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CHAPTER 12

The Making of the Western Affluent Working
Class: Class and Affluence Through Postwar
Public Discussions and Academic
Interpretations

Jussi Lahtinen

INTRODUCTION

The first decades after World War 1I are often labeled the Golden Age of
Western industrial capitalism.! The 1970s marked an end of this period of
“endless prosperity,”? but the essential phenomena of that time—welfare

Judt, T. (2005). Postwar: A history of Europe since 1945. Penguin Press, 324-353;
Hobsbawm, E. (1995) [1994]. Age of extremes: The short twentieth century 1914-1991.
Abacus, 257-286.

2Hobsbawn (1995) [1994], 403-432.
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states and rising standards of living—have continued to affect the Western
experience ever since. For decades, the unparalleled economic progress
has been a topic for vivid public debates, in which contemporaries have
analyzed the societal impact of postwar affluence. Some have, for example,
promoted the idea of the classless society, while some have emphasized
more the stratification and injustices even in the so-called welfare state /
affluent society. In this chapter, I analyze Western societal narratives,
emphasizing the concept of social class. I ask how general, widely spread
public portrayals and academic interpretations of the working class have
been constructed, deconstructed or reconstructed since World War I1.

As empirical evidence, I use popular sociological interpretations, wide-
spread media narratives, and influential political rhetoric from the 1950s
to the 2020s. These are collected mainly from North America, Great
Britain, and Finland, but also from France and (West) Germany. Finland—
usually seen as a Nordic welfare state—is selected as an empirical case
study because of my own academic specializations. These discussions are
highlighted from current research paradigms, but I have also revisited the
original texts. I claim that selected discussions construct a general narra-
tive for the postwar Western working class, and they both reveal the
changes in social positions and occasionally further these changes.
Simultaneously, I argue that strong mediatization of the class experience
has become one of the dominant features when speaking about contem-
porary class consciousness.

The key concepts of this chapter are narrative and experience. Here,
experience does not mean authentic, unproblematized individual experi-
ence, but more a culturally and socially constructed mediating category,
which is nevertheless still lived through memories and embodied feelings.?
I emphasize the impact of different societal narratives conveyed to the
public sphere—especially during the contemporary era of mass media.*
During the analysis, I follow the basic definition of master narrative and
counter-narrative, where the first indicates the normative, even hegemonic
state of being and the latter represents the resistance. The individual soci-
etal experiences are partly created through both of these forms of

3Kivimiki, V., Suodenjoki, S., and Vahtikari, T. (2021). Lived nation: Histories of experi-
ence and emotion in understanding nationalism. In V. Kivimiki, S. Suodenjoki, and
T. Vahtikari (eds.), Lived nation as the history of experiences and emotions in Finland. Palgrave
Macmillan, 12-13.

*On mass media and experience, see Carr, D. (2014). Experience and history:
Phenomenological perspectives on the historical world. Oxford University Press, 59-60.
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storytelling.® Overall, this study analyzes first and foremost general soci-
etal narratives—even generalizations—which are spread through media
and can be claimed to have a distinct impact on members of the contem-
porary working class—especially in a sense of understanding one’s own
social position.

Indeed, working class is a subject for the selected narratives. Here, it is
seen as a general concept covering non-college-educated blue-collar work-
ers and agents with a similar social background outside working life. In
other words, it is a concept covering a specific social group based on eco-
nomic and social positions.® The focus of the study is mainly on the male-
dominated manufacturing labor force, because most of the selected public
discussions focus on this demographic. However, the diversity of the con-
cept of working class is highlighted at the end of this chapter.

The concept of the affluent society provides a context for the analysis.
The term was coined by American economist John Kenneth Galbraith in
his celebrated book Affluent Society (1958). In Galbraith’s grand theory,
during the 1950s the United States entered the era of material affluence
and abundance, especially in the sense of private consumerism. The book
was a highly influential study in the field of economics, where Galbraith
developed his Keynesian views on how public spending should be increased
in addition to private spending for the sake of national progress.” However,
the concept of the affluent society soon detached itself from Galbraith’s
theories and took on a life of its own. It became a general term describing
the Western societal reality.

