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Introduction
Inventing and appropriating  

‘the left behind’

Residuum, underclass, forgotten people, precariat: journalists and 
politicians have a compulsive predilection for inventing labels to 
classify (and disparage) people experiencing poverty, insecurity 
and alienation. But of all the popular imaginaries constructed to 
describe the nature and condition of latter-day social exclusion, 
few have risen to prominence so swiftly, or come to dominate 
public debate so comprehensively, as ‘the left behind’.

While use of the term ‘left behind’ only became common 
currency during the weeks and months succeeding the 2016 
European Union referendum – primarily as a go-to shorthand for 
neglected and/or economically ravaged post-industrial commu-
nities that had overwhelmingly voted for Brexit – its most recent 
origin in a UK context can be dated to several years earlier. In their 
2014 book Revolt on the Right, political scientists Robert Ford 
and Matthew Goodwin argued for the growing significance of an 
‘ageing, shrinking and left behind white, working class’: a social 
group sharing ‘a distinct set of social attitudes’ and viewing ‘a cos-
mopolitan, multicultural and globalised Britain as an alien and 
threatening place’ (Ford & Goodwin, 2014: 132). This they con-
trasted with the ‘younger, university educated and more secure 
middle-class professionals’ who had hitherto set ‘the political and 
social agenda’ (ibid.: 126). In a near-contemporaneous report, the 
Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) identified a similar 
pattern of social and political disengagement among two-thirds of 
the ‘white working class’ who, they contended, felt ‘“left behind” 
by politics’ and no longer believed ‘democracy works for them’ 
(Griffith & Glennie, 2014). Significantly, around half of this sizeable 
population segment had become resigned to ‘success’ being ‘mostly 
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reserved’ for ‘people from privileged backgrounds who know 
the right people’, rather than ‘talented people from poorer back-
grounds’ (ibid.) – a finding that reflected the stubborn persistence 
of barriers to the acquisition of social capital by those encumbered 
with ‘the symbolic baggage’ of their ‘past’ that has led more and 
more sociologists to dismiss the contemporary discourse of ‘social 
mobility’ and ‘meritocracy’ as an illusory myth (Friedman, 2014: 
363). Three years earlier, a similar conceptualization of ‘the left 
behind’ had surfaced in a report by researchers at Sheffield Hallam 
University. A scarcity of secure, well-paid jobs outside South-
East England’s ‘economic powerhouse’, combined with workforce 
immobility caused by personal circumstances (and exacerbated 
by ongoing benefit changes), had, it argued, left ‘many people and 
places’ at risk of being ‘left behind’ (Beatty et al., 2011: 7).

A crucial dimension of the ‘left-behind condition’ such studies 
spotlighted was that people were in this position not just because 
their economic circumstances were precarious (though they 
certainly were), but due to being left out of cultural and political 
discourses – or what contemporary commentators like to call 
the ‘national conversation’. According to this argument, the ‘left 
behind’ had been taken for granted by the mainstream political 
establishment and, in many instances, wilfully ignored, as party 
leaders and candidates relentlessly pursued the fabled middle-class 
‘floating voter’ throughout the 1990s and 2000s (barring occasional 
flirtations with elusive working-class imaginaries, such as ‘Essex 
man’ – Biressi & Nunn, 2013), in the blinkered belief that it was 
they who would decide all future elections. ‘In fifty years’, wrote 
Ford and Goodwin, Britain had been ‘transformed from a society 
where poorly skilled and blue-collar voters decided elections’ to 
one in which they had ‘become spectators in electoral battles for 
the educated middle-class vote’ (2014: 117).

