meeting Rachel and going to college 

changed Mark’s life in so many ways:  

Maybe slightly older.  I think we had to read Animal Farm for English and 

again I read that book occasionally.  It is a brilliant book and that is 

something that allowed you to see the world in different ways.  You know, 

it completely - really did change the way that - and a study in sociology 

as well.  Rachel always said, 'I think it should be compulsory that people 

studied sociology', and I think it probably should. 
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Reading seemed to be associated with holidays in a number of the stories, people 

went on holiday and brought a book with them. It suggests that reading was seen as 

a leisure activity, a privilege.  

If reading is of considerable significance in educational outcomes, th en looking at 

family attitudes towards it is important, in this case reading was something that had 

mixed attitudes from the family. James’s relationship to books was almost non-

existent:   

no, I never really got into the reading side of it 

This attitude was not that unusual, both Jason and Ryan talked about those who read; 

Andrew already acknowledged that he read on holiday or for work and looked rather 

suspiciously at Mark’s reading habits, suggesting that maybe he wanted to appear 

intelligent, implying that reading may help this. 

Ryan spoke of another pupil in his class and the resentment he felt towards him: 

Robert Turner would read because he could read as well as an 

adult….he was physically very small well we all were .. but he was even 

small for us but he seemed to have a reading age of about 15 when he 

was about 6 and made everybody hate him… well I certainly did… 

smashed Robert Turner up every playtime some sort of what was that 

about.  

Jason too also found that those who read experienced negative reactions at school: 

Oh, he was – well, the thing was we didn’t really used to read.  No- one 

used to read, but wherever you would see him in school he’d always be 



295 

 

reading.  So, he was known as Bookworm. And we thought he was a bit 

odd. Because no one really read books.  We didn’t really read books. 

There seemed in the accounts to have been an issue with the male participants and 

other boys who read books were looked upon rather questionably. This, however, was 

not reflected in their homes where many of the fathers were actually readers. Reading 

was seen as the participants became older as a holiday activity, almost suggesting 

that having the time to read was a luxury.  

8.9. Free time 

The participants also discussed how they spent their free time outside of the family 

unit. This was related to friendships and the cultural activities the teenagers engaged 

with. What was particularly noticeable was that the teenagers did not have organized 

free time in the way that Lareau (2011) noticed with middle-class children.  

When interviewing the male participants, sports activities were often important in 

forming friendships. Jason loved football and much of his time at school and outside, 

much of his time was spent in the park playing football with friends:  

I always played a lot of football, from a very young age.  I’d run out from 

my mum and dad’s, have dinner, and out for the day playing football.  And 

then it was – when I was a bit older, you’d be up – I always remember we 

– up to about 16, and then we discovered girls. 

James felt that many of his own difficulties when he was young related to the fact that 

due to ill-health he could not always join in with sports, especially football; he felt that 

this meant that he struggled to fit in with other boys. Andrew very much spoke of the 

use of humour in getting along at school and also playing football to fit in. 
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Fashion and music also played a large part in the informants’ lives; shopping for 

clothes and wearing fashion required effort on the part of the young people at the start 

of the eighties. The 1960s were influential and Jason spent much of his time buying 

music from the 1960s and going to charity shops and jumble sales, buying mod 

clothes, such as pork pie hats and Crombies. 

Andrew said: 

 Music, yeah, fashion.  Culturally, yeah, I was going to see - I would go 

and see what everyone else was going to see and we all thought it was 

really exclusive, but everyone had gone to see it really.  Whatever was 

on I'd go and watch, or I would go - I wouldn't really go to the theatre but 

I'd probably go and see - I don't know. 

So, I read all the fashion magazines, and not so much art, more fashion 

really.  I always spent a fortune on clothes.  I used to spend, like, a week's 

wages on a shirt and whatever. 

Andrew’s interests were more than just an interest; it was often a way out of a 

mundane existence. When he talked of Steve Strange he said: 

Yeah.  I think it was more his look.  I think, obviously, that whole new 

romantic scene was, sort of, sexually ambivalent and obviously, being 

gay and not really knowing it or understanding it, you're, sort of, drawn to 

that sort of - and also, I think the same with Debbie Harry, do you know 

what I mean?  They gave you a way out of a mundane existence.  Do you 

know what I mean?  You would look at them or listen to them and it would 

transport you to something you hoped you could be … 
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Andrew and Mark have both identified the lack of male role models for young gay men, 

the importance of pop stars in creating an alternative reality to the fairly mundane 

existence of living in Essex, particularly the suburbs, is emphasised here. Paula also 

liked the New Romantics and regularly watched Depeche Mode, a local band from 

Basildon, at least once a month at venues such as the Pink Toothbrush. She, too, 

used to love to buy clothes: 

….in Southend then but we had, like, more independent shops and not 

so many brand - like, big stores. 

Shopping for jeans in stores like Mr America, an independent store: 

Yeah, because that makes a difference for clothes and records and stuff. 

The informants’ behaviours and free time were varied; however, there certainly 

seemed to be a noticeable difference between those who were teenagers at the 

beginning of the decade as opposed to those at the end, when considering music and 

fashion. Those who were born earlier were much more absorbed with fashion and 

music and it seemed to occupy more of their time; it was much more of an occupation, 

than for those who were teenagers at the end of the decade. This may be to do with 

the changing nature of consumerism and the rise of the chain stores, but by the end 

of the decade the younger participants interviewed did not seem as engaged in fashion 

and music; it certainly did not require the time-consuming effort that those at the start 

of the decade had to invest in it. There seemed to be greater commercialism. 

Emma said that she could not remember the sort of bands she listened to: 
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I can't even think who was in the - when I was really young, I suppose it 

was Wham and Duran Duran.  I was never really massively into Take 

That and I wasn't a big - the Scottish group.  Marti Pellow. 

Yeah, so I liked pop music and things, and films.  Yeah, we used to go to 

the pictures all the time, but again just, sort of, films like Dirty Dancing 

and Footloose. 

James’s attitude to music reflected Emma’s; there wasn’t really a full engagement in 

it, in the way that the older participants were engaged, it was background to their 

experiences: 

But I wasn’t overly – I did play music at home and I listened to the charts 

every Sunday and did all of that stuff.  I wouldn’t say I was overly 

absorbed in it.  Like, my cousin used to write music and was into his 

music.  I just used to really take it or leave it.  I was interested in it but not 

overly. To be honest, with music, my Dad – my Mum and Dad were very 

social.  They had lots of parties and there was always music. 

Parties were another aspect of free time that the teenagers engaged with, those 

associated with the grammar schools often went to parties in the wealthier location of 

Thorpe Bay; Paula said: 

Yeah, I think being a seaside town, in the summer there were a whole lot 

of beach parties.  We used to have loads of beach parties in the summer 

because - the Thorpe Bay crowd. 

At the end of the decade James said the same thing; he had become more interested 

in alcohol at this stage and didn’t really have many other interests: 
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Only drinking really. Yeah, I still stuck with the golf and the tennis, but I’d 

say 13, 14- a different circle of friends that didn’t go to my school, that 

played tennis. 

They had jet skis and motorbikes and things like that. And then their 

parents might be away and weekend parties stared occurring and a 

couple of them had extremely big houses and they had the run of the 

house for the weekend and that. 

Alcohol was a real issue for some of the participants; both Ryan and James attend 

Alcoholics Anonymous. Sinead had to leave London because the city lifestyle was 

taking its toll. Paula felt she failed her mocks because of the party lifestyle.  

8.10. Conclusion 

This chapter has considered education in the lives of the participants. It considered 

the role of schooling and family in the acquisition of knowledge, reading and cultural 

capital.  

School was important to the families, and particularly when the participants were 

young, parents helped with homework. As the participants became older the parents 

often paid for private tuition or as in Ryan’s case, he had assistance from older siblings. 

The families in general saw education as an opportunity for their children to have 

greater choice in their lives. Parents also allowed their children to have quite a lot of 

choice in their education and what they went on to do after they finished their exams. 

The families’ cultural capital was varied; certainly some of the families showed that 

they accessed higher cultural capital. There certainly was an interest from all the 

participants later in their life in art, theatre and culture.   
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Attitudes towards reading were varied and with regard to going to university at 18 there 

was no real correlation with reading and academic success. The two boys who read 

the least both left school at 16. Both Emma and James said they did not read greatly 

although Emma seems to have read more than James; both undertook their ‘A’ levels 

although Emma was more successful in completing the course. 

There seemed to have been a marked difference in the experience of boys and girls 

at school and this was particularly noticeable with the older male participants where 

they shared, within their accounts, incidents of both verbal and physical violence they 

faced, whether from students or teachers.  The fear was discussed, and fitting in 

seemed to be something that was important. The way in which students seem to have 

been treated and spoken to was significant. The importance of teachers in building 

relationships with the students seems to have been the most important aspect of most 

of the students’ school experience, but predominately was more important when 

analysing the male participants’ accounts. 

Grammar schools were an interesting phenomenon that occurred in the informants’ 

accounts. Having passed the Eleven plus did not necessarily mean that social mobility 

occurred in families. None of the parents, who benefitted from a grammar school 

education, either went to university or moved class, for example, Trish’s parents, 

James’s parents and Jason’s father. Trish went to grammar school but only undertook 

her A’ levels and became a white-collar worker. James attended the Sixth Form but 

did not even sit all his A’ levels. Ryan’s brothers all passed th e Eleven Plus and 

attended University or an equivalent, to undertake a university course, but this was the 

only family where there was evidence of a grammar school education leading to 

university and a degree.  
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Chapter Nine: Master of Our Destiny: 

Choice, Identity and Politics.  

9.1. Introduction. 

This chapter will consider the key issue of identity in relation to growing up in Essex. 

Having previously established the cultural idea of what it means to be from Essex, this 

chapter will explore to what extent the participants accepted that stereotype, and 

whether they viewed themselves in the same light as the media representations. This 

chapter will consider attitudes to work, the entrepreneurial spirit which was seen as 

prevalent in the county, and materialism. It will begin by firstly considering choice at 

sixteen and eighteen and whether the participants left school or went on to further and 

higher education. This section will also consider how the participants made decisions; 

what factors influenced the choices they made. 

This chapter will also examine political attitudes. Known as ‘Maggie’s Rottweiler’ 

(Heffer, 1990), ‘Essex man’ was seen as the group who supported Margaret Thatcher 

and helped keep her in power in the 1980s. This chapter will contemplate th e extent 

to which the informants’ parents supported the Conservative party in the 1980s and 

their own particular attitude to party politics. It will also consider to what extent the 

participants, or ‘Thatcher’s children’ as they are often called, believed in the values of 

Thatcherite conservatism, at the time or later. 
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9.2. Leaving school or staying on? Choices at sixteen. 

The literature review examined the idea of choice and why people make the decisions 

that they do. Boudon (1974) believed that there were both primary and secondary 

factors with regard to the choices that were being made.  Boudon (1974) argued that 

children would be encouraged to work or follow vocational paths, not because they 

are unappreciative of education, but the risks may leave them isolated from friends 

and families; this risk could be greater.   

 Reay et al. (2005) argues, however, that decision-making is more about family 

histories, and that family experiences inform the decisions which are being made. 

There is also a suggestion in the participants’ accounts that children are much more 

autonomous in the decision-making that one would expect.  

 We see the differences between parents and children in these accounts; it is apparent 

that members of the same family portray different attitudes towards choice. The main 

descriptions of the parents’ attitudes were that they wanted their children to have 

choice. 

The parents believed that educational qualifications could certainly be linked with this 

choice and better opportunities. It became noticeable that generally parents were 

supportive of choice and opportunity and risk-taking, in the sense of encouraging 

students to go to university; their children often took the potentially less risky option of 

getting a job. 

There was also a sense, maybe, of realistic expectations. In three accounts when the 

children appeared to become misdirected, the key concern was getting a job. Jason 

claimed his parents just wanted him not to end up in prison and James felt that his 
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parents had become unhappy with his lifestyle, late nights and gambling when he left 

school and, as a result, insisted he got a job. Andrew’s mum said to him ‘well you’ll 

have to do something’. Work was seen as something which could bring structure to 

individual lives, and parents were more concerned about their children doing nothing. 

The participants, however, were often more concerned about the practical, so they 

often made decisions based on economic necessities, and a belief that they needed 

to earn money to support their lifestyle. Paula selected business and secretarial 

courses in the sixth form because she felt it would be better to get a job. Sinead went 

to a less prestigious university because the business studies course seems to offer 

greater work opportunities than doing a Classics degree, which she had initially hoped 

to do. Ryan undertook a course at Plato College, in Oxford, which could enable him to 

do a social work course. Andrew became a hairdresser because he did not have the 

confidence to go to college and he needed to work. Jason felt that he had no choice 

other than working and tried to get on a Youth Training Scheme. The participants at a 

very young age were self-reliant. There was no expectation from any of them in their 

accounts that parents would or even could support them if they were faced with 

financial difficulties.   