It should be noted that the concept of the welfare state is connected to
the concept of the affluent society. “Welfare State” as a term has been used
in political and academic discussions every now and then since the mid-
nineteenth century, but it has been an impactful rhetorical tool only since

*Lueg, K., Bager, A. S., and Lundholt, M. W. (2021). Introduction. What counter-narra-
tives are: Dimensions and levels of a theory of middle range. In K. Lueg and M. W. Lundholt
(eds.), Routledge handbook of counter-narratives. Taylor and Francis, 2—4; Eiranen, R.,
Hatavara, M., Kivimiki, V., Mikeld, M., and Toivo, R. M. (2022). Narrative and experience:
Interdisciplinary methodologies between history and narratology. Scandinavian Journal of
History 47(1), 6.

®Class as a social and economic position after the era of Marxian class theory; see
Goldthorpe, J. H. and Marshall, G. (1992). The promising future of class analysis: A response
to recent critiques. Soczology 26(3), 381-400.

7On the impact of Galbraith, see Berry, M. (2013). The affluent society revisited. Oxford
University Press. See also Holloran, P. C. (2007). Galbraith, John Kenneth. In R. E. Weir
(ed.), Class in America: An encyclopedin, volume 1-3. Greenwood Press, 289-290.
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the 1940s.® Then, it was first associated with the postwar British society
and the new progressive social and educational policies of the Labour gov-
ernment, which strongly emphasized rhetoric such as “the equality of
opportunitics” and “meritocracy over heritocracy.” In general, the wel-
fare state describes a society wherein the state has a somewhat crucial role
in its citizens’ opportunities in the fields of education and social well-
being,!® while affluent society emphasizes material abundance.

In this chapter, I follow a temporal order. Firstly, I construct a general
portrayal of the affluent working class using widely influential sociological
inquiries from the 1950s and early 1960s. Secondly, I highlight counter-
narratives from the “Radical Sixties” that challenge the idea of the affluent
society. I also present key elements of the so-called conservative backlash,
a political rhetoric questioning the liberal and progressive policies.
Simultaneously, I highlight the economic backlashes against the affluent
working class from the mid-1970s onwards, and how political conserva-
tism started to attract struggling blue-collar workers. The study is mostly
based on Anglo-American discussions, but I argue that the main claims
can be applied to most Western industrial societies.

Rise OF THE AFFLUENT WORKING CLASS

Raymond Williams and Eric Hobsbawm have emphasized the changes in
British class culture during the postwar era. For them, collective aspects
have been the defining characteristics of working-class culture since the
nineteenth  century, when workers—mobilized by the Ilabor

8Petersen, K. and Petersen, J. H. (2013). Confusion and divergence: Origins and mean-
ings of the term “welfare state” in Germany and Britain, 1840-1940. Journal of European
Social Policy 23(1), 37-51.

Briggs, A. (1961). The welfare state in historical perspective. European Journal of Sociology
2(2),221.

19See Marshall, T. H. (1950). Citizenship and social class and other essmys. Cambridge
University Press. It should be noted that as a socictal narrative—aside from the positive
aspects—the welfare state has also been criticized from both sides of the political spectrum.
For the right-wing, the welfare state has been seen as a societal structure that weakens an
individual’s opportunities to develop his/her human characteristics, but simultancously
strengthens the structures of unwanted corporatism. For the far-left of the Cold War era, the
welfare state was a synonym for structures of counter-revolutionary class compromises inside
the capitalistic society. For a case study of Finland, see Kettunen, P. (2019). The conceptual
history of the welfare state in Finland. In N. Edling (eds.), The changing meanings of the
welfare state: Histories of n key concept in the Novdic countries. Berghahn Books, 246-253.
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movement—embodied a counterculture lifestyle distinct from the “hege-
monic culture of the bourgeoisie” or “privatized lifestyle of the middle
class.”! But it was in the 1950s when the relatively closed working-class
cultural sphere started to open and change its form, or—as the contempo-
rary Richard Hoggart would argue—it was the period when pure British
working-class culture was “corrupted” by mainstream consumerism.!?

