
Submitted version of paper published as Dorling, D. (2006) Class Alignment Renewal: The Journal of Labour Politics 14(1), 8-19 

Note: paper first presented at the Elections Parties and Opinion Polls Conference, University of Essex, September 2005 

 
Class Alignment 
 
Danny Dorling, University of Sheffield 
 
 
Introduction 
 
It is odd that patterns of voting in Britain have been described as becoming less class 
aligned over the last few decades, while so much more in society has polarised. From 
social mobility between the birth cohorts, to mortality inequalities by area and class to 
income and most importantly wealth inequalities, to educational opportunities – what 
matters in Britain is clearly becoming more unequal and has been for some time. So 
why have people not reflected that in their voting?  
 
The answer is that they have and they have done so clearly steadily, slowly, reliably 
and consistently. We just failed to look clearly at those people and those votes, and 
perhaps classed people a little too much by what they said they did (occupation) and 
too little by where they found themselves to be and what they held there (wealth). In 
Britain from the late 1950s onwards social class has become more closely aligned 
with voting. This class alignment became particularly strong as social polarisation has 
grown most rapidly – to become most clearly aligned in 2005 – as can be seen 
through analysis of the results of the 2005 general election (below). 
 
In making the argument presented here it is important to realise that that social 
polarisation continues to grow under the current government. This is seen in key 
measures of equality of outcome with both short and long time lags. |The opportunity 
to live to old age is the most important opportunity of all. Rising inequality in that 
opportunity is illustrated by growing social inequality in infant mortality since 1998 
(Figure 1) and spatial inequality life expectancy (Figure 2). People die earlier when 
and where they live more unequal lives (see Richard Wilkinson’s article in this issue). 
Inequalities of other opportunities, as viewed through recent outcome measures, have 
widened recently also:  
 

1) Housing wealth per child rose 20 times more in the best-off tenth as compared 
to worse-off tenth of areas in Britain 1993-2003. (Shelter, 2005) 

 
2) The majority of ‘extra’ Higher Education places have gone to children from 

already advantaged areas and so the participation gap between social groups 
has been increasing (1997-2003 graduating cohorts, HEFCE Widening 
Participation report, January 2005). 

 
3) Work rich and work poor geographical divisions are growing by area and by 

income to at least mid 2005… (see D. Dorling, 2005, Human Geography of 
the UK, London: Sage,  alongside income data release by Barclays Premier 
Clients December 8th 2005 which shows continued polarisation by income by 
area in Britain.) 
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Figure 1: Social inequality in infant mortality, trend 1996-2003 
Sources: Tackling Health Inequalities: Status Report on the Programme for Action, 
London: Department of Health , 11 August 2005, p.27 (note infant mortality figures 
are for England and Wales only; figures for three year period ending December of the 
date shown, last period being 2001-2003); Note that by very large area: reported 
infant mortality rates, 2002, were lowest at 3.8 per thousand live births in the 
Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire Strategic Health Authority (SHA) and at 3.9 per 
thousand in Thames Valley SHA. Rates were highest at 7.0 per thousand in  West 
Yorkshire SHA and 7.7 per thousand in Birmingham and the Black Country SHA.  
 
 
These rising inequalities are the modern day manifestations of the evils of disease, 
squalor, ignorance and idleness. Their fifth facet - want – also has a modern 
manifestation as increasing numbers of people, often living in debt, can only secure 
resources that are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or 
family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and 
activities. As such poverty-social-exclusion has increased so too has wealth-social-
exclusion risen. More individuals and families are able to command resources to 
enable them to exclude themselves from ordinary living patterns, customs and 
activities. More people have servants, use private teachers to school their children, 
can take many “exclusive” holidays and own two, or three or four houses while 
growing numbers cannot afford a mortgage on one home. 
 
Given all this how did we get to a position where we are told that class matters less in 
politics? 
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Figure 2: Spatial Inequality in Life Expectancy: extreme areas, trend 1999-2004. 
Source: Life expectancy data from ONS details in the British Medical Journal, Letter, 
December 9th 2005 (for latest data), all districts of the UK used here and simple 
range shown only, three year average (again ending on the year shown).  
 