Emma argued that her parents allowed her to make her own decisions, because she 

made sensible choices; she felt that if she had made decisions which were unwise, 

they would have stepped in. Emma stayed at school until the sixth form because she 

wanted to be a money broker, but she also wanted to experience university life so she 

took the graduate route into this career, rather than leaving school at sixteen and 

getting a job.  
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When we look at guidance towards making choices four of the participants felt that 

they were not greatly helped in relation to making choices. Paula was guided into 

secretarial exams rather than A’ levels to go to university, Jason said they were given 

no advice except not to show up to the sixth form, because the teacher felt they should 

experience life and go to college. Emma felt that her school did not give her the 

appropriate guidance for the career she wanted; she should have been told to apply 

to one of the more suitable universities such as Imperial College or LSE. Andrew said 

of not going to college: 

No, I didn't.  It came quite - I've, sort of, regretted it but it came as I 

realised virtually that I didn't want to go to college, and I thought, 'Well, 

what am I going to do?'  I was never that confident, do you know what I 

mean?  If I'm honest, I probably would have liked to have gone to college 

and studied fashion or something like that, but I was never that confident 

and, in a way, it was never instilled by my parents.  I probably would have 

liked to have done drama really, but in my mind people like me didn't go 

to drama, to college.  You know what I mean?  We went out and got a 

job.  That was very much instilled from my mum's side, that, you know, 

'Well, you need to go and get a trade.  You need to be able to do 

something.'  I'm quite - 'easily led' is the wrong word, but probably a bit 

more of a pleaser than my brother.  Do you know what I mean? 

Yeah.  There was absolutely none of that.  I never - I can't ever remember.  

I think it was an exercise of getting me through school and that was it, 

and then you were - 'Now what?'  'Well, you've finished school now.'  I 

don't ever remember any form of encouragement.  'Well, actually you're 
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quite good at this.  Have you ever thought about' - no, nothing.  It was 

just, you know, get through the day and that was it. 

Andrew felt that there was not enough support or encouragement to continue his 

education; it was essential that he worked if he did not go to college, but there was no 

guidance to consider what he was good at and what courses he could have done. It 

was about the process of getting him through school as opposed to the outcomes that 

may have benefitted him for his future.  

When asked about the role his parents had in decision-making and choice when 

leaving school, Jason said: 

My parents wanted me to stay out of prison!!! There was never any talk 

of staying on. I wanted to get a job and they supported that decision. I 

don’t think they ever thought I should stay on. 

At this point, Jason’s parents hoped for the best. Getting a job was the best option for 

him: 

 I think – I come from an area where at 16 you leave school and you get 

a job. It wasn’t, ‘Go to college’ or anything like that.  I didn’t even know 

about going to London or anything.  You know, it was – I don’t think I ever 

went the careers office at school either.  It wasn’t – it wasn’t something 

that you were made to do. 

Jason’s account is very reflective of the ideas which Ball (2000) explores in  his paper 

and the need to venture locally is understandable. He was limited with his options at 

sixteen and he wonders himself why he did not go to London to get a job; it shows 

here that the office work options at this point were not necessarily thought about. His 



306 

 

account clearly shows the need for guidance because although his father was a 

Londoner his work was skilled and was factory-based and therefore possibly there 

were limitations as to the family’s understanding of the careers that may have been 

open to Jason. Jason’s younger brother and sister however had different trajectories; 

both worked away from the locality; his brother went to university and became an actor, 

his sister worked in the city. So, it suggests that the family were not limited in their 

vision but that Jason stood out as the child who found school a challenging 

environment.  

9.3. Sixth Form 

Five of the participants stayed on into the Sixth Form. The teenagers seemed to have 

been given a choice by their parents as to what they would study. As already 

discussed, James went to the grammar school: 

I was really a bit unfair to my parents because they tried to help me catch 

up and paid; I had to do something, so I ended up going to Westcliff for 

two years and I should have stayed at Shoebury.  

Because the divide was just too massive, from Shoebury to there it was 

just a massive gulf of difference.  They had all been taught more O-level 

standard and we had been taught GCSE, the basics.  So they were, sort 

of, a year ahead of me.  So, I was playing catch-up really.  So, I suppose 

there was a – not a fear, I don’t what the right word would have been 

then, but I just waffled - - - 

The choice to go to the grammar school sixth form came from his parents: 
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I suppose there was an influence from my parents. It was nearer, it was 

easier to get to, and they presumed probably that the education was 

better. 

It probably was in a different setting.  It wasn’t the best decision for me.  I 

would have got – I would have got results and I probably would have done 

well if I had stayed at Shoebury. 

Yeah, but I, sort of, left that thinking that I would get a better education, it 

would be more local, etcetera, and stuff, but it just – it wasn’t for me.  You 

got told off for stupid things, like wearing coats in corridors and all that. 

With her examinations passed, Paula stayed on in the Sixth Form. Although there was 

no real careers advice, she did a Pitman typing course. Secretarial courses were not 

undertaken at GCE level, as they were seen as not academic enough for a grammar 

school, but there were opportunities in the Sixth Form to complete secretarial courses:  

I did – because Southend High did not see secretarial skills as ‘O’ 

level. 

When asked about the types of courses undertaken in the Sixth Form and the 

opportunities that she had, Paula said: 

Secretarial, business admin, PA, yeah, and you can already see that 

where technology is going that typing is going to be useful.  Economics, 

I did that because I fancied the teacher. 

Yeah, and didn’t want to do - and I just thought economics would be good 

with business anyway.  So, I did – I didn’t quite make it to my full two 

years though.  I managed to get a job just before leaving. 
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Paula studied for qualifications, which would give her opportunities to work in the city:  

Yeah, because I know - my friend trained be a doctor, I’ve one friend 

trained to be a vet.  I just think I was too much of a capitalist maybe and 

wanting to earn money and go to London on the train and be a big city 

girl. 

Paula considered that the lure of the City and wanting some more money certainly 

appealed to her, although she had had enough of studying. Paula considered the 

possibility that certain types of girls went to university at this age:  

Someone from my background- because I still would work-although my 

dad had a business, I was still working-class background and I would say 

it would only be the top 5% that looked at uni. 

Economic factors were key in Paula’s decision to get a job rather than go to university. 

Her choice to go to university would have impacted on her parents and there seems 

not to have been a great deal of knowledge imparted to her with regard to life in 

university: 

Whereas we knew there were holidays, that was a big thing. We knew 

there were discos and nightclubs. And if you had money- that was the 

thing. To do these things, I mean, my parents couldn’t afford it, I needed 

money so it was more-very capitalist of me-go and get a job now rather 

than later. 

Choices were based around ‘living in the moment’. Paula argued that she didn’t have 

‘aspirations as such’ and ultimately ‘it was just about earning-a means to an end’. 

Paula’s narrative explores themes such as human agency and choice. She certainly 
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was aware of what she needed to do to succeed and although she was given 

opportunities, life did not necessarily allow her to make the most of them. Money 

certainly was an issue in choice and the contextual situation was that her school did 

not necessarily promote the idea of university to students like her:   

At 16, no, I did choose. Yeah.  I mean, my parents did discuss it but it 

was still my choice. And I think I said to them, ‘I wan t to do the secretarial 

because I’ve had enough of the other subjects.’ 

And you say that boys and fashion and music being on the horizon, I think 

- I thought the secretarial – I think the other thing was that – a big thing 

then – secretarial is always a good thing to have in your back locker as 

well, sort of thing. And do this, you can always do something else 

afterwards. But this will give you a good, sort of – if there’s nothing else 

you can do, you can always type. 

Paula acknowledged that at this stage young women were still expected to be typists 

and that schooling was still gender specific: 

Even then - I would say it was changing.  It was gradually changing, but 

even then - - - 

No, because I think – oh, I mean, yeah, you did study science at an all-

girls school, but I expect there wasn’t many boys who did typing and 

shorthand or anything like that. 

Paula alludes to the fact that certain female students were being pushed towards work, 

the inference being they were those of a working-class background: 
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Yeah.  Yeah.  You see, some of the girls did that.  I think they did nursery 

skills, but I don’t think they did that at Southend High.  I think they had to 

leave to do that. It was still then – I would say yes, because I don’t know 

– I don’t think the funding was as good then. 

Those who went to university had greater economic capital and appeared to be more 

directed this way: 

And I think it was still – the girls that went, that did go to uni, had money. 

They did have money. 

It appears from Paula’s account that she was actually being directed into her making 

a particular choice. There were certain types of students being encouraged to go to 

university, girls from families with money. Narrative accounts by Plummer (2000) and 

Reay (2013) show that often clever working-class children were encouraged to lower 

their expectations after school and going on to higher education, such as Reay (2013) 

being encouraged to be a primary school teacher. This was certainly the case with 

Paula’s story where there was no mention of university and she took up, partly through 

choice, typing and business courses so she could get a job in the city. She certainly 

believed that there were certain types of girls who were selected and encouraged to 

go to university:  

Because I suppose that (indistinct) you get swept along with what 

everyone else was doing.  One of the girls at my school is a writer now. I 

chose, yeah, because I don’t think I could have done any more at that 

time in my life.  Although I regret it now and I should have done it, I didn’t 

think I could take any more studying. 
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Throughout the narratives the participants talked about grammar school education and 

although in these accounts only one of the participants passed the eleven plus and 

went to grammar school, many of the participants had siblings, parents or 

grandparents who were grammar school educated and the impact of that on social 

mobility, in the sense of moving into another class, appears to have been fairly limited. 

It does raise the question as to the impact of grammar school education on working- 

class children, as a tool for movement up the class ladder. If we consider that James’s 

parents, Jason’s father and Paula’s mother all were grammar school educated, and 

there certainly was no evidence of social mobility, as in becoming middle-class in 

these accounts; they may have had greater working opportunities because of their 

grammar school education. The suggestion in these narratives is that a grammar 

school did not always mean that its students were going to benefit from a university 

education. This challenges another modern fable regarding the fact that grammar 

schools automatically provide opportunities for social mobility to working-class 

students.   

9.4. Choices at Eighteen  

Some of the participants who had stayed on at school until they were eighteen also 

had to make choices. These choices were two-fold - whether they should go to 

university or work; Emma was the only informant who followed the traditional path to 

university, completing her ‘A’ levels and going on to higher education at eighteen. As 

we saw in her learning life trajectory, she felt that her rather sheltered upbringing made 

her cautious about the university she selected. 

At eighteen those who did not go to university got jobs even if it took longer than 

expected. Mark said he was on the dole for a few years, doing some DJing on the side 
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until he took an access course to go to university. Sinead did a typing course and 

worked as the office manager for a building company in the city. James enjoyed a stint 

of gambling, hoping to become a professional gambler, until his parents decided he 

needed a job and he became a money broker. Paula got a job in the city doing a variety 

of office and temping jobs. Ryan worked for a friend’s landscaping company. The 

participants all needed to earn a living and did not wish to be reliant on parents.  

9.5. Identity. 

Once the participants left school, we see a greater awareness of their identities; the 

Essex identity became more apparent in university and work settings and when the 

participants moved away from the Essex environment. The Essex identity, in both 

male and female forms, is one which has dominated British media for the last twenty 

years. If we are to recap on what has been discussed previously, the emergence of 

the Essex Girl began in the 1980s. Paired with the emergence of the idea of estuary 

English as a form of language and accent, there developed a strong Essex identity, 

which was further strengthened by shows such as Just Good Friends (1983) and Birds 

of a Feather (1989). The economically wealthy but culturally and academically poor 

was a depiction of this group of people. Harry Enfield’s ’loadsamoney’ and the 

emergence, as Billy Bragg describes, of the ‘folk demon’ of the Essex Man all went on 

to add to this. This has further developed into the new century with the emergence of 

shows such as The Only Way is Essex  and the dominance of high- profile celebrities 

Alan Davies, Russell Brand and Olly Murs to name but a few.  

The notion of an Essex identity does emerge in the data collected from the participants. 

The ‘Essex Man’ or ‘Essex Girl’ are acknowledged by the participants as stereotypes 

that did and do exist, but the participants acknowledged that even the location of Essex 
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was often not known to people outside of the area and was considered to be part of 

the sprawling mass of London before the 1980s. The participants felt that it was only 

during the 1980s that the Essex identity developed and that it has now morphed into 

something else altogether with the brash materialism of shows like the The Only Way 

is Essex. The participants’ understanding of being from Essex was often rather 

complex; they denied the Essex identity in themselves but acknowledged it existed. 

The informants’ accounts suggest, however, that at times it suited them to make use 

of the identity.  

The women acknowledged the Essex girl stereotype. Paula said: 

Yeah, because even then in the ‘80s we hated it because it was – and 

you double-checked yourself before you went out. White shoes and black 

tights was a big one, or the other way around, black tights and white 

shoes.  That was a big one.  But, yeah, there was – we didn’t feel like we 

had an identity but it’s just what’s in – and unfortunately, it’s like most 

things, isn’t it?  The negative will stand out more than the - - -I would say 

it’s changed.  As I said, like, in the ‘80s and ‘90s or whatever it was, there 

was that, sort of, imagination of the white stilettos and the dancing around 

handbags sketch. 

The participants acknowledged that the Essex identity had not already existed and 

started to develop as they were in their teens. Emma said: 

I think probably when I got to maybe 16, something like that, there was a 

whole Essex Girl thing then.  Maybe earlier than that, 14.  I think Essex 

started to get a reputation as being a particular area of the country.  You 

had Basildon man and all of those types of things.  So probably from 
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around about 14 to 16 I was probably conscious of that, that Essex was 

labelled with its own identity.  It's like 'Essex Man does good'. 

Emma’s understanding of the Essex identity reflected the idea of individuals through 

their own hard- work, making a difference in their lives, ‘made good’ suggests both 

self- made and material prosperity. Emma draws attention to the fact that this identity 

was a new one, a social construct in many ways associated with the press. James 

also acknowledged that the knowledge of Essex as a location had changed. 

James said: 

I think – when I was a kid I don’t think if I went on holiday and someone 

said, ‘Where are you from?’ and you said, ‘Southend-on-Sea’ there was, 

like, any - - -Anything now – anything really said, but now if you say you’re 

from Essex, people do, kind of, go, ‘Oh, that’s Well jel’ or ‘That’s …which 

is from that programme. 