Then, relative affluence among the Western societies inspired the so-
called embourgeoisement thesis among sociologists. The thesis and the
public discussion around it claimed that during the postwar period, the
Western working class had integrated with the middle class to the extent
that the historical class conflict had faded from societal reality. During the
early 1960s, sociologist Ferdynand Zweig—among others'*—argued that
technological changes, full employment, welfare state policies, and mate-
rial affluence had produced a brand-new social class—the “New Working
Class”—separated from the traditional class of resistance. Zweig claimed
that class distinctions would eventually vanish when manual labor blended
cconomically and socially into the white-collar middle class.’* A vivid
example of this was the American suburb, the modern residential area
outside the city centers for white- and blue-collar workers. The middle-
class lifestyle of the suburb, financed by consumer credit and mortgages,
was seen as the last step of working-class embourgeoisement.!®

UWilliams, R. (1960) [1958]. Culture and Sociery 1780-1950. Columbia University Press,
314-358; Hobsbawm, E. (1984). Worlds of lnbour: Further studies in the history of labour.
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 176-193. See also Neville K. (1991). “Traditional” working-class
culture and “the rise of labour”: Some preliminary questions and observations. Social History
16(2), 203-216.

?Hoggart, R. (1958). The uses of literacy: Aspects of working class life with specinl vefevence
to publications and entertainments. Penguin Books.

13 Overview on embourgeoisement thesis, Goldthorpe, J. H., Lockwood, D., Bechhofer,
E., and Platt, J. (1969). The affluent worker in the class structure. Cambridge University
Press, 5-29.

4Zweig, F. (1961). Worker in an affluent society. Heinemann, 205-212. Revisited in
Zweig, E. (1976). The new acquisitive society. Barry Rose, 15-19.

»On suburbanization and criticism of the embourgeoisement thesis, see Gans,
H. J. (1967). The Levittowners: Ways of life and politics in a new suburban community.
Pantheon Books. See also Reynolds, A. (2007). Suburbia. In R. E. Weir (ed.), Class in
America: An encyclopedin, volume 1-3. Greenwood Press, 847-849.
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During the 1960s, the embourgeoisement thesis was criticized by the
renowned British sociologist John Goldthorpe and his affiliates.!®
Goldthorpe claimed that embourgeoisement is an exaggerated hypothesis.
However, he did not deny “a process of normative convergence between
certain sections of the working and middle classes”—especially in the
sense of the privatization of the working-class lifestyle.!” Indeed, the pop-
ular claim was that even though the working class would not merge into
the middle class, the modern lifestyle would change the class experience,
and the most visible welfare state phenomenon—expanding educational
possibilities—would provide youth from a working-class background
“endless” possibilities to succeed in the new “society of meritocracy.”!$

The postwar affluence was seen as a phenomenon spreading all around
the West. Finland offers an empirical case on how the narrative of afflu-
ence has affected one of the smaller nations in the Western cultural sphere.
Finland had a relatively small urban working-class population during the
first half of the twentieth century. The narrative of the full-scale wage-
based society emerges in the public discussion as late as the 1960s. Before
that, the heart of the nation was still seen partly in self-sufficient peasantry.
Indeed, it was the 1960s and 1970s when the nation experienced the spec-
tacularly rapid urbanization, industrialization, and expansion of welfare
state policies.!?