Significantly, this hybrid economistic-culturalist analysis has 
since been acknowledged by some of those culpable for sidelin-
ing these working-class groups. In Beyond the Red Wall, her book 
exploring the concerns and values of disaffected ‘left-behind’ 
voters following Labour’s loss of dozens of core constituencies in 
the 2019 general election, Deborah Mattinson, a onetime adviser to 
Prime Minister Gordon Brown (later rehired by Sir Keir Starmer), 
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confessed that ‘other than the occasional by-election, at no point 
in the decades that I spent advising Labour did we ever consider 
running focus groups or polling in any of the Red Wall seats’ (2020: 
9). As a result, she confessed, ‘red-wall’ voters had been ‘neglected 
by the entire political class’: while Labour ‘felt that they didn’t need 
to worry about their “heartland constituencies”’, Conservatives 
‘ignored them’ because they deemed them ‘totally unwinnable’ 
(ibid.). In a subsequent book touching on the ‘red wall’ collapse, but 
adopting a wider purview to consider forms of economic precarity 
experienced by ‘workers’ everywhere (not just in Labour’s former 
electoral strongholds), Jon Cruddas, Labour MP for Dagenham 
and Rainham, conceptualized his party’s 1990s shift in political 
priorities as one that sought to target the beneficiaries of the then 
emerging ‘knowledge economy’ (today reincarnated as the ‘Fourth 
Industrial Revolution’). In so doing, Labour had both exploited 
and contributed to entrenching an ‘hourglass’ labour market 
that had worsened in later years, with serious long-term conse-
quences for its rapidly depleting working-class base (Cruddas, 
2021: 74–5). Arguing that ‘the political strategy of New Labour’ 
had been ‘focused on the top end of this hourglass’ – the 21 per 
cent of ‘knowledge workers’ with ‘significant discretion over their 
hours and work patterns’ – Cruddas accused the party of having 
short-changed those lodged in the ‘secondary labour market’ 
of ‘service-related elementary occupations, administrative and 
clerical occupations, sales occupations, caring personal service 
occupations and the like’. By ignoring this ‘growing trend’ towards 
‘low-paid, routine and much unskilled work’ in once ‘pre-eminent’ 
occupations – and failing to engage with those it affected – the Left 
had assured itself of ‘disastrous’ long-term ‘political consequences’, 
as a working class disempowered and sidelined by the new post-in-
dustrial economic settlement slowly ‘deserted the party’ (ibid.).

At the point Ford, Goodwin and others were first conceptual-
izing ‘the left behind’, a key concern was that this grouping might 
offer an incipient recruiting ground for radical right-wing political 
forces – primarily the then ascendant United Kingdom Inde-
pendence Party (UKIP) – and that the slow-burn, decades-long 
marginalization of working-class voters, their values and concerns 
by an out-of-touch London-centric political elite could provide a 
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recipe for populist uprisings. This was an all-too-familiar thesis, 
most recently floated following the British National Party’s (ulti-
mately short-lived) breakthrough in the 2006 Barking Borough 
Council elections, in which it had won 12 seats and set itself up 
as (semi) official opposition to the ruling Labour group, and the 
similarly ephemeral rise to infamy of Tommy Robinson (aka 
Stephen Yaxley-Lennon) and the English Defence League. During 
the feverish public debates surrounding these developments, the 
‘liberal’ media-political establishment fell over itself to navigate a 
tortuous discursive path that (belatedly) ‘recognized’ the condition 
of white working-class alienation, while trying not to pander to 
the bigotry and racism it potentially fostered. Of the more ques-
tionable editorial contortions by the BBC alone, two stood out: 
the decision to offer then BNP leader Nick Griffin his most public 
platform to date, on BBC1’s Question Time, and, a year earlier, the 
devotion of a whole season of BBC2 documentaries, under the 
collective banner White, to the provocative question, ‘Is the white 
working class in Britain becoming invisible?’ (quoted in Lawler, 
2012). Indeed, the latter films achieved the near-impossible feat of 
attracting criticisms accusing them of racism towards both ethnic 
minorities and white people themselves (ibid.; socialistworker.
co.uk, 2008).

If Revolt on the Right was responsible for reviving the ‘invisi-
ble whites’ debate, within two short years it had been thoroughly 
reheated, as pundits raced to apply similar diagnoses to the outcome 
of the Brexit referendum, through the proliferation of a discourse 
of post hoc rationalization attributing the result (over-simplisti-
cally) to a backlash by ‘left-behind’ working-class voters against 
a take-your-pick medley of factors. These ranged from the long-
term impact of de-unionization and globalized labour markets 
on post-industrial communities to pressures on public services 
and rapid cultural change in areas disproportionately affected by 
immigration.