Sinead also acknowledged that people did not refer to Essex geographically: 

 I don't – I don't know that there was at the time.  I think that, sort of, 

evolved as – I suppose, in our late teens, that all of a sudden, the whole 

'Essex girl' jokes came out, and that sort of thing, but I wasn't aware of it 

when we were - - When we were younger.  We just happened to live in  

Essex. You know, which was nearly London. 

Sinead also shows how the identity can be played with, although she and her friend 

went on holiday, the fact that they dressed up in high heels to try and get served in a 

local pub re-enforced the stereotype: 
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But it's funny, because Angela came on holiday with us to Derbyshire and 

so, of course, we got ourselves dolled up, so at 17, to try and get served 

in the pub.  We were clip clopping down the road and, of course, we went 

into this –I think – where were we, near Bakewell, because we were going 

down – we looked like a right couple of Bakewell tarts. So, we're tripping 

down the road and then we, sort of, went in and tried to get them to serve 

us Bacardi and Coke, which they did, because obviously it was very 

sophisticated.  And we - we weren't from around there, as they said, and 

probably in the completely wrong accent, but then they said, 'So where 

are you from?'  'Oh, London.' 

'Well, just outside.  Well, it's Essex really.'  Maybe we should have 

stopped at London.  It wouldn't have made any difference. 

So, I don't – I don't think at the time – there wasn't this whole thing that 

there is now about Essex, with the whole – the only way is Essex and the 

whole – that, you know, Essex girls' mentality and - - - 

Ryan also said that he wasn’t aware of the Essex identity in the same way as it now 

exists. He also acknowledged that there was a sense of people living in Essex who 

had achieved, ‘made good’: 

I don't remember there being anything like that at the time.  If anything, it 

was more the people from the east end that had made good, that had 

come out a bit further.  I think the Essex identity – we’ve now got, like 

Towie and even before that, sort of, Essex women. 
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And I think Essex in general is a massively divided county in the sense 

that the south of Essex is where all that came from.  You know, all along 

the, sort of, coast, if you like. Southend, Basildon, Grays, Pitsea, all of 

that. All of the southern part of – it’s totally different.  Once you go north 

of Blackwater, you’re into coastal country - - - 

Ryan felt as well that Essex fell into many different localities, which had its own identity. 

The South Essex being very different from the North, where there is a strong rural  

Identity: 

it’s all, sort of, lovely, gentile and rural and just a completely different 

planet.  Even the towns.  Colchester and Chelmsford are totally different 

from Basildon and Southend. No, in fact – and I think that that south/north 

of the county divide is - and really, it’s probably more than north.  It’s 

probably about two-thirds of the county. It’s kind of quaint, beautiful, rural 

farmland. With picturesque villages and towns. 

Ryan felt that he did not identify with the stereotyping of Essex, even though he came 

from South Essex, where the identity has generated from: 

Sort of (indistinct) country and, you know, that’s completely different to 

the southern, which seems to be this – where all this stuff’s generated 

about the Towie and about the - you know, the Essex girls are slags and, 

you know, all of that.  You know, and I’ve never, ever resonated, even 

though I am from the south - - -I’ve never resonated with that Towie stuff. 

Ryan, unlike the other participants, had a strong northern identity, where most of the 

other informants’ families had strong identities, parents from different countries and 

London, he considered Essex from a northern perspective, feeling that there was a 
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sense of things being ‘a little bit wonky’. By this he meant that there was an element 

of dishonesty in Essex, people would try to make money on the side, illegally: 

 And I think there’s a variation of identities even within a town, and I don’t 

think that’s going to be any different from any other town, but I do think 

there is this, kind of, second-hand car dealership stuff, that kind of – it’s 

all a little bit on the never-never, it’s all a little bit wonky, it’s all a little bit 

no-one needs to know the whole truth. 

He believed that there was an overall acceptance of this by people who lived in the 

area and that when he was in the north, he didn’t feel the sense of mistrust as he did 

for those in Essex: 

And we’re all happy with that, so we’ve all congregated into the south of 

Essex.  That’s really what I feel, because as soon as you go north of the 

country it’s like entering reality for me. I just think these people aren’t 

operating that way.  I don’t have that sense of mistrust, I don’t have that 

sense of ‘ít’s all a bit wonky and it could go any which way’, you know. 

Maybe these thoughts highlight the fact that Ryan saw the north through ‘rose tinted 

spectacles’; there was certainly a sense of mistrust towards the cultural identity of 

Essex:  

And, you know, I don’t get that, but I do get that within the cultural identity 

of the south of Essex, where there’s definitely a sense of – and I’ve never, 

ever – and I think that’s because my family are from the north of England, 

from Manchester.  I’ve never, ever resonated with that because of that 

unspoken acceptance of the little bit way, little bit dodgy, a little bit – never 

got into it. Because I’m not saying I’m perfect or anything like it but, to 
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me, it lacks integrity. And I can’t be in that.  I’m not saying – you know, 

I’ve got lots of weaknesses, lots of areas that I, you know, need loads of 

work on, but that is one area that immediately grates, and I know it’s 

almost like a badge of acceptance.  They will accept you - - - 

This account was very interesting because although he was not born in Essex, Ryan 

had lived in Essex since he was a baby. He really observed Essex as an outsider and 

there was that perception of Essex which was almost stereotypical in man y ways, 

reflecting the ways cockneys or people from Essex are often viewed in situation 

comedies or soap operas. Ryan was unusual, because the other participants did not 

necessarily see being from Essex as a bad thing and clearly acknowledged that some 

of the attributes associated with the county were clearly positive. James said: 

But I don’t think it’s all negative either though.  I think some people, like, 

from up north actually think they want to be down here. It’s made them 

want to be – there’s people that travel to that, what’s it called, Sugar Hut, 

from bloody miles away.  

Emma said: 

Positive in the sense of showing people that have achieved things in 

terms of wealth and ability, but negative as in often you would see people 

being - maybe loutish behaviour. 

There were negative connotations, which balanced the positive aspects. There 

certainly was a sense in the participants’ interviews that they believed being from 

Essex meant that for all its crassness people achieved things, financially and 

materially: 
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Cultural element.  In a way, a bit, 'Yes, you can achieve and you can have 

all of this, but you can't really take the person out of Essex' - 'you can 

take the person out of Essex'- 'You can't take Essex out of the person'. 

The Essex stereotype continues, although now it is not about white stilettoes and 

bleached blond hair but as Mark said when he talked of going to a wedding with friends 

from Essex and he said ‘perma tan and work done’. Essex is very much stereotyped 

once again with a visual identification which in many ways is class-based. Bourdieu 

(1980) suggest that there is body capital but certainly cultural capital requires an 

individual to know how to dress to achieve the capacity to fit in, or how to be seen, 

what it suggests about the individual. Bourdieu (1980) does reflect on the ‘ease’ of the 

middle and upper classes and often the aspects of life, for example education, or that 

one’s looks should be seen as effortless, not having to try too hard. This certainly is 

not the case in Essex where someone who maybe does not appear to make an effort 

in their appearance could be frowned upon. 

Mark said:  

Yeah, and he was - TOWIE has given some sort of kudos to Essex which 

it never had before, which I'm, sort of, pleased about. 

I think that's certainly TOWIE.  The thing with Essex is people that aspire 

to be something more - maybe that's the wrong word, 'aspire' - seem to 

move to London.  So, they get lumped in as a Londoner when really, they 

are just, sort of, Essex.  But, yeah, I don't know, I mean, I don't like Essex. 

He felt his sisters were very Essex, big personalities, cockney, the connotations being 

that the Essex and traditional London accent had intermingled.  
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Mark felt that his accent had been significant even at University. Many of the students 

were from public schools and he was conscious of the fact that people listened to how 

he spoke and there were still ‘class-driven’ assumptions. He was awarded at the end 

of the course the: 

jokey award ‘cheeky, chappy, cockney’ 

The Essex accent seemed also to be very clearly associated with class. Being from 

Essex seemed to identify you as being from the working class and this certainly caused 

problems in certain careers and it also influenced the way in which you are perceived. 

Mark who is a curator at a museum said: 

I am very aware I have an Essex accent but, in the profession, I work in I 

find it very difficult I don’t question my intelligence, I don’t question my 

skills, my ability but I’m aware of my accent it would probably the one 

thing that would make me leave the service. 

I consciously tried to get rid of it as I get older, I don’t feel the need to 

justify myself…. I’m not bothered by being from Essex. 

Emma also acknowledged that in the City, the areas in which people worked were 

often reflective of your social status. Being from Hornchurch, Essex, had helped her 

get a job; however, it had also meant that she took a certain route. When she was 

being interviewed for a job, she described what happened: 

So, he came from a very similar background as what I came from.  I 

remember going into this room to have an interview with this chap, and 

he didn't look at me.  So, if you were sitting, like, where you are there, he 

sat there staring at all these screens, just asking me these questions.  
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Being a bit rude, sort of, almost.  And I remember him saying to me, 'So 

you come from Hornchurch then?' and I said, 'Yes, that's right.'  He went, 

'Your parents must have some money' and I said, 'No, not really.'  He 

said, 'Well, I come from Rainham?'  So he was wary of the class thing 

then. But he gave me the job, and I think part of the reason he gave me 

the job was because he saw him in me, sort of, coming through the 

system as well. 

She continued by explaining how job allocation in the banking system worked: 

Yes.  Yes.  It just really depended on what you wanted to do and if you 

were wanting to go into maybe mergers and acquisitions, private banking, 

it's very much old school.  If you were more on to the trading side of 

things, particularly fixed income, that was more working-class.  Equities 

was, sort of, a bit more your public-school boy. So, within the whole 

banking system, different areas of banking fitted different people from 

different backgrounds. 

Mark discussed the idea of fitting in, in relation to mainstream Essex culture and how 

this could bring about difficulties as an individual if you were not part of that ‘laddish’ 

Essex culture, the implication being it could be quite threatening. Although Mark 

acknowledged that it was empowering to reject this culture, this was only possible if 

you were already accepted by those who were part of it.  If you already felt like an 

outsider, it was less empowering because you never fitted in anyway:  

Well, it was only the ...(indistinct)... they were the ones that were going to 

beat you up.  What you're talking about is you're stepping aside out of 

that, sort of, mainstream Essex culture.  If you're part of that mainstream 
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culture to begin with, you’re stepping outside is probably quite 

empowering.  But actually, when you feel that you're not - - - 

Mark talked about living in Brighton and how it was different from Southend-on-Sea: 

I think for me it was always, because you're gay as well, it was always a 

place that you could come and I might meet someone here, because 

you're never going to meet anyone in Southend. You know, as a partner, 

which is what I find a bit sad for Andrew, but it was always - I remember 

coming here the first time on my 21st birthday and it was always I could 

meet someone to share my life with.  It never really happened. 

Turned into a belligerent ...(indistinct)... had a massive row with someone 

and got thrown out of the pub.  Could see the whole pub the first night, 

the whole pub, typical loser - the whole pub came out and it was like a 

lynching mob, and they said, 'Go on, fuck off back to Southend'…….. I 

reckon the whole pub came out.   

This ‘incident’ showed several things. The importance of finding a partner and the 

difficulties of meeting someone in Essex is highlighted in this part of Mark’s account. 

He acknowledged that looking for someone to spend his life was often in the back of 

his mind. Mark acknowledged he behaved belligerently in the pub and got thrown out. 

His inability at this age to fit into a pub in Brighton was so obvious that he was sent 

packing back to Southend. It suggests that he did not, at twenty-one, have the ability 

to ‘fit in’ to a gay pub in Brighton, although he was a young gay man, who ventured to 

gay pubs in Essex and East London. What was it about this incident that drew attention 

to the fact he was from Essex or more specifically Southend? 
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Essex identity was not the only identity, which emerged in these stories, the 

participants’ parents, as immigrants to Essex, also had identities from their families 

and the places they came from. The participants recognized their family histories 

which also presented them with alternative identities, Welsh, Irish, Italian, Dutch, as 

well as being from the North of England, and these identities helped inform their beliefs 

and attitudes. There was also a sense of being Londoners, most of the family histories 

were rooted in London, mainly East London and these histories also influenced the 

attitudes and behaviours of the participants. There was a profound sense of pride in 

their heritages, although they may have had little connection with them, visiting Wales 

or Ireland on holiday or staying with relatives in the North. This shows that identities 

were much more complex, than purely being from Essex. If we consider the myth of 

Essex man, or woman, the identity in reality is far more complex, particularly as a 

location to which many people moved from outside.  

9.6. Political Beliefs.  

During the 1980s we have already seen a leading narrative that in Essex there was 

large support for Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party. If we consider the 

embourgeoisement theory (Goldthorpe et al., 1968) in relation to this, the belief that 

an increase in disposable income led to a development in middle-class tastes and, as 

a result, a disassociation with the Labour Party and class politics, this theory seems 

particularly pertinent in relation to the white working class in 1980s Essex. This section 

will explore the beliefs and attitudes of the participants and their families to see to what 

extent the theories relating to political views were true. We have already seen that in 

relation to the idea of middle-class aspirations and social mobility the participants 
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generally did not have a desire to move class. The accounts show that in many cases 

the participants and their parents were not highly politicized. Paula said: 

My mum has never been very politically minded.  Although she’s a sharp, 

intelligent woman, that’s never really affected her, and I’ve never been 

politically – my – I think they’re all as bad as each other. 

The underlying theme here is that politicians make insignificant impact on the lives of 

the individual and that they are ‘all as bad as each other’ and there is a sense of the 

idea of ‘them and us’. There is in this comment the underlying sense of the corruption 

or ineffectualness of politicians, whatever their political ideologies. This supported the 

view that Hayes and Hudson (2001) saw in Basildon in the 1990s. This was not a rare 

perspective and was supported by other accounts; however, there were some figures 

in the informants’ accounts who were not apolitical but were in fact left-wing. These 

tended to be those whose family members were in the Trade Unions and those who, 

through education, became more politically engaged and class-conscious.  