During the 1960s, glimpses of the embourgeoisement thesis also
appeared in the Finnish public discussion, even though Finland was still
seen as a country just heading toward affluence. Then, it seemed that
especially the Communist Party of Finland—one of the most impactful in
Europe**—needed to defend the Marxist immiseration theory against the

1¢On the impact of the works of Goldthorpe and Lockwood, see Devine, F. (October 20,
2016). The working class, middle class, assimilation and convergence. The Sociological Review
Muagazine. Retrieved January 30, 2022, from https://thesociologicalreview.org,/journal-
collections/past-and-present/the-working-class-middle-class-assimilation-and-
convergence/ .

7Goldthorpe, J. H. and Lockwood, D. (1963). Affluence and the British class structure.
Sociological Review 11(2), 155-156. See also Goldthorpe, Lockwood, Bechhofer, and
Platt (1969).

18Judt (2005), 391-394. The concept of meritocracy was coined by Michael Young in
1958; see Young, M. (1958). The rise of the meritocracy 1870-2033: An essay on education
and equality. Thames & Hudson.

YOn the national grand narrative, see Meinander, H. (2011). A history of Finland.
Gardners, 213-254.

20Alapuro, R. (2006). Erik Allardt: Fruitful contradictions. Acta Sociologica 49(2),
140-143.


https://thesociologicalreview.org/journal-collections/past-and-present/the-working-class-middle-class-assimilation-and-convergence/
https://thesociologicalreview.org/journal-collections/past-and-present/the-working-class-middle-class-assimilation-and-convergence/
https://thesociologicalreview.org/journal-collections/past-and-present/the-working-class-middle-class-assimilation-and-convergence/
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narrative of affluence.?! Indeed, communist rhetoric on the economy
started to slowly lose its explanatory power and political appeal when
European socialist states did not provide similar standards of living for
their citizens compared to the Western capitalist states.?> In 1967,
sociologist Jouko Siipi emphasized the positive progress in his book
Ryysyrannasta hyvinvointivaltioon (From Poverty to the Welfare State).
The book celebrated Finland’s fifty years of independence and at the same
time provided a depiction of the societal atmosphere: Finland was above
all an upcoming affluent society where poverty affected foremost a shrink-
ing class of smallholders. For Siipi, the great future of the nation lay in the
industrial and service sectors—and in the liberal market economy.

By the late 1970s and especially in the 1980s, the narrative of the class-
less society—or the society of the middle class—reached a somewhat mas-
ter narrative status in Finland.? Especially during the 1980s, some twenty
years after the vivid American and British discussion about the affluent
worker, Finnish ethnographic and sociological studies noted a strong con-
vergence between social classes.?* The viral phrase of the decade, “to be
born in Finland is like winning the lottery,”?® sums up the societal

21 For example, see Keskitalo, A. (September 7, 1961). Kurjistumisteoria: Suuri paradoksi
[Immiseration theory: A great paradox|. Suomen sosialidemokraatti; Nuotta (September 8,
1961). Karl Marxin jiljilld [In the footsteps of Karl Marx]. Kansan Untiset.

220n the declining electoral success of the far-left parties in Europe during the postwar
era, see Delwit, P. (2021). “This is the final call”: An electoral history of European social
democracy (1870-2019). CEVIPOL Working Papers 2021/1(1), 34-53.

23The narrative of the classless society can be highlighted, for example, in the opinion sec-
tions of the newspapers. For example, see Silvasti, E. (December 13, 1978). Ylisuuri kuvi-
telma [Oversized dreams]. Helsingin Sanomat; PH. (August 11, 1979). Rajat himmenevit
[Distinctions are fading]. Eteld-Suomen Sanomat, Jakobson, M. (May 30, 1981). Meilld
menee hyvin [We are doing fine]. Unsi Suomi; PH. (June 1, 1982). Keskiluokkaa oomme
kaikki? [We are all middle class?|. Eteld-Suomen Sanomat; Leino, E. (May 27, 1988). Onko
endi tyoldisid? [Are there workers anymore?]. Apu. [Collected with the keyword “middle-
classification” /”keskiluokkaistuminen” from the digital collections of the National Library
of Finland. Retrieved January 30, 2022, from https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/
ctusivu’set_language=en].