 
Background 
 
In Britain, in hindsight, social equity grew most clearly from just before the First 
World War to just after the Second. The absolute and relative gaps between rich and 
poor fell in all that mattered most: in the chances of parents’ children dying as infants, 
in their wealth, in their opportunities for education, and in the importance that where 
they lived – that geography - had on their lives. Analysing the results of a survey in 
the early 1950s, comparing it to one he had commissioned over half a century earlier, 
Seebohm Rowntree declared that poverty had all but been eliminated by social 
reform. It had not, but it is easy to forget just what had been achieved in those years.  
 
The trend towards greater social equality came crashing to a halt in the late 1950s. 
The income shares of the richest within the richest analysed by others show that 
clearly (see Figure 3). Analysis of mortality trends over time reaches almost identical 
conclusions. Wealth too shows the same pattern. In all that is certain in life – death 
and taxes – class now matters more. The 1960s Labour governments presided over a 
period of slight increases in equality again, as did the late 1970s government, but their 
efforts when viewed over the course of the whole of the last century appear now to 
simply have been to have held back a revival in inequality. That revival brought us - 
by the start of this century - to levels of inequality we last experienced at the height of 
the 1930s depression.  
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In terms of absolute wealth, especially in comparison to most of the rest of the world, 
we are much richer. In terms of relative chances between social groups we are as 
unequal now as we were then. This is why the 1970 birth cohorts fair so much worse 
than those of the 1940s or that of the 1950s when those cohorts have been studied and 
followed up in terms of social inequality and lack of social mobility. 
 
 
Figure 3: What proportion of income do the richest of the rich hold? 

 
Figure 3: What proportion of income do the richest of the rich hold? 
source: http://www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/users/atkinson/NLandUK12.pdf (A.B.Atkinson and 
W. Salverda, 2003). Note original source for authors’ requests over use, etc. 
 
Growing social inequalities in Britain were not inevitable. They did not occur to 
anything like the same extent in the Netherlands, for instance, as Figure 3 indicates 
for tax shares amongst the richest, and as studies of health as well as housing 
comparing these countries confirm. In Britain we collectively decided to become 
more unequal. That this has been the case is evident from studies in epidemiology (on 
health divides), in housing (as tenure polarised), in economics (growing wealth 
inequalities), sociology (unequal life chances), and in geography (which matters). The 
exception to this trend, the production of dozens of graphs looking like Figure 3, has 
been in politics and most clearly in the study of elections. Why, if so much that 
matters – from death to taxes – has become more unequal – has this not been reflected 
by an electoral polarisation? Instead we are told that a de-alignment occurred. The 
purpose of this short article is to make a suggestion that we should question that idea 
of de-alignment. Above all it is nonsensical that politics should be unconnected to 
society given all that has happened to people in Britain over the last fifty years. 
 
De-alignment  
 
Other than borrowing the graph in Figure 3, this articles draws on one previous paper 
(Curtice, 2002) as that paper itself references almost all of the most relevant electoral 
work in this area (and is extremely good). John Curtice’s 2002 review covered the 
period up to and including the 1997 election. A major theme of Curtice’s review of  
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survey research and electoral change in Britain in the latter half of the twentieth 
century concerned debates of class de-alignment and partisan de-alignment. Class de-
alignment is the supposed process whereby an individual’s social class background 
becomes less predictive of their vote. Partisan de-alignment is the same but that their 
expressed party identification becomes less predictive (as in “always voted Labour, 
support Labour, but cannot bring themselves to vote Labour”). The two are clearly 
linked. 
 