Ryan’s mother had obviously become more politically engaged through her Open 

University degree and Emma’s father was a trade unionist and very anti-Thatcher.  

Reactions to Thatcher were mixed. One of the respondents, James, felt that his family 

benefitted from her policies but said that his parents never voted for her.  

Although Paula said that she believed politicians were all the same, and did not vote, 

she acknowledged that Thatcher’s policies may have allowed her family to buy their 

business because of the severance package her father got from the print. This 

therefore maybe reflects the idea that Thatcher was held responsible for the changes 

in the 1980s, without actually being their author. How responsible was Thatcher for 
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the newspapers’ move from Fleet Street to Docklands and Paula’s father being made 

redundant? 

As reflected in Todd’s (2014) book, women admired Thatcher because of her success 

as a female politician. One of the female participants remembered that at school the 

fact that she was the first woman prime minister was important:  

As a general – people of my age in my social surrounding, it was, yeah, 

it’s like a powerful woman in politics.  ‘Go for it’ sort of thing. 

Ryan said that his mother was not a supporter of Thatcher: 

My mum certainly wasn’t.  Absolutely no chance.  No.  I mean, she went 

on Labour marches as a kid in Manchester.  There’s no way that she 

would have been –and Liberal minded in the sense that, you know, she 

was very open to -I think through her BA Honours Arts she got into a lot 

of thinking that was-quite modern in a sense. It was the ‘70s and early 

‘80s but it was freethinking sort of – I hate to say Germaine Greer sort of 

type stuff. 

Ryan then discussed his father and his different political views: 

Yeah, and my dad was much more traditional, and I think probably – it’s 

hard to – I don’t think he was conservative. But I think he was 

conservative minded. In the sense that he saw things in a much more 

black and white way. Yeah.  I don’t think he was – he was – he was of 

the type that, you know, he would see things in the way that the Tory 

Party did, and often he did, which I never resonated with because I just 

thought it was all about, for me anyway, growing up in the, sort of, early 
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Thatcher years – I always saw it as, sort of, a terrible clumping together 

of – you know, to just tar everyone with the same brush.  So, get rid of 

trade unions but you can’t possibly say that because you just can’t wipe 

them out, they’re not all the same anyway (indistinct) they operate the 

same way but because you’ve had a negative experience, we’re going to 

get rid of them all. 

Anti-Thatcher views were expressed in the accounts, whether from the participants 

themselves or, as seen in Ryan’s case, for example, in relation to parents. Jason felt 

there was a complete disregard for young people such as himself, during the context 

of his teenage years in the early 1980s and, as one of the few accounts of someone 

who left school at sixteen, the high unemployment rates of the 1980s and Conservative 

policy of YTS had a much greater impact on him: 

And so I was on the government scheme for about a year, but, see, the 

thing is I could – I’d struggle to vote for anyone now, because I could 

never vote Tory because of that time….. 

like, Thatcher’s funeral glamour.  Not interested.  I think it was a waste of 

money.  I think – I think she’s cost us enough money.  

 

As already mentioned, Jason’s identity was closely linked to his mother’s family who 

were Welsh coalminers and he talked movingly of the Welsh miners marching back to 

work at the end of the miners’ strike in the 1980s. This all contributed to his animosity 

towards Thatcher, who, he felt, had destroyed many lives:  

And like what I was saying to you, you’re proud of the part that’s not 

English, probably more so, and I remember the Welsh were quite solid 
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on the strike and I’d see them marching back after the strike and they had 

their colours up and they’re marching back, and they’re proud men. 

You know, and I thought, ‘That’s proper’, you know.  ‘She starved you 

and everything and you’ - you know, I was quite proud. 

Emma’s father was a welder and he believed whole-heartedly that Thatcher destroyed 

his industry:  

Oh, my dad hates Margaret Thatcher, even now.  I remember as a small 

child going up to a place in - at the (indistinct) my mum - to pay my dad's 

union subs - there used to be a place up there, trade union.  My dad has 

always been a supporter of Labour.  I would be very surprised if at any 

point in his life he has ever voted for anyone other than Labour.  It's just 

something that I don't really have a conversation with my dad about 

myself.  

Emma’s father, although, as we have learned, had a limited education in his youth, is 

politically one of the more class-conscious figures who emerge in the narrative 

account, he was obviously a union member who paid his subs, his union dues. We 

certainly get a sense of the impact of the public on the private lives of individuals.  

The twins were both highly anti-Thatcher as young gay men the sense of alienation 

from society due in part to the policies of Thatcher such as Clause 28 meant complete 

disengagement with her politically. Andrew had two clear reasons for disliking her, 

firstly Clause 28 and secondly the poll tax: 

But, no.  Yeah, I didn't like her, obviously, especially when she brought in 

the frigging poll tax.  I mean, I never paid the poll tax.  I went to court 
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about it.  But, yeah, I didn't like her.  Again, I was too involved with myself 

and, you know, going out to actually be serious about politics but, you 

know, all I knew was that Spitting Image hated her, so I hated her. 

Andrew stated that he disliked Thatcher without being fully aware of why he disliked 

her; Spitting Image (Atkinson ITV 1984-1996), the satirical television show, played a 

role in formulating his political understanding. He also alludes to the fact that he did 

not want to vote and even if he had wanted to in the 1990s, he was disenfranchised 

because he did not pay the poll tax. Andrew’s account also emphasizes the view of a 

complete disengagement with politics, once again a sense of politicians all being 

corrupt ‘they’re all in it up to their ears’. He shows a lack of belief in democracy. He 

also acknowledged that when he was younger, he did not vote: 

In my life.  That was when I lived in London.  But, no, I wouldn't vote now 

anyway.  I think it's all a crock of shit.  You know, I don't believe in 

democracy.  I think they're all up to their ears in it.  When I was younger 

did I vote?  No.  I think I was too lazy and I think when I probably did vote 

I hadn't paid the poll tax, so I legally weren't allowed. 

So, no, I didn't vote, but I would never had spoken about my - you know, 

I was never political.  Like, 'Oh, she's done this.  She's' - you know, I 

would, sort of, maybe agree with people' but I didn't really know what I 

was going on about. 

There is a clear sense in this section of a clear dislike of Thatcher’s policies and a lack 

of support for her. This seemed to stem from a few things, either highly politicized 

individuals because of their education or trade unionism or there was a sense of her 

policies clearly impacting on individuals’ lives and this making them highly anti-
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Thatcher. There was, however, a sense of the explanations for the participants’ dislike 

of Thatcher often not being politically informed, as Andrew suggests in his interview. 

The participants reflected on their lives and what happened to them and their families 

and perceived many of the problems they faced as being the responsibility of the 

government, while also paradoxically, acknowledging their belief in the impotence and 

corruptness of the government and politicians, and their inability to improve their lives. 

Although there was not necessarily a support for Thatcher in the accounts, there was 

in many ways an underlying conservatism. The participants were not necessarily like 

this, but they made reference to family members or the general population. There were 

suggestions that people in Essex possibly viewed those who were different, 

suspiciously; the participants in the main did not support this view and they were not 

overtly racist; however, they talked of other people’s attitudes. This in many ways links 

to these ideas of fitting in, which have been discussed in the previous chapter. If fitting 

in was so important alternatively, those who did not fit in may not be accepted. Ryan 

said: 

You know, it’s an acceptance of other people’s cultures and ways and, 

you know, ways of operating, whereas I never really feel that here.  I don’t 

know whether it’s East End or not.  I don’t know.  When East Enders do 

come down to Southend there is a massive population, but I think 

Southend probably got the creative, musical people whereas Basildon I 

think got more of the, sort of, like, working class maybe and workers. 

The lack of acceptance of diversity did also take another shape in relation to those 

from other countries. Mark said: 
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Well, my dad is always going on about immigrants.  I said, 'What the fuck 

are you going on about?  You're an immigrant.' 'You're foreign.'  That's 

because my dad is white, you know.  That makes a difference. 

This was not purely a generational thing; Mark also had an issue with his sister’s party 

allegiances: 

This is shocking.  My sister, who is very - the one who is more like me.  You 

know, she's very relaxed.  But she voted BNP.  I said, 'How can you do that?'  I 

mean, two gay brothers and her daughter is gay, my uncle is gay, and who she 

was best mates with, he's dead now - how can you vote for something that's so 

extreme.  But, you know, people don't think. 

Mark in many ways was the most vocal in his expression of anti-conservatism, 

discussing his dislike of Conservative policies and the impact major events such as 

the banking crisis has on families: 

You know, my mate Dan, who is very middle-class, he ...(indistinct)... 

merchant tailors, public school, he was a captain in the army, came out 

of the army and he's got his own business, married with a kid - no-one 

has given him any money.  Obviously, he's got an operating business and 

there's no money.  His relationship with his wife has broken down and 

he's now living outside of that, and it's all that.  You know, if you've not 

got any money in your relationship it's going to make things - it just 

exacerbates a really bad situation, or good situation.  But his marriage 

has broken down, probably because there is no money.  So, it fucks up 

people's lives in so many different ways and I don't understand why 

people still - why the whole country voted Tory. 
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Jason considered the Labour party and considered Blair’s premiership in relation to 

some of the other Labour leaders:  

 Because I – and I always remember Blair coming to – becoming 

leader of the Labour party and thinking, ‘This is good, this could 

give me’- because, you know, with the Tories it was, like, you 

know, nothing was happening for my age group, I think. Anything 

like that.  You know, there weren’t a lot of work.  And Blair – even 

 now I think Blair was good until he got involved in world politics. 

 And even now I think he runs rings around all these other leaders 

and that, because they try and – they try and corner him with this 

weapons of mass destruction and that, and he’s too good for them, 

you know.  He talks his way out of it. And we need a leader like 

that.  Ed Miliband, I mean, he was just sent to show that Gordon 

Brown maybe weren’t quite as bad as we thought. 

This account certainly showed the way in which the Labour Party had lost their appeal 

to the working class but highlights the importance of an electable leader, which seems 

to be a rather pertinent issue in the current political landscape. 

9.7. Economic Capital and Materialism. 

Materialism was an aspect which did occur in the informants’ interviews. The 

acquisition of property was probably the key to many of the families moving to Essex. 

The acquisition of wealth and status was also fairly significant in the participants’ 

stories. The priorities for the participants’ families, were to acquire a property, a decent 

job and a desire for material stability. Although we saw that parents encouraged their 
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children to follow their desires. It was often the children who decided to select financial 

security over a university education. This was the case for Paula, the grammar school 

girl who undertook typing and business courses, Emma managed to get some work in 

offices in London and this enabled her to undertake her university education without 

much debt. Mark, because he was a mature student, had been able to attend university 

on a full grant. Sinead decided to do a Business Studies degree at Southbank 

University because she felt it would give her greater opportunities to get a job later.  

There was a need for material security because there was an awareness of their 

parents’ inability to provide the economic security that they needed to maintain the 

lifestyle that they wished to lead. It also became apparent that the participants became 

more materialistic when they were not in a financially secure position. Andrew said: 

Well, I have tried that, gone to London and gone to a few agencies and 

approached them about doing fashion and stuff like that.  I went and 

spoke to them and I never heard anything.  So, I, sort of, think - not that 

I'm a defeatist, but I, sort of, think, you know, how many times - I've done 

it for a long - you know, I've always gone through - not just fashion, I've 

done some modelling and stuff like that, and I, sort of, think - obviously, 

I'm much older now and I, sort of, think, you know, it's time to, sort of, get 

real in a way, get some oomph, get out of - that's not me.  I don't want 

some amazing job any more, I don't want to rule the world.  I just want a 

fulfilling job and a standard of living.  I mean, luckily, I do have those 

places, I probably won't be poor when I'm old but, I mean, I was even 

considering becoming a train driver yesterday and I even spoke to my 

brother's boyfriend, husband - - - 
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There certainly was a lack of economic capital in the stories. The families were not 

poor, the father in most cases was the main breadwinner and they had jobs, which 

provided a decent income; however, money was certainly an issue, and there does 

not appear to be a cushion through times of hardship. The loss of jobs, however, did 

impact on family lives and we see in several narratives that the loss of work often 

required family members to move and work elsewhere such as Ryan’s and Jason’s 

fathers. It did at times, through redundancy, allow the participants to take up new 

opportunities or start new businesses.  

9.8. Redundancy 

Redundancy emerged as a theme, which occurred through many of the narratives and 

was generally seen as an opportunity to make a change, to begin a new life. James 

started a small unsuccessful online business, Paula’s parents set up the 

haberdashery, Jason used it as an opportunity to go to Chicago. Paula saw her recent 

redundancy as an opportunity to think about getting a new type of work. Redundancy 

enabled the participants and their families to obtain money, which they previously had 

no access to and maybe use it to make opportunities for themselves which previously 

they had no opportunity to do. This aspect of the families’ lives implies that there was 

a lack of accessible capital; people seemed to live within their means but when they 

gained extra capital, they used it to try and improve their lives through business 

opportunities or, in Jason’s case, work experience. Jason had recently been made 

redundant from his managerial position and he has used this opportunity to set up his 

internet business selling vintage goods and antiques. 

Economic capital in some of the stories took the shape of status. Families often 

invested in suitable properties in the right location and this showed some attempt at 
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social mobility but through status symbols. Within the local area certain parts of a town 

were viewed as more prestigious than others and contained greater status 

symbolically. Sinead’s mother certainly showed signs of being aspirational in her move 

from Romford to Upminster, a stone’s throw away, but certainly living in Upminster 

had a certain status. Mark’s and Andrew’s aunt moved to Benfleet. 