Whatever the truth of the matter, today ‘the left behind’ (if such 
a crudely homogenizing imaginary can be considered valid) is less 
a marginal or peripheral phenomenon – the clichéd angry older 
white man hollering at the ministerial motorcade from beneath a 
‘We Voted Leave!’ placard – than the foremost protagonist in the 
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battle for the UK’s future political direction. By the time of the 2019 
election, all major parties were belatedly battling for the ‘left-be-
hind’ vote, with Boris Johnson’s Conservatives audaciously pitching 
for former Labour heartlands in northern England and elsewhere 
with pledges to both deliver Brexit and pursue a ‘Levelling Up’ 
agenda – explicitly framed, in his subsequent Queen’s Speech, as 
a way of spreading ‘opportunities and investment’ more equitably 
across ‘the regions of England’ beyond the prosperous South East 
(gov.uk, 2019: 12). Indeed, there were two abiding narratives 
to emerge from that election, which delivered the biggest Con-
servative majority since 1987. One was the borderline absurd 
idea – road-tested three years earlier by the Brexit battle-bus but 
mobilized even more effectively in the dreary door-stepping rituals 
of the wintry 2019 campaign – that a Cabinet of millionaires, led by 
an old Etonian ex-Oxford Union president, could plausibly frame 
themselves as champions of an ‘anti-elite’ working-class backlash. 
The other was the collapse of the ‘red wall’: a never-before-used 
but now ubiquitous term, coined earlier that year on Twitter by 
ex-Tory pollster James Kanagasooriam to reframe a disparate 
swathe of northern English, Welsh and Midlands constituencies 
that had once formed a supposedly unbreachable bulwark against 
Tory encroachment into Labour territory as newly ripe for annex-
ation following the tectonic political upheavals of preceding years.

The sub-Disraelian discourse of ‘Levelling Up’ would grow ever 
more audible during the ensuing Parliament – alternately pilloried 
and parroted by a Labour Party racing to keep up (rhetorically 
and politically) with the Conservatives’ newly (re)discovered 
devotion to the concerns of ‘left-behind’ areas. Even in the thick 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and its attendant economic shocks, 
Ministers continued to invoke this egalitarian mantra – miracu-
lously stumbling on the ‘magic money tree’ so oft-derided by their 
frugal predecessors (May, quoted in Dearden, 2017) to promise 
generous helpings of taxpayer-funded largesse aimed squarely at 
investing (and solidifying their support) in their newly assembled 
‘blue wall’. First there were pledges (subsequently downsized) to 
spend £500 million reversing regional railway closures dating 
back to the 1960s Beeching cuts, including the Ashington, Blyth 
and Tyne line running through the Blyth Valley in Northumber-
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land: a one-time coal-mining, shipbuilding and fishing hub, and 
perhaps the most surprising defector among all erstwhile red-wall 
strongholds to crumble in the face of Johnson’s assault. Then, in 
the early days of COVID, came the ‘One Nation’ rhetorical flour-
ishes accompanying Chancellor Rishi Sunak’s announcement of 
emergency support for households plunged into economic inse-
curity by the ensuing UK-wide lockdowns. Unveiling an initial 
£1,000 one-year boost to Universal Credit, the main working-age 
social security benefit, and a £35 billion Job Retention Scheme 
paying up to 80 per cent of the wages of workers temporarily ‘fur-
loughed’ due to the enforced closure of ‘non-essential’ businesses, 
he reflected that the government would be ‘judged by’ its ‘capacity 
for compassion’ (quoted in Partington, 2020). Eight months later, 
Sunak would train his sights more narrowly on ‘left-behind’ areas, 
by using an otherwise downbeat inaugural Spending Review to 
launch a £4.8bn ‘Levelling Up Fund’ to boost regeneration projects 
in deprived areas – even as many of those same places continued 
to weather harsh COVID restrictions and the government’s own 
Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) issued baleful warnings of 
impending economic doom.