 Curtice sums up the start of the argument that something was changing thus: 
 

[T]he first suggestion that an important change was occurring was made by 
Butler and Stokes themselves in the second edition of their book [1974]. They 
argued that there had been a decline in the strength of the class alignment. While 
the level of Labour partisanship was weaker in the working class in 1970 than it 
had been in 1963, it was stronger amongst the middle class. The classes also 
seemed to be less polarised in their subjective class identities. The 'class equals 
party' model of British politics was seriously questioned for the first time, 
unleashing a debate about dealignment that dominated the literature of the 1970s 
and 1980s, and continued in the 1990s.  

 
He continues: 
 

But it was not easy for Butler and Stokes to account for this apparent decline in 
class voting in terms that were consistent with their model of inter-generational 
change. In part they were able to remain within the terms of their model by 
noting that the strength of the class alignment appeared to be weaker amongst 
the newest cohorts in the electorate than in the cohort that had entered in 1945. 
New electors were evidently responding to a new political climate, as their 
model suggested they would. But in speculating about what  had changed about 
the political climate, Butler and Stokes referred not to sudden changes registered 
at one election, which was what their model had previously relied upon, but to 
gradual social changes - the  introduction of television, the increasing similarity 
in the social composition of the Conservative and Labour parliamentary parties 
and increasing affluence. Even more importantly, they acknowledged that these 
changes had influenced the whole electorate and not just new voters.  
 

The evidence that this de-alignment was taking place came from the electoral surveys. 
Surveys designed and often implemented by the same people who were analysing 
them. Curtice later in his paper laments that earlier electoral surveys did not contain 
the questions needed to question some of Butler and Stokes’ ideas because the 
relevant questions were not in the surveys due to Butler and Stokes’ theories.  

 5



Submitted version of paper published as Dorling, D. (2006) Class Alignment Renewal: The Journal of Labour Politics 14(1), 8-19 

 
However, that is simply the tip of the iceberg of the problem of partiality in the study 
of so called de-alignment. The base of the iceberg concerns the idea of class that has 
been used in these studies which is termed general social bias (GSB) class here-on.1 
This is social class largely based on occupation. The idea that someone’s class can be 
well determined by their job title has a number of problems associated with it. 
 

1) It assumes they have a job with a clear title. The very rich and very poor tend 
not to and women in the past were much less titled than now. 

2) It assumes that all jobs with much the same title are equal, and that gaining a 
job is what matters most and what puts you on a par with others. 

3) It assumes class (and hence class interest) is individualistic. Thus a teacher 
living with her none-earning husband with three young children is of the same 
class as a teacher living only with her well salaried accountant husband. 

4) It largely ignores wealth which is mainly inherited or has been built up from 
small inheritances – deposited in housing (very few people are “self made”). 

5) It assumes that where you live is unimportant. A teacher in the Gambia, at 
Eton, aged 60 in Dorset or aged 20 in West Belfast are the same. 

6) It has at its heart a fantasy of meritocracy – that if you work hard enough – 
and socially fit in - you too can be with your betters. Thus when the 
classification system by social-economic group (SEG; see note 1) was 
introduced in the 1950s the highest groups were those considered to play 
tennis together. However, although everyone may have been a member of the 
Tennis club – some were clearly more equal than others. 

 
From a factory owner’s son discovering poverty in Manchester a century and a half 
ago, to shipping magnet Charles Booth in the 1880s to Registrar General T.H. 
Stevenson a generation later to the OPCS tennis players of the 1950s, to the ONS 
sponsored ‘new’ socio-economic position (SEC) hustled in with New Labour at the 
end of the last century – class classification systems betray their designers: their 
designer’s beliefs, aspirations, and context.  
  
In the 1970s it was noticed that GSB class and peoples’ pasts became least predictive 
of vote as people aged. What people had and where they were was becoming more 
important than their job title. To continue to quote from Curtice’s summary: 
 

Crewe et al (1977) noted that the decline in partisanship in 1974 was not 
confined to  new voters but actually was greatest amongst those who had 
entered the electorate in the 1930s - that is amongst voters who first came of 
age at the height of the depression and for whom the class-based appeal  of the 
two main parties might have been expected to have had most resonance. 
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In the 1980s it was noticed that people with generally lower pay and wealth (public 
sector employees) and who were also more likely to live in the north were more likely 
to vote Labour even of the same GSB class. New alignments were thus suggested: 
 

Alongside these theses of dealignment, some analysts have also suggested that 
new alignments have emerged and/or that new sources of electoral motivation 
have replaced party identification. Probably the most influential argument in 
favour of the emergence of a new alignment was the claim that a 
public/private sector cleavage had opened up (Dunleavy, 1979; Dunleavy 
1980; Dunleavy and Husbands 1985).  