Dreams and aspirations of youth were sometimes foregone in the desire to get 

economic security. Andrew’s hopes of being famous and living a glamorous lifestyle 

changed:. 

   Now I just want some cash. (Andrew) 

There could be a price; Ryan selected education over job security and advancement. 

When he was accepted to go to Plato College in Oxford: 

Whatever the financial cost really it’s – it has cost me, and it has, you 

know (indistinct) but I wouldn’t – you know, I wouldn’t have loved the 

money and swapped it because it’s irreplaceable, that time and it’s – you 

know, and it was an opportunity which doesn’t come to everyone either.  

I mean, I suppose it is probably nearly 50 per cent of people go to 

university now but I felt within myself, for me, I wouldn’t have necessarily 

had another opportunity. 

9.9. Entrepreneurialism.  

There certainly was a sense of entrepreneurial activities throughout the informants’ 

stories. There were the obvious stories of small businesses being started, for example, 

Paula’s family started their haberdashery with the hope of making something for 

themselves. James’s father was a skilled electrician who had his own business in 
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London. There is the backdrop to the stories of the city life of the 1980s. There certainly 

was a sense of the city as being the place to go to make money; particularly the young 

women saw it as an opportunity to get a job and make a living. Emma from the age of 

fourteen wanted that lifestyle, she wanted to be a ‘yuppy’ and she worked hard for that 

dream.  

James initially worked in the city and then after problems, which meant he was 

hospitalized, he began his own business importing and selling perfume. He also has 

expanded his business to include other properties and investments. Mark and his 

husband were property developers and had a very good portfolio of properties in 

addition to their other employments. Jason also earned money through buying and 

selling goods at car boot sales, seeing opportunities to make money. Ryan was a 

gardener in addition to other jobs; it had enabled him to add to his income if he needed 

to. Sinead also had a small catering business in addition to her other employment; she 

also rented out her bought council flat, which assisted in paying the mortgage and later 

the rent on the house she was living in at the time. 

Mark discussed the idea of the entrepreneurial spirit, which he could see in Essex and 

acknowledged that it did appear to exist in different forms for various reasons: 

Well, I think there's truth about it as well.  You know, there's this idea - 

but I do think people - that whole barrow boy, you know, people that I 

went to school with probably worked in London and I think people - 

because there isn't much going on. 

You know, I've just come back from Nigeria actually and they are very 

entrepreneurial, and they are aware that if you're going to make 
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something - you have to make it happen.  You know, you can't just think, 

'Well, okay, I'll wait for - - - ' 

Yeah, it's something that you have to get out and you have to go and do 

it, and I think Essex people are quite good at that whereas - you know, I 

certainly have that sort of ….Yeah, and we've got our own company, 

where we do property and we're both directors of it, but it's more Terry's 

company.  But, I mean, we've built that out of absolutely nothing.  No-one 

has, sort of, come along and said, 'Do that.'  You know, we've got a really 

great property portfolio and it makes really good - I mean, Terry has left 

his other job and he's focusing full-time on that.  Not that he's from Essex 

but I like to think I'm the brains behind it all. 

This description of making it happen was an interesting one, that if you want to get on 

you have to do it yourself; this self-reliance seems to be an important strain that Mark 

saw in Essex. There is the combination of the lack of opportunities in Essex because 

there was not much there, but also the need to grasp opportunities when they came 

along because opportunities were often few and far between.  

9.10. Work. 

Work was a very central theme to the interviews that emerged in the data collection. 

This did not relate purely to the work that the participants did but attitudes to work. The 

participants saw working hard as an important quality in people and everyone 

interviewed talked about working hard. It was however related to the fact that in some 

cases working hard had not benefitted them in any way.  

Jason said: 
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Like, they don’t do anything for me and everything - you know, I’ve 

worked hard, I’ve paid into the system, and – and I feel left out.  You 

know, I’ve got to a certain age where all I’ve done is work, I’ve never 

turned down overtime or anything like that, and I’m in the position that I 

am. But, like, you look at the neighbours I’ve got at the moment on one 

side, and they don’t work, I’ve seen him going off, he works cash in hand. 

You know, they’re abusing the system and it’s not right.  So, I feel quite 

hard done by and to get to my age and feel like that, you know, it’s quite 

sad. 

Andrew talked about his brother, who had a successful career, was happily married 

and financially stable and felt resentment of this: 

Yeah, he's done an MA.  He's worked hard for all those things.  But I can 

also see the wolf has never been at the door for my brother.  He's always 

either been on the dole and never wanted for much - I mean, he used to 

come to ask me when he was at uni, 'Have you got any money for a loaf 

of bread?'  You know what I mean?  So, he's always led those simple - 

and then he done an MA and he's with someone that's financially okay, 

and I can tell by sometimes the way he speaks that he doesn't not get it 

but he has no empathy for it.  Do you know what I mean?  He can be 

quite condescending, I think.  He hasn't fucking done work - he hasn't 

done anything he's really hated because he's had to ever, and I am 

jealous.  Not jealous, envious. 

I am envious.  There is a part of me that thinks, 'Well, you were on the 

dole for 10 years.  You then went to uni, college, uni, because there was 
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nothing else to do.  You had a laugh at uni, you done an MA, you've 

probably done a shit job for a year, a year and a half, that you didn't like, 

and now he's - and then I think, 'I've worked my nuts off the whole time' 

and I think, 'Well, why am I living at my mum's?'  But that's the perspective 

- you know, I'm not really that unhappy.  I'm not unhappy but I don't want 

to be at my mum's. 

Andrew’s unhappiness was similar to that of Jason’s in the sense that he, like Jason, 

had worked hard since leaving school and they both felt that in many ways they had 

little to show for it, whereas Andrew’s brother, due to meeting the right people, had 

benefitted from a good education and a successful relationship. Andrew 

acknowledged that Mark probably was more academic in nature and behaviour, but 

he had spent a number of years doing very little and as Andrew said, and Mark 

acknowledged, ‘sponged off’ Andrew. The fact that Mark had a good life and had not 

really worked hard in the same way that Andrew had, was reflected in Jason’s 

unhappiness at people on benefits who did not appear to have worked for them. Work 

was always important to James and employment was something he was always 

encouraged from a young age to do. Working in his maternal grandparents’ green 

grocers. He felt that his parents always instilled in him a strong work ethic. Going to 

school was as much about establishing good working habits, getting up and going in, 

as about gaining an education. Working hard was to him about moving forward: 

Actually, I think, going back to those six years ago when I only worked 

when I needed to, I, kind of – like, I was standing still and I, kind of, went 

backwards. But if you don’t keep moving forward, I feel that you may as 

well not do it.  You may as well stop and do something else. 



339 

 

I think you have to keep – that’s my – I might be wrong, but that’s how I 

feel.  You have to keep going forward, think of new things, think of ways 

of doing things, to keep your mind going and to keep things fresh, and to 

change things around. And if you don’t do that, I feel that you might as 

well not do it.  

Within the accounts, the participants, apart from Mark, did not have periods where 

they were on benefits, Sinead, as a single mother of a baby, had some benefits but 

supplemented this with part-time work as her daughter grew up and then was 

employed full–time as she was older. Working hard was seen as something that was 

important. Working hard was almost a badge of honour in the accounts.  

9.11. Social Capital. 

Social capital is the capital which is gained through having the right social contacts. 

These contacts are important for social mobility so that individuals are accepted into 

new social groupings. Social capital is acquired through having the right social 

contacts and can assist in social mobility, allowing for information gathering, reciprocity 

and bridging networks and this can be used for advancement and favour. Although 

social capital is often seen to benefit the middle and upper classes, we see clearly in 

these accounts that the working classes use their connections and networks to 

improve their position. James got a job through his father in the city, Jason, through a 

friend, got his initial job in London, as did Ryan and Sinead.  

The importance of networking in the city was clearly seen in Emma’s account; there 

was certainly a benefit to having gone to an elite university and being educated at a 

public school. She did however note that actually being from Essex may have assisted 
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her in getting a job because many of the brokers were working-class and from Essex 

and having those connections, ascriptive qualities were actually seen as beneficial.  

When analysing the accounts of the participants, there seems to be a correlation 

between social mobility and networking. In the accounts, those who we would consider 

to have been socially mobile certainly made greater mention of contacts in their 

accounts. If we consider Jason, Andrew, Paula, Sinead and Ryan as being not as 

socially mobile as Mark, James and Emma in the traditional sense.  Those in the 

second category made much greater mention of contacts, work colleagues and friends 

than those in the first category who mainly talked of family and friends and an  

occasional employer. There certainly seemed to be a connection between being social 

mobile and having contacts and getting on. All the participants to different points used 

their contacts to get jobs and It would appear that the ‘better’ the contacts the ‘better’ 

the opportunities.   

9.12. Conclusion. 

This section challenges the stereotype of the Essex Man. We see that although there 

was some evidence of conservative values, in many ways the participants and their 

parents were very anti –Thatcher and in some cases the participants and their parents 

did not vote in elections and did not vote for Thatcher. One of things that was apparent 

was the belief in hard work and the idea that with hard work, eventually you would be 

successful. The participants did not think in the terms of Plummer’s (2000) grammar 

school girls, who believed that they had been let down by the system, and the fact that 

by being working-class this had negatively impacted on their education. The 

participants believed that if they did not achieve at school, it was down to them. They 
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did not work and as a result they did not achieve. The participants seem to believe in 

a meritocracy, those who worked would succeed.  

When discussing the Essex identity, all the participants agreed that there was some 

truth in the portrayal; they expressed the view that it had developed during the 1980s 

and that it had changed due to shows such as The Only Way is Essex. There was a 

sense of the individuality, the egalitarianism of those who were from Essex, people 

had an entrepreneurial spirit and believed that they could achieve anything. The 

informants often presented the Essex stereotype as a positive one, they used it to their 

advantage, mitigating the power imbalance that is activated by the negative Essex 

stereotype. The participants and those they talked of were proud and were not fearful 

of being labelled working-class in the way Skeggs’ (1997) ‘ordinary women’ were. The 

desire to be self-reliant was a theme which dominated these accounts and none of the 

participants appear to have settled; all have continued to try to get new jobs, 

qualifications and to take opportunities as they arise in the quest for a better life.  
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion 
 

What has been the significance of education, family and class in the life 

experiences of individuals whose early years were spent in 1980s Essex? 

How does the subjective experience of life histories differ from the myth of the 

stereotype represented by Essex Man? 

This thesis has set out to examine and answer two over-arching questions: firstly, the 

significance of the role of education, family and class in the lives of working-class 

teenagers who grew up in Essex in the 1980s, exploring the informants’ experiences 

of school and the opportunities and choices they had.  Secondly, it has studied the 

individual learning lives trajectories and how their experiences differed from the myth, 

stereotype or in fact caricature (Burrows, 2019) which is represented through Essex 

Man and Essex Girl, which began to emerge at this time. The 1980s as a time frame 

is highly significant in the location of Essex, because of the stereotypes of the upwardly 

mobile Essex Man but also due to the political machinations which were occurring at 

the time.  The upper working class within the electorate were being identified and 

targeted by the Conservative Party in the hope of winning general elections, while at 

the same time suggesting that class was no longer relevant.  The assumption is often 

made that Essex Man and Girl, as part of this ‘new working class’ (Crewe, 1986) no 

longer identified with the traditional working-class values and their materialistic hopes 

of get rich quick, which were being espoused by the Conservative Party at the time, 

meant that they had forgotten their own roots. Those who were interviewed were the 

group known as Thatcher’s Children (Todd, 2014), named after the Prime Minister of 

the day and they are of interest because their formative years were shaped by 
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Thatcher’s policies and rhetoric and her belief in the end of class as a significant factor. 

This thesis has argued that although many of her ideas seem to have been reflected 

in the informants’ narratives, the participants did not reject their class and did have, in  

fact, strong links to family histories and what had gone before.  The research also 

challenges the myth of Essex Man and although the participants had strong Essex 

identities, they were not brash and uncultured as often depicted in popular culture. 

They were ‘knowing’ about the way in which they were often perceived and, in fact, 

they did use this stereotype to exploit situations to their own ends. 

If, to begin with, we consider the question, what was the significance of education, 

family and class in the life experiences of individuals whose teenage years were spent 

in 1980s Essex? We can see that the three factors are significant but not necessarily 

in the way one may expect. It is important, as Rose (2001) does, to differentiate 

between schooling and education when examining the narratives. If we consider that 

the participants’ parents at the time were Essex Man and Girl, it is relevant to look at 

their attitudes to learning. The aspirational working class, as they have often been 

described, wanted their children to have the best education they could have; they fully 

supported them to ensure that they made the most of the opportunities they were 

given. The underlying theme which emerged in all the accounts was that education 

was the way to gain greater choice in life. These parents who had either lived through 

World War II or were Baby Boomers, now had an element of security in their own lives 

and wanted their children to have the choices and opportunities they didn’t have and 

they saw that this could occur through schooling. This evidence in the accounts 

challenges the view of both the working class and Essex Man as being uninterested 

in education.  
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Education was a key theme, which emerged as extremely significant in the narratives 

of the participants. The aspect in these accounts, which is very significant, is the role 

of lifelong learning whether in the informants’ stories or the stories of their parents 

who, too, retuned to education after they left school.  

Laureu (2010) in her research saw that the middle class were far more involved with 

their children’s education in an informal way; this was done in a number of ways, for 

example, driving to music lessons and dance classes and paying for private tuition.  

The participants as teenagers were also provided with private tuition for examinations; 

of all those interviewed, Ryan was tutored by his brothers for maths, James, Sinead, 

Mark and Andrew all had private tuition to support them at school. This seems to show 

that families were prepared to pay to support their children’s education if it was felt 

that it was needed.  