2*For example, see Ahponen, P. and Jirveld, M. (1983). Maalta kaupunkiin, pientilnlta
tehtaaseen: Tehdastyoliisten elimintavan munttuminen [From countryside to the city, from
farms to the factories]. WSOY; Luokkaprojekti (1984 ). Suomalniset luokkakuvassa [Finns in
class portrayal]. Vastapaino; Kasvio, A. (1982). Teollisuustyi jo elamintapn: Tutkimus kahden
sunven teollisuusinitoksen ammattitaitoisten tyontekijoiden tyon ja tyin ulkopuolisen elimin
kehityspiirteisti 1980-luvun suwomalaisessn yhteiskunnassa [ Factory work and the way of life].
University of Tampere; Roos J. P. (1987). Suomalainen elimdi [ The Finnish life]. Suomalaisen
Kirjallisuuden Seura.

250n the origins of the phrase, see Astikainen, A. (July 23, 2000). Kuka keksi lottovoitto-
lausahduksen? [Who invented the lottery phrase?]. Helsingin Sanomat.
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atmosphere. In Britain, similar rhetoric can be found in the year 1957,
when the Conservative Prime Minister at the time, Harold Macmillan,
famously declared: “Most of our people have never had it so good.”?¢

Overall, the origins of the contemporary narrative of the affluent worker
can be located in the postwar discussion about class distinctions, which
academic scholars provided and media formats spread throughout the
West. There, the profound idea can be understood as an updated version
of the “American Dream,” where the freedom of the frontiers was replaced
by the concrete dream of conformity, the right for everybody to have
equal material wealth to a certain extent.?” The individual societal experi-
ence was reflected in this claim, which can be seen as the main ingredient
for the postwar master narrative.

THE COUNTER-NARRATIVE ON POVERTY

The affluent worker was not a definite depiction of the postwar labor
experience. In many cases, the experience of affluence was relative even
within the skilled workers,”® and—above all—the “New Working Class”
was a concept describing Caucasian, blue-collar, often unionized men.
Part-time and low-paid service sector employees, unskilled workers,
migrants, ethnic minorities, and people outside working life did not
receive the promise of the above-mentioned master narrative. During the
1960s, their life stories produced counter-narratives that strongly ques-
tioned fundamental ideas of affluence.

Still, in the late 1950s John Kenneth Galbraith declared that poverty in
America was no longer “a massive affliction [but] more nearly an
afterthought.”? The claim was highly premature, and it has been removed
from later editions of the Affluent Society, but it depicted the societal
atmosphere well. However, during the ecarly 1960s strong

26Black, L. and Pemberton, H. (2004). Introduction: The uses (and abuses) of affluence.
In L. Black and H. Pemberton (eds.), An affluent society: Britain’s postwar golden age”
revisited. Routledge, 2.

27Onthechangingmeaningsofthe conceptofthe Americandream, see Churchwell,S.(2018).
Behold, America: A history of America first and the American dream. Bloomsbury Publishing.
See also Weir, R. E. (2007). American dream. In R. E. Weir (ed.), Class in America: An
encyclopedin, volume 1-3. Greenwood Press, 23-25.

BTodd, S. (2014). The people: The rise and fall of the working class 1910-2010. John
Murray, 252-267.

2 Galbraith, J. K. (1959) [1958]. The affluent society (fourth impression). Hamish
Hamilton, 251. See also Macdonald, D. (January 19, 1963). Our invisible poor. The
New Yorker.
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counter-narratives against the idea emerged in the public discussion. One
of the most widespread media narratives was a television documentary,
Harvest of Shame (CBS, 1960), which shocked America with its portrayal
of oppressed migrant agricultural workers. Other influential documenta-
tion was Michael Harrington’s book The Other America: Poverty in the
United States (1962)—a direct attack against the popularized concept of
the affluent society.?® It has been said that both of these social documenta-
tions affected the agendas for the War on Poverty that was launched by
President John F. Kennedy and continued by his successor, President
Lyndon B. Johnson.?! Indeed, Harvest of Shame and The Other America
have become staples in the American collective memory, and during their
notable anniversaries, they are often revisited with the question: Has any-
thing changed:?*