 
However, even in the 1990s GSB class was still being used and hence analysts said it 
was not easy to account for the growing spatial polarisation of class because GSB 
class did not account for the differences in structure in the two geographical halves of 
Britain (well it wouldn’t would it when a teacher is the same where ever they live!): 
 

Until the 1990s at least, stronger evidence of a new cleavage seemed to lie 
elsewhere. Between 1955 and 1987 there was an increasing geographical 
polarisation of electoral support between the North of Britain (i.e. Scotland 
and the North of England) and the South (i.e. the rest of England) (Curtice and 
Steed, 1982;  Curtice and Steed, 1986; Johnston et al 1988; Curtice and Steed, 
1988). While the North became relatively more pro-Labour, the South became 
more pro-Conservative. Further, this divergence could not easily be accounted 
for by differences in the social structure of the two halves of Britain. This 
suggested that region itself had become an influence on electoral behaviour 
(Curtice, 1988); indeed by 1987 regional  location had become the biggest 
divider of the working class politically, outstripping even housing tenure  and 
trade union membership (Heath et al, 1991). However, even this divide has 
appeared to weaken somewhat more recently, not least it seems because of 
deliberate attempts by the Labour Party to increase  its appeal in the South of 
England (Curtice and Park, 1999).  

 
Curtice gets towards the end of his review by stating how very complicated it all 
appears to be and leaving his readers wondering just what we now know: 
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[Heath and Friends] …suggest that when this is examined we find that 
although the class/vote relationship has not been stable over time (and did 
indeed decline between 1964 and 1970 as Butler and Stokes argued) there has 
not been  a consistent secular decline in the relationship such as predicted by 
the class dealignment thesis. Rather the relationship has fluctuated up and 
down since 1970 - with the differences often not being statistically significant.  

 
Re-alignment 
 
In hindsight, and given all the other social trends that are now becoming ever more 
evident, the class or partisan de-alignment debate can be viewed as a potential 
problem of definitions. Define class by job-title, or even worse partisanship by some 
form of recollected identity (‘I was always Labour’), and you are not going to be 
defining a group of people with that much of a common interest. All the country’s 
teachers, secretaries, managers and metal workers do not have that much in common. 
Rising inequalities in wealth and educational opportunity by area and greater social 
polarisation through migration have increasingly brought together people with 
common interests geographically – people with class interests geographically 
concentrated.  
 
If you want your children to inherit your wealth and have an advantage over other 
peoples’ children, to go to university and not see others go, if you want your house 
value to rise and not see new homes built in your area then you have more in common 
with your neighbours than you may have had in the past (and it may be in your short 
term interest to vote for the party of David Cameron). Similarly, if you have no 
significant wealth, your children have almost no chance of a good education, the 
homes around yours are either not for sale or worth relatively little, you are more 
likely to share these attributes with your neighbours than you were half a century ago. 
You have more of a similar interest and you are more likely to behave like each other 
as a result. Politically this increasingly implies not voting at all as a class, but still 
behaving with the same class interests (with a common set of interests in none of the 
main three parties). 
 