The importance of teachers, in the educational lives of the participants, was very 

apparent. For many of the students their access to high cultural capital came through 

their schooling. The importance of positive relationships with teachers impacted 

heavily on the achievement of those students at school. The methods of teaching did 

not seem significant, it was the importance of the teacher as an individual and the 

relationship which they developed which was vital in making the subject interesting but 

also in encouraging the students to achieve, help them grow in confidence. The 

narratives provided evidence that teachers generally did not seem to look down on 

their working-class students, particularly if they were teachers in comprehensives. 

There was evidence, however, that some students did encounter negative 

experiences; Ryan spoke of the ways in which, in the private school in Oman, he felt 

he was looked down upon, and James felt in the grammar school teachers were not 
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so willing to support him. There was a change in the nature of schooling through the 

1980s if we look at the individuals’ stories and the working-class teenagers at the end 

of the decade seem to have had more opportunities in the sixth form at school, and 

certainly accounts of verbal or physical violence were less apparent in the accounts. 

The participants expressed disbelief at the way in which some of the teachers had 

behaved or spoken to them, and in some cases, school was a place where survival 

techniques were key. Mistreatment at school was certainly more apparent with the 

older participants, who were male and attended comprehensives at the time; Jason, 

Andrew and Mark all spoke in a negative fashion about the way they were spoken to.  

The significance of comprehensive teachers in building relationships, particularly with 

the male participants, was very important to individual successes; rather than 

changing lives in hugely significant ways, their role in guiding, encouraging, helping 

them become more confident, was paramount in making, for many of the students, 

school life bearable at what was often a challenging time in a young person’s life. 

Ryan, James, Mark and Andrew all spoke of teachers who had impacted on them 

either as individuals or educationally. Much of the emphasis on the failure of children 

to succeed in education was based on the idea of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977). 

When considering the idea that working-class children did not have access to 

highbrow culture, as opposed to middle or low brow culture, the responses to this 

varied; the participants were all encouraged to do well at school and parents tried to 

ensure that they went to the best schools they could. The parents wanted their children 

to have choice and this would be possible if the participants had a good education. 

The families did have access to high culture. Some of the families went to museums 

and some of their holidays were more in keeping with what would be considered 

middle-class leisure activities, such as walking, horse riding, going to stately homes. 
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 Parents read books, not always highbrow books but we do see an interest in historical 

novels, authors such as Catherine Cookson, Georgette Heyer and Bernard Cornwall 

being mentioned, and this provides a cultural backdrop which can be accessed. 

Several of the participants said that their fathers, particularly, read books and were 

cultured, Jason’s father for example having an interest in art, Andrew’s and Mark’s 

father always read. Many of the accounts challenged stereotypical views of the lack of 

a role or even interest by working-class fathers in the education of their children; there 

was evidence of fathers talking to the participants about homework, attitude to learning 

and university, and visiting universities with their children during the application 

process.  

The girls particularly were encouraged to read, and they talked of both classic 

children’s literature for example Little Women (Alcott and Showalter, 2018) as well as 

contemporary novels such as the Sweet Valley High (Pascal, 1983) books. The boys 

were less interested in books. Mark was the only male informant as a teenager who 

actively engaged in reading; for example, he enjoyed the James Herriot books. Ryan 

read books in Oman when there was nothing else to do; these tended to be 

‘blockbusters’ such as Red October (Clancy, 2018) and Papillion (Charrière, 2005).  

Ryan’s parents had an interest in the theatre, and both were educated later in life, 

Ryan’s father trained to be a teacher after he completed military service, his mother 

studied with the Open University. 

We saw that books had in fact been written by the participants and their families, Jason 

produced a book with a friend that had memories and photographs of his school which 

had since closed, Ryan’s mother wrote a book about the loss of her son and Mark 

wrote a book on Biba for the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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If we consider the importance of reading in school success, there did appear to be 

some correlation with an interest in reading and academic achievement. The two 

participants who had absolutely no interest in reading finished school at 16. The two 

participants who read a great deal and had a passion for it both went to university. 

Although Emma did not avidly read, she did particularly well at school, but she seemed 

to be strong in mathematics and, went to university. This reflects Sullivan (Sullivan 

2002) who argued that reading was more significant in educational outcomes than 

cultural capital and generally, amongst the participants, this seems to have been the 

case. It does not however reflect the workplace, if we consider that economically 

James and Emma were the most successful, although as teenagers James did not 

read at all and Emma, who expressed the fact that she could have read more, from 

their accounts probably had the least cultural capital growing up of the participants. 

Within the accounts the participants reflected Rose’s (2001) findings which were that 

reading and cultural capital in working-class communities are not always linked with 

schooling, qualifications and social mobility, but a desire for knowledge and education.  

One area which was particularly interesting was the role of education in the lives of 

the participants post-16. Ingram (2011) talks of the fact that often the successes of the 

working class are not always written about and we see that four of the eight 

participants eventually got degrees, even if they took an unconventional route to 

achieve this, highlighting the importance of opportunities for l ife-long learning within 

the education system.  

Home life was an important part of the formation of the teenagers’ lives. Parents were 

very involved in their children’s education and wanted the best for them. There 

certainly was within families a lack of experience in going to university; (Ball et al, 
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2003) the participants were the first generation to go to university. This was apart from 

Ryan’s mother who undertook a degree with the Open University when her children 

were older. Ryan’s father undertook some sort of training to become a teacher but 

there is no suggestion he went to university to complete this.  There was sometimes 

a lack of guidance and experience with regard to choice making and the teenagers 

were often left to decide what career path or un iversity to pursue with the support of 

their parents. The underlying suggestion is that the participants’ parents did not have 

choice or opportunities growing up and they wanted this for their children. The 

participants shared the stories of their families and although due to work, fathers were 

sometimes away from home, there certainly was a strong bond between participants 

and parents. The importance of families was very apparent and there was still a strong 

connection between the participants and their parents, the grandparents often playing 

a key role in childcare, helping out, giving advice and if necessary, allowing their 

grown-up children to return home to live if necessary. Although in some of the accounts 

there were difficult relationships with parents, there still seemed to be a close bond 

with families, even if the participants had not located themselves near their parents. 

Class played a significant role in the life histories of the participants although it was an 

area which they did not necessarily identify as being problematic.  Attitudes to class 

did challenge the findings of earlier studies (Plummer, 2000, Devine et al., 2005). The 

participants all acknowledged that they were working-class but were not defensive of 

this, in the way that other studies had suggested.  James was the only informant who 

said he did not really believe in class because the hardest working people he knew 

often were the wealthiest. There was no sense of resentment within this study towards 

the discrimination or loss of opportunities due to being working-class; the participants 

did not feel hindered by their class in the way that participants from other studies 
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suggested they had been (Plummer, 2010) and there was certainly no shame or denial 

of their background. There was a sense of egalitarianism and a belief that if you work 

hard you could achieve. There was, however, a sense of disappointment by some of 

the participants who felt that they had worked hard all their lives and had little to show 

for it. 

 Although we could maybe argue these participants were the New Working Class 

(Crewe, 1986), there were certain qualities in the narratives which were similar to their 

traditional working-class counterparts; the importance of acknowledging the past and 

what has gone before, even if it is not maintaining traditions in the way we may see in 

other locations, such as mining communities, but in remembering the sacrifices and 

hardships their families went through to ensure the families had a better life. Much of 

this takes the shape of oral histories, and the importance of World War II in determining 

family histories is one which can be clearly identified in individual narratives.  

There was evidence of social mobility in the narratives and some of the participants 

expressed doubts as to whether they would have as teenagers been working-class, 

due to the social mobility of their fathers. Sinead’s father was working in a City bank 

and had the symbolic status of being middle-class through the ownership of a large 

semi-detached house in Upminster. Ryan’s father, too, had been socially mobile, 

starting his working life in a rubber factory and becoming a teacher; however, he felt 

that his family would still be classed as working-class because of the lack of economic 

capital. Much of the participants’ identity was in relation to their family histories and 

there were certainly tales of hardship amongst the families but also a great deal of 

pride in the lives and hardships of what had gone before. It was seen that the 

participants’ parents had established new lives for their children, to give them better 
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opportunities and greater choice. Bourdieu (1984) talked about the ease with which 

the middle and upper class achieve things.  Attributes such as style, accomplishments 

and education should be natural and effortless. This was not the case for these 

working-class participants; working hard was something to be proud of, and it was also 

the reason for failure as far as they were concerned; if they did not achieve at school, 

it was not because they were incapable, it was because they had not worked as hard 

as they should have. Blame was certainly not laid at the door of anyone else, they had 

themselves been responsible for their own outcomes 

There was evidence of the families being aspirational and the participants were not 

hindered by their families when having ambitions. As discussed in the earlier chapters, 

the aspirations were varied and had as much to do with being loved, as with having a 

career. The aspirations seem to vary depending on the context the participants were 

talking about. The participants’ parents were looking for security and home ownership, 

they wished for choice and opportunities for their own children and the participants, 

who expected to have choice and opportunities, hoped for happiness and an ability to 

fit in, for their own children. The aspirations seem to reflect the historical period that 

was being discussed; the Post-War era emphasised the need for security, the 

opportunities of the 60s allowed for well-paid workers to buy property. The growing 

educational opportunities and lack of security in wealth and the growing breakdown of 

a ‘job for life’ in the 1980s meant parents were keen for their children to have 

qualifications which were a transferable commodity and enabled them to have greater 

opportunities and choice. Greater opportunities and choice for the participants and an 

expectation of home ownership has meant, that for their own children, they want them 

to be happy and able to fit into the schools they go to.  
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When considering the extent to which the Essex myth and stereotype conformed with 

the lived-in experience of life histories, the participants had a clear understanding of 

the Essex identity and believed that it was one which had developed over the 1980s; 

and with the interest in programmes such as The Only Way is Essex this identity had 

continued to morph and take a different shape, but still often one of derision. As a 

stereotype, it was thought-provoking, firstly because the participants did not really see 

themselves as fitting the profile of someone from Essex; they laughed about the 

identity, but at the same time they used and played with the identity, sometimes used 

it their advantage. It was at times a useful identity to possess but in some cases such 

as Mark’s, it was an identity he had to disassociate himself from, firstly when he went 

to university and then later when he became a curator. It however became a useful 

identity to use once he was established in a career, making him slightly different from 

the other curators. Andrew felt as a hairdresser it was fine for him to talk as he did but 

that it would not necessarily work for Mark in his job.  

Emma also got her first job, because she was from Essex and the man that employed 

her knew where she came from. James said that when he met new clients or 

customers from other parts of the country, they liked the fact that he was from Essex; 

they would say ‘well jel’ and ask about the Sugar Hut, the nightclub in Brentwood which 

was where many a Towie incident occurred. There was a sense of ‘ownership’ about 

being from Essex and the identity was often used to embolden them; the Essex 

participants were often empowered by using the Essex identity to their own ends.  

Family origins generally were not Essex ones, but from London and, in most cases, 

there was evidence that family origins were from much further afield. The identity of 

the participants, therefore, was not wholly an Essex one. The participants expressed 
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their identity in diverse ways, i.e., the Welsh, Italian and Irish connections and their 

identities were also related to the fact they were Christians, alcoholics, gay or women. 

The participants recognized themselves as working-class but that was not an identity 

that they seemed to acknowledge as strongly as may have been expected in a thesis 

on class; the class identity had as much to do with the past and family history as it did 

with the present. 

If we consider that white flight (Burrows, 2019) from London did occur, the added idea 

of the importance of fitting in to an area would possibly account for why white people 

moved away from more multicultural areas. This may also lead to the idea of the 

people living in Essex having racist tendencies and a lack of understanding or 

acceptance of those who are different. With in the accounts there were references to 

a lack of understanding or tolerance of those who did not necessarily ‘fit in’. Mark and 

Andrew both expressed unhappiness in their youth at the lack of acceptance in Essex, 

but also nationally, in the way gay people were treated. There were also issues with 

regard to ‘fitting in’ in relation to job choices and experiences at university. There 

certainly was a sense that as someone from Essex you did not always ‘fit in’ in certain 

places. Mark had to lose his “Essex-ness’ to get on in his career. Emma selected a 

university where she felt she fitted in. In some cases, it was beneficial; as we saw with 

Emma, being from Essex advanced them in their career. There was also the positivity 

of the Essex Identity as making you stand out, being identifiable.  

Ball (2000) argues that working-class people are often concerned about the practical 

and do not move from the areas they are born. This appeared to be highly 

contradictory in the participants’ responses. The participants were all well-travelled, 

some of them living and working abroad. There was a case of most of the families 
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moving at least 20 miles away from their origins, which is far greater than the national 

average which is 9 miles.  (https://www.reallymoving.com/help-and-advice/guides/uk-

moving-distance-map) When we looked at factors affecting choice, parents did not 

hinder the aspirations of the teenagers; the parents wanted them to have the choice 

and opportunities in the way that they had not. The evidence did suggest that the 

participants made practical choices, although supported by parents, they often needed 

money or to be able to earn money and therefore their choices were sometimes 

limited. We did see, however, that, if the informant had not selected to continue to 

pursue study through an educational course whether at school or college, parents 

were very keen for them to get jobs and to work and the emphasis seemed to be that 

working in anything was better than doing nothing. There is a very clear work ethic 

which is entrenched throughout the individual narratives and maybe those more 

middle-class ideas of ‘finding yourself’ do not appear to have been encouraged, and 

being unemployed was something that families believed would impact negatively on 

the individual. Some of those opportunities, which maybe wealthier parents could 

support their children in, such as travelling, work-experience or volunteering, were not 

necessarily available to these families. 