Yet, while an affinity with working-class ‘angels in marble’ 
(McKenzie & Silver, 1968) might reasonably have been claimed 
by Benjamin Disraeli, Harold Macmillan and other Conser-
vatives of a more charitable (if condescending) disposition, 
sceptical observers were quick to emphasize the irony that many 
of Johnson’s self-styled ‘champions of the people’ had been enthu-
siastic cheerleaders, or in some cases architects, of a long period 
of neoliberal governance which had entrenched the very inequal-
ities they now pledged to address – not least during the decade 
of Tory-led austerity immediately preceding their 2019 electoral 
triumph. Indeed, even as Ministers continued to insist they were 
putting their ‘arms around the people of this country’ through a 
pre-vaccine COVID winter (Johnson, quoted in Roach, 2020), the 
mask of compassion began to slip, as ‘left-behind’ areas of England 
that had scarcely been out of lockdown since the previous March 
were plunged into a bleak December of ‘tier-3’ restrictions (the 
toughest in the land) and the small-print of policies introduced 
to help struggling, newly unemployed workers began to reek of 
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familiar punitive, behaviouralist approaches to welfare. As 50 Tory 
MPs from the so-called ‘Northern Research Group’ stressed in a 
letter to Johnson, by November 2020 – shortly before a second 
England-wide lockdown – all areas under the strictest measures 
were in the North and Midlands, including numerous newly ‘blue-
walled’ towns widely recognized as among the most ‘left behind’ 
in the land (localtrust.org.uk, 2019). These included Blyth itself, 
Leigh in Greater Manchester and Doncaster, South Yorkshire. The 
letter stressed how COVID had exposed ‘the deep structural and 
systemic disadvantage faced by our communities’ and threatened 
to ‘continue to increase the disparity between the North and South 
still further’ (cited in Pidd, 2020).

Such concerns appeared to fall on deaf ears: when conditions 
surrounding England’s three-tier system were toughened still 
further in December 2020, numerous other local authority areas 
encompassing ‘left-behind’ wards, from Newcastle-upon-Tyne to 
Stoke-on-Trent, were shunted into the highest tier, defying figures 
suggesting that many of them had lower infection rates than parts 
of the (less restricted) South-East and London. As the revised 
tier system sparked a fresh revolt among Tory backbenchers, the 
reaction from Johnson’s political opponents was blunt. ‘They 
used the same scare tactics against Greater Manchester when they 
tried to browbeat us into accepting their original flawed tier-3 
proposals’, declared the city’s metropolitan mayor, Andy Burnham, 
adding that continued relegation to the highest tier of so many 
already struggling areas would ‘decimate’ them, in ‘a deliberate 
act of levelling down’ (Kirby, 2020). Some academic commenta-
tors were similarly indignant. ‘Why does the late November map of 
the three-tier system in England look so much like a depiction of 
the north-south divide?’ asked social geographer Danny Dorling 
in the Observer. The answer, he concluded, could be found in the 
multiple, intersecting inequalities disproportionately affecting 
communities in the North, the Midlands and a handful of post-in-
dustrial areas in southern England, including much of Kent, 
south Gloucestershire and northern Somerset. In ‘poorer, more 
often northern, parts people have jobs that cannot be done from 
home and more use public transport’, he pointed out, while fewer 
could afford to retire early and childcare was ‘provided by the 
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extended family’ (including vulnerable older relatives), as wages 
and benefits were too low to fund paid-for cover (Dorling, 2020). 
Dorling added that ‘overcrowding in homes’ was more common in 
high-density urban areas – an echo of concerns about ‘multigen-
erational’ and ‘multi-family’ households previously highlighted by 
others as partial explanation for COVID’s disproportionate impact 
on Black and South Asian groups that had hitherto baffled pundits 
and politicians (e.g., Razaq et al., 2020).

Reflecting on these interconnected dimensions of ‘the left-
behind condition’, columnist Andrew Rawnsley drew attention to 
Johnson’s vow that ‘no one will be left behind’ and ‘what happened 
in 2008’ would not be repeated – that is, the sweeping austerity, 
wage freezes and benefit cuts that had become the default neoliberal 
response to the global financial crash. A ‘further sharpening’ of 
inequalities, ‘accompanied by even deeper feelings of unfairness’, 
was, he warned, ‘a formula for more of the corrosive bitterness 
that was already disfiguring society before the epidemic began’ 
(Rawnsley, 2020). 

