
The Shaping of Class: Stories of Identity 

and Experience in Britain, 1890-1960

Introduction

This book explores the historical construction of class 

identity in Britain from 1890 to 1960, delving into the 

intricate  interplay  of  social,  cultural,  and  economic 

factors  that  have  shaped class  relations.  It  examines 

how  class  identity  has  been  maintained  and 

transformed  over  time,  amidst  significant  social, 

cultural,  and  economic  changes.  Through  a 

comprehensive analysis  of  various historical  sources, 

this  book  seeks  to  shed  light  on  the  subjective 

experiences and lived realities of working-class people 

in Britain during this period.

The  book begins  by  examining  the  rise  of  industrial 

capitalism and the changing nature of work in the late 
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19th and early  20th  centuries.  It  explores  how these 

transformations impacted class relations and led to the 

emergence of  a  distinct  working-class  culture.  It  also 

examines the role of gender and ethnicity in shaping 

class  identity,  arguing  that  class  cannot  be  fully 

understood  without  considering  these  intersecting 

factors.

The book then moves on to explore the impact of major 

historical events, such as the First and Second World 

Wars,  on  class  relations  in  Britain.  It  examines  how 

these  conflicts  impacted  the  working  class 

economically, socially, and politically. It also explores 

the  role  of  the  Labour  Party  in  representing  the 

interests of the working class and the changing nature 

of class identity in the aftermath of these wars.

The  book  also  examines  the  impact  of  the  post-war 

economic boom and the creation of the welfare state on 

the working class. It explores how these developments 

led to improvements in living standards and a decline 
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in poverty, and how they impacted class relations and 

class  identity.  It  also  examines  the  impact  of 

Thatcherism on the working class in the 1980s and the 

rise of New Labour in the 1990s and 2000s.

Finally,  the  book  explores  the  impact  of  the  global 

financial  crisis  of  2008,  Brexit,  and  the  COVID-19 

pandemic on the working class in Britain. It examines 

how  these  events  have  impacted  the  economy,  the 

labor market, and class relations. It also explores the 

changing nature of  class  identity  in  the 21st  century 

and  the  challenges  and  opportunities  facing  the 

working class in the years to come.
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Book Description

This  book offers  a  comprehensive  exploration of  the 

historical construction of class identity in Britain from 

1890  to  1960,  shedding  light  on  the  intricate 

relationship  between  social,  cultural,  and  economic 

factors in shaping class relations. Through meticulous 

analysis of diverse historical sources, it delves into the 

subjective experiences and lived realities of working-

class people during this transformative period.

The  book begins  by  examining  the  rise  of  industrial 

capitalism and the changing nature of work in the late 

19th  and  early  20th  centuries,  highlighting  their 

profound impact on class relations and the emergence 

of a distinct working-class culture. It also explores the 

significant  roles  of  gender  and  ethnicity  in  shaping 

class  identity,  arguing  that  a  comprehensive 

understanding of class requires consideration of these 

intersecting factors.
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Moving  forward,  the  book  examines  the  impact  of 

major historical events,  such as the First  and Second 

World Wars, on class relations in Britain. It  analyzes 

how  these  conflicts  affected  the  working  class 

economically, socially, and politically, shedding light on 

the evolving role of the Labour Party in representing 

working-class  interests  and  the  changing  nature  of 

class identity in the aftermath of these wars.

Furthermore,  the book investigates the impact of  the 

post-war  economic  boom  and  the  creation  of  the 

welfare state on the working class, exploring how these 

developments led to improvements in living standards 

and a decline in poverty, and how they influenced class 

relations and class identity. It also examines the impact 

of Thatcherism in the 1980s and the rise of New Labour 

in  the  1990s  and  2000s,  analyzing  their  respective 

impacts on the working class.

Finally,  the  book  explores  the  impact  of  the  global 

financial  crisis  of  2008,  Brexit,  and  the  COVID-19 
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pandemic on the working class in Britain, examining 

how  these  events  have  impacted  the  economy,  the 

labor market, and class relations. It also delves into the 

changing nature of  class  identity  in  the 21st  century 

and  the  challenges  and  opportunities  facing  the 

working class in the years to come.

With its rigorous analysis and insightful perspectives, 

this  book  offers  a  valuable  resource  for  scholars, 

students, and anyone interested in understanding the 

historical construction of class identity in Britain and 

its implications for contemporary society.
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Chapter 1: Forging Class Identities

The Rise of Industrial Capitalism

The rise of industrial capitalism in Britain during the 

late  18th  and  early  19th  centuries  brought  about 

profound changes to the social and economic landscape 

of the country. These changes had a significant impact 

on the formation and development of class identities, 

as  well  as  on  the  relationships  between  different 

classes.

Prior  to  the  Industrial  Revolution,  Britain's  economy 

was largely based on agriculture, with the majority of 

the  population  living  in  rural  areas.  However,  the 

advent of new technologies and the mechanization of 

production led to a shift from rural to urban areas, as 

people  flocked  to  the  cities  in  search  of  work  in 

factories and mills. This rapid urbanization led to the 

emergence of new social classes, such as the industrial 

working class and the urban middle class.
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The industrial working class was composed of people 

who worked in factories,  mines,  and other industrial 

settings. They were often employed in dangerous and 

unhealthy conditions,  and they faced long hours and 

low wages. The urban middle class, on the other hand, 

consisted of  people who worked in white-collar jobs, 

such  as  clerks,  teachers,  and  shopkeepers.  They 

generally  had  more  education  and  better  living 

conditions than the working class.