The idea of Essex Man as being materialistic and entrepreneurial was expressed in a 

number of ways in the accounts. A phrase, which emerged sometimes, was ‘made 

good’; this expressed the underlying view that those who had moved to Essex had 

bettered themselves. The suggestion is that this is often linked with materialism, 

economic gain and property ownership. The participants’ parents in these narratives 

were not financially very well off, but they certainly were not poverty-stricken and made 

gains economically on the generation before. If we consider the participants, we do 
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see that Emma, Mark and James particularly have made material gains on their 

parents. This wasn’t the case for all the participants; Sinead owned her council flat, 

Jason had bought his flat, but he had money tied up in a house that his ex-wife and 

son lived in. Ryan did not own a property, Andrew owned properties but financially 

needed to live with his parents and Paula owned a house with her partner. There 

generally was a connection between home ownership and relationships, and those 

who had greater security generally were married or in a long-term relationship. If we 

consider that all the participants’ parents were married when they were growing up, 

only Paula’s parents divorced later when she was in her twenties. Property was often 

seen more as an investment to the participants, who although they owned properties, 

did not necessarily live in them.  

The belief in hard work that Thatcher espoused was one which was a theme in all the 

narratives. The belief, that if you work hard, you will better your li fe is one which 

seemed significant in the participants’ narratives, whether in relation to them or family 

members. Self-reliance, too, was important, most of the individuals had not signed on 

for employment benefit during their life or received other benef its; although Mark did 

receive benefits, we also see he subsidised his income with DJing; Sinead had some 

support as a single mother, but neither were wholly reliant on the state in the way 

Pahl’s (1984) participants were not. The life choices of the indiv iduals also showed an 

individualism; they had not conformed to the traditional norms that their parents’ lives 

exhibited and there certainly was a freedom to live their lives as they pleased, making 

full use of the personal life choices that were open to them.  

The stereotype of the ‘Essex Man’ was one which showed him as politically right-wing. 

When considering the political attitudes of the participants and their families, the belief 
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that many working-class people in Essex were supporters of Thatcher and the 

Conservative party, was challenged. The participants’ information presented an 

alternative version to the traditional view of this group. The participants were asked 

about their views regarding their own and their parents’ attitudes to Thatcher. In the  

norm, Thatcher was highly disliked by the participants. They acknowledged that their 

parents in many cases may not have voted, or may have voted Labour. There was in 

some cases a large amount of anger directed towards Thatcher and this particularly 

came from those who were directly affected by her policies, for example, Andrew and 

Mark as young gay men, Jason as a young unemployed man, on the Youth Training 

Scheme (YTS). The importance of unions in formulating left-wing attitudes seemed to 

be as important as was higher education. The participants who had undertaken 

degrees were very questioning of the role of Thatcher, and those family members of 

the participants who were in unions had strong left-wing anti-Thatcher views. When 

analysing the belief that the working class was ‘apolitical’ there was evidence of a 

rejection of mainstream politics ‘they are all the same’. Essex people interviewed 

showed ‘left-wing’ tendencies, but it could be argued that they could not be 

pigeonholed. There was an importance of education and Trade Unions in developing 

a political ‘class-consciousness’. Although the Essex people were not Thatcher 

supporters, however, they often reflected the individualism and entrepreneurial spirit 

encouraged by Thatcher.  Thatcher also in her rhetoric encouraged the idea of hard 

work as an important attribute and self-reliance, and this was a feature which occurred 

in many of the accounts. The participants were self-reliant and although maybe at 

times they had had to move home, in general the families were not in the position to 

support them financially. Parents seem to expect that if the participants weren’t 

studying that they should get a job.  
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Although small, this study still showed a surprising number of similarities between the 

participants; the aim had been to find participants who had very different outcomes but 

similar beginnings. Attitudes towards work and fairness were similar. The participants 

were opinionated about politics but most of the participants were not conservatives, 

let alone Thatcherites, although we did see members of Mark’s and Andrew’s family 

voting for the BNP. 

There are areas where further study would be beneficial. The thesis does highlight the 

need for those policy makers not to make assumptions about this group and for those 

in the media not to oversimplify their ideas and needs, which are not as simplistic as 

they may be seen. The important issue is fairness and those who work hard, and 

struggle, are not inclined to be sympathetic to those who are seen as scroungers.  All 

the participants had a strong work ethic and they may have had some breaks in the 

sense of jobs or opportunities but basically everything they had they acquired by 

themselves or with a partner. There were no handouts and most of the participants 

had not at any stage received benefits.  

As Diana Reay (2017) said: 

Keeping people stuck in segregated areas, in demeaning jobs without 

sufficient income and consigned to a life with little hope and prospect that 

things will get better can breed racism, bigotry, ignorance and narrow-

mindedness. Such attitudes have nothing to do with the intrinsic qualities 

of the people themselves and everything to do with the consequences of 

circumstances. (Reay, 2017, p.197) 

One of the underlying themes in this study was the impact of the teacher on the 

students and to what extent teaching methods had played a role in educational 



357 

 

outcomes; the impact of this on the memories of the participants was very small. The 

most important element of a teacher was that they were interesting and enthusiastic. 

Good relationships with their teachers were very important for the male participants 

and they believed that teachers should model a sense of humanity and decency. The 

female students barely mentioned a teacher’s name, but the male participants spoke 

about their teachers whether they had treated them well or badly and held on to these 

memories in a way that the female participants had not.   

The importance of being given careers guidance was highlighted in the research. 

Those who were most successful tended to know what career path they wanted from 

an early point and were focused in achieving their goals. Everyone in the accounts 

worked hard but this did not provide gurantee security in careers or financial 

prosperity. 

One of the most critical issues that had been raised by this research was the 

importance of lifelong learning.  Particularly with the insecurity of the job market, the 

ability to access training later in life suggests that the continued cuts and lack of 

provision in Adult Education will hinder the chance for adults to improve their 

opportunities for education and employment later in life.  The lack of bursaries or 

grants for returning to education would certainly impact on the ability of many working-

class adults to return to education; they may not be able to afford to take out large 

loans when they may already have family commitments.  

This research has also suggested that the narrative of social mobility is not necessarily 

one which appeals to working-class people. Aspirations are not about social climbing 

but about a desire for a better life. 
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This research has drawn attention to working-class wastage. The growing significance 

of qualifications to get jobs and the greater focus on the need to have degrees means 

that the opportunities for social mobility have become limited in some ways. Whereas 

in the 1980s a degree could open doors, now once again, we are returning to 

networking to get ahead. Because there are so many young people with good 

qualifications and degrees, the competition to even get an interview is greater than 

ever; social connections can provide opportunities to get work experience or 

interviews. If there are a large number of students applying for posts, those who benefit 

from the knowledge that social capital affords, even if it’s just completing the 

application form correctly, will ultimately have a greater chance of getting a job. There 

is also an issue with the wrong type of degree, students from working-class 

backgrounds may attend a local university, such as South Bank, Greenwich or East 

London, but that degree may hold little weight in comparison to a degree from the 

Russell Group Universities. It requires a certain capital for students and their parents 

to be aware of the need for the ‘right sort’ of university.  

To conclude, this thesis has examined the lives of teenagers in the 1980s; they were 

the children of Essex Man and known as Thatcher’s children. These accounts show a 

great deal about the county and unexpectedly there were far more shared attitudes 

and beliefs than would be expected from such an assortment of people. The resilient 

nature of the working class continues with each account, showing an ability to pick 

themselves up after any disasters and look to find new ways to support themselves. 

Each of the participants has shown the capacity to make new starts, move, re-educate 

themselves, start businesses with the aim of having a better life, as, in fact, their 

parents and grandparents did. The participants did have an expectation that they 

would have choice and opportunities in their lives and certainly did not imagine that 
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they would be hindered by their class. Education, family and class were important in 

shaping their destinations. 

The myth of the working class continued to be propagated through media 

representations, but, as can be seen, the Essex working class, new or otherwise, have 

a more complex relationship with their class than may be expected. This thesis has 

shown the complexity and the social reality, rather than the caricature, through the 

participants’ narratives. They are certainly not contained or hindered by being working-

class and expect to be given the same choices and opportunities as anyone else. We 

certainly do see the ‘hidden injuries of class’ (Sennett and Cobb, 1977) in these 

accounts but the participants do not seem to be thwarted by them; they try alternatives 

or obtain more qualifications and maybe it could be argued that the Essex participants 

do not necessarily recognise the injuries they receive. The sample is small so it is 

important not to generalise too much about this group of individuals but there were 

certainly similarities in their outlook and those of their families. It is, as we have seen, 

easy to romanticise the working class or be nostalgic about the past, but this group of 

participants has shown through their own lives a continued belief in the desire to have 

a better life, with greater choice and opportunities and there was a strong recognition 

of the importance of education in bringing those about. The participants have strong 

attachment to family histories and certainly there is no rejection of their class or their 

family background. They have a strong identity which is also linked with their own life 

experiences, and shows an egalitarian belief that they are as good as anybody, and a 

refusal to be hampered by their association with Essex and rather than the stereotype 

holding them back, the informants found the Essex stereotype a useful tool in 

combating the power imbalance that they were often confronted with.   
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1  

Interview Timetable  

Interviewee  Father’s job Current position  Year of 

birth 

Interviews to the 

nearest hour. 

Word count of 

interview 

Trial       

Ryan 01/02/11 

08/02/11 

15/02/11 

 

Teacher Gardener  1973 5-hour interview 

11,091 

19,984, 

18,753 

Sinead 06/01/12 Bank Clerk Personal Assistant 1969 Pre-interview 

3-hour interview 

11,124 

6266 

James  26/05/12 Electrician  Entrepreneur  1973 Pre-interview  

Interview  

15658 

5027 

Jason 04/07/12 Wood  Administrator 1966  Pre-interview- 

2- hour  

Post -interview 

23,285 

Paula 07/07/12 Printer  Unemployed  1966 Pre-interview 

2-hour interview 

18,108 

Emma 12/12/13 Welder  Primary school 

teacher at the time of 

the interview 

1973 2-hour interview 

10,779 

Andrew  31/12/13 Plumber Hairdresser 1967 2-hour interview 

3-post interviews  

16,425 

Mark 17/03/14 Plumber  Curator 1967 Pre-interview 

2-hour interview 
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Appendix 2 

Example of interview Annotation 
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Appendix 3 

Consent Form  

 

Narratives of Education, Family and Class 

in 1980s Essex 
I understand that the researcher has followed the guidelines set out by the Council of the British 

Educational Research Association. These include the following principles that social science should be 

inclusive of different values and interests. It should respect the privacy, autonomy, diversity, values 

and dignity of individuals, groups and communities. It should be conducted with integrity throughout 

and employing the most appropriate methods for the research purpose. Social scientist researchers 

should act with regard their social responsibilities when conducting and disseminating their research. 

The aim of the research is to maximise benefit and minimise harm.  

I am happy for my interview data to be used as part of the named thesis.  

I understand that this information has been used for academic purposes and may be also used as part 

of further educational work such as presentations, articles or books. The research methodology used 

primarily individual’s narratives in recording the data, but this information was also analysed in 

relation to a range of participants, by comparing and contrasting experiences and attitudes across a 

number of key themes such as class, family and education.  

I understand that the researcher has tried to retain the authenticity of  my voice and experience and 

has tried to use where possible fully contextualised quotes.  

I freely gave my consent to take part in this study and was under no duress to take part and was free 

to withdraw. I received no incentive to take part in this study.  

I am aware that my name has been changed to retain my anonymity although locations such as schools 

and towns have remained the same.  

 

Date of the interview  

 

Interviewer: Laura Whittle  

 

Participant:  

 

Signed by the participant …………………………………………………………………… 
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Appendix 4  

 

Key topics and research questions which informed the participant’s 

interviews. 

 

1.TO WHAT EXTENT COULD THE FAMILIES BE SEEN AS THE 

ASPIRATIONAL WORKING CLASS? 

What was the Family History in relation to the participants’ family living in 

Essex? 

During the twentieth century there was a desire from many Londoners to move out 

from London to the new estates that had been built in places like Essex. Were the 

participants born and bred in Essex or had they migrated from another location like 

those of the participants of Young and Willmott (1962)  

Were the participants class conscious? 

During the twentieth century there was a growing consensus from writers such as Ivor 

Crewe (1983) that there was a growing lack of class-consciousness and a growing 

embourgeoisement among the working class. In their study of the Affluent Worker, 

Goldthorpe et al. (1968) believed that the theory of embourgeoisement was found 

wanting but it emerged again in the 1980s as a growing sense of individualism began 

to develop.   

Were they aspirational? 

Modern discourse really draws upon the idea that there is a lack of aspiration among 

working-class people. It also suggests that their teachers lack aspiration for them too. 

This is particularly relevant when looking at applications to universities such as 
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Cambridge and Oxford and the Russell Group. The research will consider to what 

extent there was a lack of aspiration among working-class families.  

Were they socially mobile? 

Academics, researchers and politicians have raised interest in the aspect of social 

mobility in the lives of individuals. Political rhetoric is often driven by the challenge that 

politicians should set about making members of society more socially mobile. Do we 

see social mobility, either in moving class or geographical location? 

What types of activities did teenagers pursue? 

This thesis is rooted in Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of cultural reproduction. That is the 

theory that working-class children are not as rich in cultural capital as middle-class 

children and this accounts for class differentials in educational attainment. This relates 

to legitimate culture (Vincent and Ball 2007), an understanding of highbrow culture, 

which will help enhance their learning at school. Did those who achieved academically 

and attend university have access to legitimate culture at home? 

Did reading or writing play a role in activities at home? 