Indeed, the persistent positioning of the North and Midlands 
as somehow aberrant and deviant in the context of COVID – as 
hotspots of infection letting down the national side in its fight 
against the virus – would translate into an increasingly overt 
discourse of othering as the pandemic approached its second 
wave. In an interview on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme on 27 
November (the day after the revised tiers were confirmed), then 
Communities and Local Government Secretary Robert Jenrick 
repeatedly advised residents in tier-3 areas to ‘work hard’ to 
cut infection rates so they might earn the greater freedoms that 
came with lower-tier status – including a then proposed five-day 
Christmas respite from lockdown. This effective designation of 
deviant areas, through the prism of the tier system, followed a 
familiar Conservative script of both individualizing responsibility 
for complex society-wide issues and spatially othering named com-
munities, through a discursive practice sociologist Loïc Wacquant 
describes as ‘territorial stigmatization’: the construction of ‘isolated 
and bounded territories’, including ‘social purgatories’ and ‘leprous 
badlands’, at the heart of the ‘post-industrial metropolis’ (2008: 
43). Moreover, as ministers busied themselves on the breakfast 
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media rounds justifying their ‘exclusion’ of the geographically 
marked ‘imperfect people’ from basic societal freedoms (Sibley, 
1995: 69), critical commentators began scrutinizing the conditions 
and caveats in the latest package of labour-market and welfare 
interventions aimed at furloughed workers and the unemployed. 
The devils in the detail of a blizzard of snappily titled initiatives – 
from a KickStart programme for young ‘job-seekers’ to a Job Entry 
Targeted Support scheme for people facing longer-term unem-
ployment – included a melange of re-sharpened sticks wielded 
during the heyday of Coalition Work and Pensions Secretary Iain 
Duncan Smith’s coercive Work Programme. Instead of a Keynesian 
programme of public investment-led job creation, there were job 
‘coaches’ for those recently made redundant – again individualiz-
ing responsibility onto unemployed people to ‘search’ for work, as 
if it might magically (re)appear against a backdrop of pre-COVID 
zero-hours precarity, during COVID economic contraction and 
slow-burn post-COVID recovery.

Meanwhile, younger people were offered ‘placements’, rather 
than apprenticeships, under a scheme promising them the 
minimum wage for internships of up to six months but otherwise 
eerily redolent of Coalition-era ‘mandatory’ work activity. While 
Opposition MPs fixated on Universal Credit’s impending slump 
back to pre-COVID levels, there was also the end of a nine-month 
moratorium on the household benefit cap and the headline ‘cut’ 
in Sunak’s economically hawkish spending review: the reintro-
duction of a disproportionately red-wall/blue-wall-pummelling 
public-sector pay freeze, legitimized (in terms reminiscent of 
Coalition Chancellor George Osborne’s divide-and-rule rhetoric) 
by a race-to-the-bottom assertion that, as COVID had ‘deepened 
the disparity between public and private sector wages’, he could not 
‘justify a significant across-the-board pay increase for all public 
sector workers’ (fenews.co.uk, 2020). Indeed, the entire basis of 
Sunak’s comparison was spurious: the supposed relative generosity 
of public-sector wages was based on notional private-sector com-
parators including the most precarious, poorly paid ‘employees’ 
in Britain, from care-workers and security guards to drivers of 
Deliveroo mopeds and Uber taxis in the gig economy. Yet, amid 
all the understandable criticism of such measures, and their likely 
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impact on ‘left-behind’ groups, one of the earliest manifesta-
tions of the imagined post-pandemic ‘new normal’ was scarcely 
noticed: the return of punitive benefit sanctions for unemployed 
and disabled people, sneaked out by the Department of Work and 
Pensions (DWP) the moment the first lockdown ended.