The rise of industrial capitalism also led to a widening 

of the gap between the rich and the poor. The owners 

of  factories  and  other  industrial  enterprises 

accumulated  vast  wealth,  while  the  working  class 

struggled to make ends meet. This economic inequality 

led to  social  tensions and conflicts  between different 

classes.

In addition to economic factors, the rise of industrial 

capitalism also had a significant impact on cultural and 

social  values.  The  traditional  values  of  rural  society, 
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such as deference to authority and the importance of 

community,  began  to  break  down  in  the  urban 

environment. This led to the emergence of new forms 

of  popular  culture,  such as  music  halls  and sporting 

events, which were often seen as a threat to traditional 

morality.

The  rise  of  industrial  capitalism  also  led  to  the 

emergence of new political movements and ideologies. 

The working class began to organize itself  into trade 

unions and political parties, in order to fight for better 

wages  and  working  conditions.  This  led  to  the 

development  of  class  consciousness  and  the  rise  of 

socialism as a political force.
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Chapter 1: Forging Class Identities

The Changing Nature of Work

The  late  19th  and  early  20th  centuries  witnessed  a 

profound  transformation  in  the  nature  of  work  in 

Britain. The Industrial Revolution, which had begun in 

the late 18th century,  accelerated rapidly during this 

period, leading to the rise of large-scale factories and 

the  decline  of  traditional  cottage  industries.  This 

resulted  in  a  shift  from  a  predominantly  rural  and 

agricultural workforce to an urban and industrial one.

For many working-class people,  this  transition was a 

difficult and disruptive experience. They were forced to 

leave  their  familiar  communities  and  move  to 

overcrowded and unsanitary cities in search of work. 

They also  had to  adapt  to  new and often dangerous 

working  conditions  in  factories  and  mines.  The  long 

hours,  low  pay,  and  lack  of  job  security  that 
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characterized  much  of  industrial  work  led  to 

widespread poverty and social unrest.

However,  the  changing  nature  of  work  also  created 

new  opportunities  for  working-class  people.  The 

growth  of  trade  unions  and  the  Labour  Party  gave 

them a voice  in  politics  and the economy.  They also 

began to  develop a  sense  of  class  consciousness  and 

solidarity,  as  they realized that  they shared common 

interests and experiences.

The  changing  nature  of  work  also  had  a  significant 

impact on gender relations. Women were increasingly 

drawn into the workforce, particularly during the First 

World War when many men were away fighting. This 

led  to  a  challenge  to  traditional  gender  roles  and  a 

greater degree of economic independence for women.

By the end of the period, the nature of work in Britain 

had been transformed. The old order, based on rural 

and  agricultural  labor,  had  been  replaced  by  a  new 

industrial  order.  This  had a  profound impact  on the 
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lives  of  working-class  people,  both  positive  and 

negative. It led to new challenges and hardships, but it 

also created new opportunities and a greater sense of 

class consciousness and solidarity.
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Chapter 1: Forging Class Identities

Class and Gender in the Victorian Era

The Victorian era in Britain was a time of great social 

and economic change.  The Industrial  Revolution had 

transformed the country from a predominantly rural to 

an urban society, and the rise of capitalism led to the 

creation of  a  new class  of  wealthy industrialists  and 

factory  owners.  At  the  same time,  the  working  class 

grew  rapidly,  as  millions  of  people  moved  from  the 

countryside to the cities in search of work.

This transformation of British society had a profound 

impact  on  class  relations  and  gender  roles.  In  the 

Victorian era, class was closely tied to occupation and 

wealth.  The  upper  classes  consisted  of  the  landed 

gentry, the aristocracy, and the wealthy industrialists 

and  merchants.  The  middle  classes  included 

professionals, such as doctors, lawyers, and teachers, as 

well as small business owners and skilled workers. The 

13



working class consisted of factory workers, miners, and 

other manual laborers.

Gender also played a significant role in shaping class 

identity in the Victorian era. Women were expected to 

be  subservient  to  men,  and  their  roles  were  largely 

confined to the domestic sphere. They were responsible 

for  raising  children,  managing  the  household,  and 

providing  emotional  support  to  their  husbands. 

Women  who  worked  outside  the  home  were  often 

employed  in  low-paying  and  menial  jobs,  such  as 

domestic service or factory work.

The  intersection  of  class  and  gender  produced  a 

complex  and often  contradictory  set  of  social  norms 

and expectations. Working-class women, for example, 

were expected to be both submissive and hardworking. 

They were expected to defer to their husbands and to 

prioritize their families'  needs over their own. At the 

same time, they were also expected to contribute to the 

family income by working outside the home. This often 
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meant working long hours in difficult and dangerous 

conditions for low pay.

The Victorian era was also a time of great social and 

political  unrest.  The working class began to organize 

and demand better wages and working conditions. This 

led to the formation of trade unions and the rise of the 

Labour  Party.  Women  also  began  to  challenge  the 

traditional  gender  roles  that  confined  them  to  the 

domestic sphere. They fought for the right to education, 

employment, and political representation.

The  changes  that  took  place  in  Britain  during  the 

Victorian era had a profound impact on class relations 

and gender roles. The rise of the working class and the 

increasing visibility of women in public life challenged 

traditional notions of class and gender. These changes 

would  continue  to  shape  British  society  in  the  20th 

century and beyond.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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