Bernstein (1973) also talks of language skills and the issues of literacy, which focuses 

on the disadvantages children have with a limited vocabulary. Sullivan (2002) also 

acknowledges the importance of literacy in success at school. Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977) also link and acknowledge the role of literacy in the acquisition of cultural 

capital. It is very important to find out if the participants read widely and the nature of 

their reading. It will also consider whether the differences are reflected in the 

educational outcomes. 
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Who was influential in developing interests at home? 

The role of the parents in educational outcomes is also seen as significant in children’s 

view of education and the schools they go to.  Is it possible to consider the ‘habitus’ 

(Bourdieu, 1977) of the home? Was television significant? Or friends? How did 

interests develop?  

How did outside interests relate to school? 

Were there enrichment activities (Vincent and Ball 2007)?  Did this lead to a greater 

understanding of legitimate culture? Or did they feel disadvantaged by their lack of 

understanding of legitimate culture? Are there clear differences between the students 

who went on to University and those who went to work?  

What types of cultural capital did the participants acquire as teenagers? 

What were the types of culture that the participants acquired? Was it highbrow, 

middlebrow or lowbrow culture? As defined by Bourdieu (1984) he suggests that 

certain types of culture were more legitimate, and this may have helped or hindered 

their education at school. 

Did the participants acknowledge a difference in attitude to education and 

schooling by them or their families? 

Evidence such as Jonathan Rose (2010) suggesting that there was a respect for 

knowledge and education but there seems to be a large element of disregard for 

schooling in some research.  

What was the attitude to schooling at home? 

Bourdieu’s (1984) theory suggests that there is a rejection by th e working class of 
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education because children were set up to fail because they lacked the credentials 

ingrained in middle-class children to succeed in school. Studies by Lockwood (1958) 

and Goldthorpe et al. (1968) showed that working-class parents were concerned about 

education but were not always in the position to benefit from it, even if they had 

aspirations for their children. Concerns were often about job security as opposed to 

moving up the social ladder. 

Were they fully equipped to cope with school? 

Did the participants feel that they arrived at school lacking in knowledge at school? 

Did they feel as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that they arrived at school with 

insufficient knowledge to fully engage with the curriculum? 

Can they evaluate their school experience as being positive or negative? 

There is much written on the end results of schooling and how students achieve 

academically. Willis (1977) also writes about the friendship group of students and the 

importance of ‘having a laugh’. Was the experience of the participants a positive or 

negative one, not just in terms of schooling but friendships, fun and extracurricular 

activities?  

2. WHAT CHOICES DID THEY MAKE AT SIXTEEN. 

What influenced the decisions made at sixteen? Were A’ levels and higher 

education an option? 

Were decisions about pursuing an academic career based on rational choice? Was 

there a desire to carry on studying, or was it seen as inappropriate, or was it seen as 

not an option? Did finance play a role? 
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3.HOW INFLUENTIAL WERE SCHOOL AND FAMILY IN THE DECISIONS 

MADE? 

What were the priorities placed on decision-making? 

Rational action theorists suggest that the decision-making process relates to a 

weighing up of economic issues. Was the decision to carry on or give up school based 

on economic factors? Were the families of participants prepared to make an 

investment in their child’s education? 

4.WAS THERE AN ESSEX IDENTITY? 

During this time do we see an acknowledgement of an identity? 

Researchers have acknowledged the role of the local environment in identity; possibly 

location is more important than class. There has also been research, which 

acknowledges the importance of locality in the lives of working-class people. (Ball, S, 

Maguire, M. and Macrae, S., 2000, Tolonen, 2005, Ball, 2000) 

Did the locale impact on the decision making they made? 

Various researchers also acknowledge the role of the locale as being important in the 

decision making of the working class. (Ball, S. Maguire and Macrae, S. 2000; Tolonen 

2005, Ball, 2000) Were the participants limited to their local area? 

To what extent were the families of the informants Conservative supporters in 

the 1980s?  

The embourgeoisement theory (Goldthorpe et al., 1968) suggested that working- class 

people chose to be upwardly mobile and take on middle-class attributes. Was this the 

case in Essex? Was there an awareness of the participants’ parents’ voting patterns 

and did this relate to class-consciousness? Did the participants see themselves as 
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working-class and did this relate to the decisions they made in life? Did the participants 

see themselves as ‘ordinary’? To what extent do we see Essex Man’s politically 

conservative attitudes appearing in the informants’ accounts? 
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Appendix 5 

Interview analysis table.  

 

Themes 

Academic 
theories 

Interviewee A 

Ryan 

Interviewee B 

Sinead 

Interviewee C 

James  

Interviewee D 

Jason 

Interviewee E 

Paula 

Interviewee f 

Andrew 

Interviewee g 

Mark 

Interviewee h 

Emma 

Profession 
 

Caretaker/ 
gardener  

Administrator/ 
caterer  

Businessman. 
Producing and 

selling 
wholesale 
perfume. 

IT consultant in 
insurance firm 

Recently 
made 

redundant 
from Lloyds 
call center  

Hairdresser Curator Teacher 

Marital 

Status  

Single no 

children. 

Single two 

daughters with 

two previous 
partners. 

Single- 

daughter from 

previous 
relationship 

Divorced. 

Son from 

marriage. 

Long term 

partner 24 

years- grown-
up son. 

Single 

Gay 

Married  

gay 

Married – 

heterosexual 

2 children 

Family 
background 

Father worked 
in factory then 
did some 

teaching after 

national 
service. 
Mother worked 

in factory. 

Father family 
working class 
Father working 

class. Mother 

Irish nurse. 

Father working 
class 
electrician. 

Mother stayed 

at home  

Mother’s family 
coalminers. She 
became a nurse.  

Father created 

wooden 
prototypes for  
car 

manufacturing. 
Father’s family 
from the East 
end. Custom 

House 

Father in 
print. 
Mother 

worked but 

was pregnant 
very young. 

Father Plumber 
Mother 
secretary  

Father Plumber 
Mother 
secretary 

Father welder 
Mother -Tesco’s  
shop assistant 

Themes 

Academic 
theories 

Interviewee A 

Ryan 

Interviewee B 

Sinead 

Interviewee C 

James  

Interviewee D 

Jason 

Interviewee E 

Paula 

Interviewee f 

Andrew 

Interviewee g 

Mark 

Interviewee h 

Emma 

Class 
Identity 

Working class 
With middle 

class attributes. 

Financially 
working-class 
money/ large 
family 

Working class 
background 

family socially 

mobile. Moved 
 to middle class  
location late 
‘80’s but crash 

meant they 
were financially 
insecure. 

Ordinary 
background- 

electrician but 

small business.  
Financially 
secure. 

Ordinary 
background. 

Skilled worker 

factory based. 

Working class 
 

Working class Working class Working class 

Evidence of 
social 

mobility. 

Yes father 
became a 

teacher. 

Father working 
class family 

eventually 
through tea 

boy route 
worked in the 

city. 

Parents moved 
from east 

London to 
Chalkwell. 

Moved from East 
Ham to Basildon.  

First new-comers  
to the new town. 

Seen as a positive 
move. 

Moved from 
London- 

Waltham 
Abbey, 

Chelmsford, 
Southend. 

London to 

Benfleet 

London to 

Benfleet 

Elm ParK  

Position in 

family with 
siblings 

Youngest of 

seven older 
brothers. 

Oldest – two 

younger sister 
and a much 
younger 

brother 

Oldest -one  

sister. 

Oldest of three, 

younger brother 
and sister. 

Oldest of two. 

Younger 
brother. 

Older twin  two 

older sisters  

younger twin 

two older sisters 

Younger of two  

Space and 

place 

Ball 

Bourdieu 

Shoebury 

Thorpe bay – 

dinner lady 

Romford to 

Upminster 

move. 

Stewart ave  

Chalkwell seen 

as posh. 

Rich kids 

Thorpe bay  

Basildon. Southend on 

sea  

London to 

Benfleet 

London to 

Benfleet 

Elm ParK  

Types of 
school. 

Plummer 
McCulloch 

Primary 
Comprehensive 

Private school  
abroad 

Private primary 
Primary 

Catholic 
Catholic 

Comprehensive 
Sixth Form 

Selective guild 
school 

Primary  
Comprehensive 

Grammar Sixth 
form 

New 
comprehensive. 

School joined 
from two other 

schools. Choice  
of 2 schools in 

Basildon. 

Grammar 
school 

Comprehensive  Comprehensive Comprehensive 

Parental 
support 

Vincent  

Bourdieu  
networking 

Ball  

Mother 
encouraging 

reading writing 

drawing. 

 Mother very 
supported. Too 

much probably. 

Read the books 
and précised 

them  

Yes very 
supportive but 

no so much with 

schooling. 
Helped with 

homework in the 
early years but 

then interviewee 
less interested. 

Yes very much 
so. Pushed in 

fact. 

Yes – paid for  
private tuition  

On PTA 

Yes – paid for 
private tuition  

On PTA 

Yes but once  in 
secondary trusted 

to work on her own 

Education 
valued. 
Lockwood 

Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes Yes  Yes  Yes Yes  

Reading 

Sullivan 

Asterix  Malory Towers No No Yes – plenty 

malory towers 

famous five- 
eclectic –

classics at 

school. 

No Yes very much so  

James Herriot  

Not really  

Judy Blume  
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Cultural 
activities 
Home 

Bourdieu 

Football 
Cricket 
Snooker 

parties 

Trips to stately 
homes  
Pantomime 

Brownies 

Youth Clubs 
Nightclubs 

Golf  
Tennis  
Parties  

Sport- football. 
 

Helped in the 
shops. Parties 
– gigs - 

Museums 
Holidays in 
England  

Museums 
Holidays in 
England 

Holidays abroad 

Cultural 

activities  
School 

 Theatre trips 

Choir 
Drama 

 Sport football Sports 

Drama 
Took up quite 

a lot of time 

Young   

Themes 
 

Interviewee A 
Ryan 

Interviewee B 
Sinead 

Interviewee C 
James  

Interviewee D 
Jason 

Interviewee E 
Paula 

Interviewee f 
Andrew 

Interviewee g 
Mark 

Interviewee h 
Emma 

Cope with 
school 

Coped until 6th 
form 

Yes  Coped until 6th 
form. 

Yes but admits to 
doing nothing. 

Yes  Bourdieu   

Experience 
of different 
types of 

school. 

Yes Yes  Yes No  No No  No No  

Financial 
burden  
RAT 

Bourdieu- 

Economic 
capital 

Issues with 
finance 
acknowledged  

Issues with 
finance 
acknowledged  

Change in the 

family 
Large family 

No – but 
acknowledged 
that finance  

was an issue if 

there was a lack 
of money. 

N/A N/A    

Attitudes to 
education. 

Family mainly 
educated to 
degree level.  

Educated to 
degree 

A level – 
daughter to 
grammar 

school.  

Informal 
education.  
Encouraging of 

son.  

Relaxed 
attitude to 
education 

with son. 

Son left school 
with few 
qualifications.  

Informal 

education.  

Educated to 16 
– 
apprenticeship 

to training  

Post -grad  Father adult 
education. Keen for 
sons to do well/ her 

and husband 

educated to 
degree-post grad 
level.  

Political 
identity of 

the family in 

the 1980s  

Political 

capital 

Working mans 
club and the 

conservative 

club. 

Tory  Tory  Labour 
supporter. Very 

anti thatcher  

Not interested 
in politics. 

Thatcher not 

popular. Liked 

at school  

because she 

was a woman. 

   

Essex 
identity  

Yes it did exist- 
considered 

nature of locals 

possibly from a 
distance. 
Family being 

Northern. 

No not as it 
does today. 

More in 

keeping with 
ideas of being 
Londoners. 

No Basildon identity 
more. Sees the 

local towns as 

significant as 
growing up. 

Yes… Essex 
girls- she was 

a c2c 

commuter. 
Holidays Essex 
girl jokes. 

Uses Essex to 
his advantage  

Entrepreneurial 
Perma tan and 

teeth   

Made good  

Careers of 
the siblings 

Engineer 
Taxi Driver 

Environmental 
consultant 
Nurse 

Teacher Puppeteer 
City worker 

In and out of 
prison. Now in 
construction. 

Curator Hairdresser   

Higher 
education  

Yes  Yes  No  No  No No Yes  Yes 

Choice 

Rational 

Action 
theory 

Yes they he was 

given choice 

Yes  Yes … but 

expected he 

would work 

Not really.. no 

options 

considered 
outside getting a 
job. 

Choice was 

hers when it 

came to sixth 
form. 
Secretarial 

work. 

 Choice  Choice  

Friendships  Brothers/ 

friends often 
from 

dysfunctional 
back grounds.  

Group of 

friends- mainly 
went to 

university. 

School friends  

from 
comprehensive. 

Wealthy 
friends- Thorpe 

bay parties.  

School 

friendships. 
Friends he played 

football with.  

Friends school  

friends went 
to university. 

Grammar 
school friends 

Parties Thorpe 

Bay.  

Football friends 

Female friends 

Developed close 

relationship 
teacher’s 

daughter 

Group of friends- 

mainly went to 
university.  

Key life 
events. 
Turning 

points 

Death of father 
Death of 
brother 

Drinking 
 

Lifestyle 
became an 
issue 

Fathers 
redundancy 
Pregnancy 

Early illness as a 
child 
Drug issues as 

an adult. 
Paranoia 

Unemployment 
Dad working in 
Sweden 

Went to USA 

Pregnancy  Australia  
Non-
Hodgkinson’s 

disease.  

Friendship with 
Rachel 
MA Art History.  

Marriage.  

University  
Change of career 
due to birth of 

twins.  

Social 

mobility 

between 

the 

generations. 

No  No  Yes  Sort of/ No  No  Yes  Yes  

 