Suppose this argument were true. That people with similar class interests were 
behaving politically in similar ways and that as class become more important this 
political behaviour became more distinct – what should we expect to see and how 
should we expect to be able to see it? Well, we could look at the electoral surveys 
over the last half century and try to tease these relationships out, imputing indicators 
of wider family wealth, educational advantage, and health status that were comparable 
over time – perhaps even using respondents’ addresses to estimate such things. 
However, that would be a great deal of work, may not even be possible, is possibly 
not ethical, and may well not be necessary. Alternatively we could simply define what 
we would expect to see if the argument above is correct and then see if we see it. 
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Figure 4: How many Tory voters need to move to spread them evenly over 
Britain? 
Source- analysis by author – dataset available at http://www.shef.ac.uk/sasi
 
Compare Figure 4 to Figure 3. Imagine for a moment that voters are like butter and 
the country is a piece of toast. You are an all powerful being, have a knife, and are 
about the spread Tory voters evenly across the nation (you look a little like Peter 
Snow leaning over some odd multicoloured map graphic on election night). Figure 4 
shows what proportion of the electorate you would have to move for each general 
election held following the end of the Great War until that held earlier this yeari. By 
spring 2005 you, or rather the fictional omnipresent you with the very large butter 
knife, would have to spread almost 16% of Tory voters out of their homes and into the 
rapidly vacated homes of those otherwise aligned living elsewhere. That’s a lot of 
Tories. 
 
To be a bit more precise you would have to sweep some half a million Tories out of 
the South East of England, quarter of a million out of the South West, almost a third 
of a million out of the Eastern Region; depositing roughly half a million in aggregate 
into Yorkshire, Wales and the North East; two hundred thousand into the North West 
of England and over four hundred thousand into Scotland. Proportionally you would 
be moving the most ever needed since 1918 (and that was an odd election).  
 
Why are the Tories now so clustered by geography if not by job label? Why has the 
increase in that clustering been so steady and smooth? It is not places that create a 
common interest (other than indirectly). There is nothing in the soil in the south or the 
rock in the north that now gives people a reason to behave in a particular way that it 
did not in the past. Figures 3 and 4 look so similar because they are showing the same 
thing, just through different lenses. Who you are, and what you have – class – matters 

 9

http://www.shef.ac.uk/sasi


Submitted version of paper published as Dorling, D. (2006) Class Alignment Renewal: The Journal of Labour Politics 14(1), 8-19 

more today than it did a half century ago in Britain. Voting, as with all else that 
matters – especially that which matters most - has aligned more strongly to class as 
class has become ever more important; but to see that you have to first recognise class 
and class interest for what it really is, and not through the titles and ranks given to 
people’s jobs. 
 
 
Class interests geographically concentrated 
 
Class interests have become more geographically concentrated only in recent times. 
They were not so obviously spatially clustered, for instance, in the 1920s – despite the 
economic depression of that decade and the next being so geographically polarised. 
They did not even appear after the Second World War when people, to put it crudely, 
had better worked out for what they were voting and where their interests lay. In both 
1923 and 1950 only five percent more voters voted Labour in the north than in the 
south. Only four percent fewer voted Conservative, and one percent fewer: Liberal. 
There were many areas up and down the country where it was in peoples’ interests to 
vote for one or other of the two main parties. Region mattered less. Social class based 
on occupation mattered more.  
 
Geography mattered least in voting in 1959 as Figure 4 shows. It mattered least in 
terms of determining your chances of mortality in that decade also. We had never had 
it so equal (by area). Inequalities of income continued to fall into the 1960s (Figure 
3), and some commentators claim that it was by the 1970s that social inequalities in 
general had reached their historic minima. However by then the tide had already 
begun to turn and although the 1980s were the decade of inequality and a nation 
newly divided; the dividing had begun earlier. It continued just as strongly in the 
1990s and perhaps with a little more ferocity under Tony Blair as compared to John 
Major (see Figures 1 and 2). The recent economic boom fuelled wealth growth most 
strongly in the south, it was from the south that most of the extra university students 
came, in the south the most of the additional years of life expectancy were lived, in 
the south where most people of working age were working by the time Labour won its 
third ‘historic’ 2005 victory. 
 