How long, then, before sympathy for ‘left-behind’ areas at the 
macro level of towns and regions is undermined by a renewed 
emphasis on conditionality and coercion – regardless of the back-
ground reality of a structurally damaged labour market – and the 
revival of ‘scrounger discourse’ (Morrison, 2019a) at the micro-
level of the individual households and neighbourhoods making 
up these semi-mythologized domains? Is the electorally expe-
dient imaginary of ‘the left behind’ ultimately doomed to be 
recast (once its usefulness expires) as the latest incarnation of a 
long-running continuum of stigmatized social groupings, from 
the nineteenth-century ‘residuum’ through the ‘underclass’ to the 
‘socially excluded’ communities Tony Blair problematized as ‘for-
gotten people’ (quoted on bbc.co.uk, 1997)? This is to say nothing 
of the yawning national-to-local democratic deficit magnified by 
COVID – devolution of responsibility, not power, to metropolitan 
authorities – as lockdown restrictions, and the terms and condi-
tions of state support, were imposed on territorially stigmatized 
regions by a centralized Whitehall-based government machine: 
one helmed (lest we forget) by a premier who won his mandate 
by championing ‘the will of the people’ against the condescending, 
we-know-best diktats of a ‘metropolitan elite’ (Grieve, 2019).

These incipient mobilizations of ‘left-behind’ discourse for more 
divisive political purposes are merely one reason why the concept 
is problematic. Even when applied in a well-intentioned (if patron-
izing) way, dominant media and political narratives about ‘the left 
behind’ fail to adequately acknowledge the full range and diversity 
of groups that might be described in such terms – or, in the perhaps 
more suitable phraseology of Nottingham housing estate residents 
interviewed by ethnographer Lisa McKenzie, ‘left out’, ‘invisible’, 
or ‘not existing’ (McKenzie, 2017: 199). As several recent inter-
ventions by race-equality charity the Runnymede Trust rightly 
query, where in the prevailing left-behind narrative framed around 
a ‘somewhat mythical “white working class”’ is there mention of 
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the similarly economically marginalized and politically disen-
franchised ethnic minority groups with whom they increasingly 
coexist – including in once more mono-ethnic industrial areas that 
today exhibit ‘significant racial and ethnic diversity’ (Barbulescu 
et al., 2019; Snoussi & Mompelat, 2019)? And what of the much 
wider spectrum of groups that have, for some years, weathered 
insecure, low-paid work and periodic bouts of unemployment? 
Where is the space in this narrative for the zero-hours, payday 
loan-dependent gig-economy workers of Guy Standing’s universal 
‘precariat’ (2011); the similarly precarious ‘emerging service 
workers’ seen as slowly supplanting the ‘traditional working class’ 
by Britain’s leading class analyst, Mike Savage (2015: 169); and the 
multi-ethnic, multifaceted ‘new working-class’ conceived of as a 
catch-all umbrella for all these subgroups by Claire Ainsley (2018), 
Labour adviser and ex-director of the Joseph Rowntree Founda-
tion? In the words of a former coalminer interviewed for this book, 
any worthwhile definition of ‘the left behind’ must move beyond 
stigmatizing ‘a supposed underclass’, framed as having ‘fallen out 
of the “working class”’ – by recognizing that this term increasingly 
describes the position of a ‘majority of employees in the UK’.

UNDERSTANDING ‘THE LEFT BEHIND’

What, then, is the purpose of this book? As ever, it is simplest to set 
out what it is not. It does not aim to prove or disprove the empirical 
existence of a normatively quantifiable ‘left-behind’ group, or 
even a kaleidoscope of related groupings. For detailed explora-
tions of the multidimensional characteristics of today’s complex, 
rapidly evolving British class system, cast a critical eye over the 
aforementioned works by Savage, Ainsley and Standing. Neither is 
this a book about Brexit, who voted for it and why, the collapse of 
Labour’s ‘red wall’, the supposed ‘culture war’ between social con-
servatives and social liberals, or how the ‘workers’ party’ (and the 
Left generally) might reconnect with their one-time working-class 
base. Again, authoritative and nuanced accounts of these seismic 
democratic events – and the contribution (decisive or over-
stated) of ‘left-behind’ voters – can be found in the work of Danny 
Dorling, economist Sascha O. Becker, social policy scholar Lorenza 