What is most remarkable about this geography to class alignment is that it expressed 
itself at a time when the electorate were given the least options. The two main parties 
both being in favour of an unpopular (and illegal) war and trying to out play each 
other: jumping over the middle ground and squeezing out the third option. They were 
only playing electoral leapfrog as shadow minister jumped over the cabinet minister’s 
agenda, but despite this confusing game the electorate become increasingly 
geographical polarised in both their opinions as expressed through their voting and 
through their lives and life-chances. People in Britain know where (literally) they 
stand, even when presented with such unclear options. 
 
In the future whether and where their children will be able to afford to live, whether 
they will be able to do what we currently take for granted (and in additional perhaps  

 10



Submitted version of paper published as Dorling, D. (2006) Class Alignment Renewal: The Journal of Labour Politics 14(1), 8-19 

run a car or go to university) will very much depend on where they live. People know 
the extent to which they find their chances increasingly determined by their 
geography, and that – those chances are not of their own making. Many vote and cat 
to try to preserve their geographical advantage – against the poor, against the north, 
against immigration, against redistribution: looking after ‘their’ place, their interests, 
as a class. 
 
Postscript. 
 
In the run up to Christmas 2005 thousands of Christmas cards were distributed to 
some of the parents of children set to benefit from the establishment of child trust 
funds for all our youngest children by the Labour government. Two of the cards are 
shown in Figure 5. On the front the instructions are to: “Pop out these cards and keep 
them ready to hand out. Your child will thank you, as will those you hand them to”. 
On the back are instructions of how to “… send a cheque to mummy and daddy” so 
that in the future the child whose crayon it supposedly is can afford a house, a car and 
college fees. For further information on making such payments the recipient of the 
Christmas card is directed to www.postoffice.co.uk/savings. 
 
Thus in the spirit of Christmas 2005 it was made ever more evident to the parents of 
children in Britain that, to them that had rich relatives, their future trust funds would  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Child Trust Fund Mailshot – December 2005 – the spirit of Christmas 
yet to come: 
Source: Christmas card received by the author in December 2005 on behalf of his 
daughter, then, aged just under two years.  Please don’t send cheques! 
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over-flow. Whereas to them whose mother could only put the cards in the bin, they 
would not be saving for a deposit for a house, a car, or going to college in the future. 

h, 
 

re 

otes 
. GSB could also stand, in no derogatory way, for a ‘grammar school boy’ idea of class. By this 

n GSB refers to the brief historical moment in the middle of the twentieth century when boys 
ge 

 

a 

nstituencies defined in 1999 
y boundary changes. See 

Social-political classes in Britain by end 2005 were clearly aligned by access to 
opportunity – to wealth – and that in turn is aligned geographically, less and less by 
job title. Job title mattered most to those generations first establishing their wealt
first to own their home, first to go to university, first to drive a car. For those not from
such families they could ask Santa that they too could have the opportunities that we
more (geographically) widely spread across past generations. But then Santa only 
comes to those who are ‘good’, and he carries most down the chimneys of those 
whose parents have most to entice him in. 
 
 
N
1
definitio
from poorer backgrounds, in theory, had a chance of bettering themselves by passing an exam at a
eleven (if they were entered and were lucky enough to be good at exams at that age). Some girls were 
included too but the eleven plus was often made more difficult for them by raising the mark they need
to pass! Grammar schools were defined as schools with an ‘academic curriculum’ as opposed to 
schools for the majority that taught them how to work rather than think. Going to a grammar school 
would not make your parents wealthy, but it would give some boys a chance of gaining a job with a 
good title and a chance of avoiding the manual work of their fathers. Given that this chance was so 
important to these boys it is hardly surprising that this generation came to use classification systems 
based on job titles so enthusiastically - often called social-economic group (SEG) or Socioeconomic 
status (SES) or socio-economic position (SEC) or even new SEC (NSEC). The GSB classification is 
male, hierarchal, meritocracy biased class system. It matters less and less. 
 
2. The areas you are spreading these good folk over are the 84 European co

ut never used. These areas are used so that the results are not influenced bb
www.shef.ac.uk/sasi/hguk for more details. 
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