In The Other America, Harrington—a well-known democratic social-
ist—calculated that there were a significant number of poor people—forty
to fifty million—in America.?® Similar observations were also made in
Britain during the early 1960s, where the claim was that the postwar wel-
fare state policies had not banished poverty, but the relative poverty rate
had rather increased.®* In America, the poor mass included elderly, non-
white, single parents, unemployed, underemployed, sick, and residents of
rural and urban slums. Harrington’s significant conclusion was that the
poor form their own social class distinct from the organized working class,
and—for the first time in history—this poor population was a minority in
a society. Because of its minority status, the modern underclass was rela-
tively invisible to the “middle classes”—the petty bourgeois and affluent
workers. The poor experienced the world from their closed living

30Gronbeck-Tedesco J. A. (2007). The Other America. In R. E. Weir (ed.), Class in
America: An encyclopedin, volume 1-3. Greenwood Press, 598-599.

3 Tsserman, M. (2012). Foreword to The Other America. In M. Harrington. The other
America (50th anniversary edition). Scribner, Xiv—xv.

2For example, see Donovan, B. (1999). Michael Harrington and today’s other America,
documentary. Filmmakers Library; Pitts, B. (2010). "Harvest of shame” revisited, documen-
tary. CBS.

3 Harrington, M. (2012) [1962]. The other America (50th anniversary edition). Scribner,
179-195.

34 Abel-Smith, B. and Townsend, P. (1965). The poor and the poorest: New analysis of the
manistry of labour’s fumily expenditure surveys of 1953-1954 and 1960. G. Bell & Sons.
Revisited in Gazeley, 1., Newell, A., Reynolds, K., and Searle, R. (2014). The Poor and the
Poorest, Fifty Years On. IZA Discussion Papers, No. 7909. Institute for the Study of
Labor (IZA).
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environments, were unorganized, and often suffered from systems of racial
segregation.®® These claims constructed a pure example of a counter-
narrative that revealed the oppressive side of the master narrative. It can be
claimed that the public portrayals of poverty deconstructed the narrative
of affluence.

Harrington also claimed that the welfare state policies—established
during the 1930s Rooseveltian New Deal era—had failed the poor and
provided a social safety net mostly for “the middle third in the cities, for
the organized workers, and for the upper third in the country, for the big
market farmers.”*® When analyzing the societal experiences, perhaps the
most important concept Harrington popularized in the context of the
United States was the culture of poverty—a concept formerly associated
with the works of the anthropologist Oscar Lewis.?” For Harrington, the
culture of poverty produced communities with a lack of faith in the future
and a lack of faith in democracy. In other words, the poor were not
attached to society.®®

Later, Harrington claimed that during the progressive era of the 1960s,
it seemed that the American poor could be politically organized as part of
the contemporary New Deal coalition with the civil rights movement,
young academic social activists, and labor unions. However, during the
dramatic events at the end of the decade (the Vietnam War, the failures of
the Johnson administration, the assassinations of Martin Luther King and
Robert Kennedy) the momentum was gone, and the coalition scattered.®
Similar coalitions arose, for example, in France and Italy, when the ambi-
tions of student radicals and organized labor overlapped briefly with pro-
gressive programs during the late 1960s.*

In 1960s Finland—in the waves of youth radicalism and social move-
ments—the public discussion also pointed out the faults, stratifications,
and injustices of rapid modernization. The social rights of alcoholics, the

% Harrington (2012) [1962], 1-17. See also Harrington, M. (1959, July). Our fifty mil-
lion poor: Forgotten men of the affluent society. The Commentary, cf. Galbraith, J. K. (1998)
[1958]. The affluent society (40th anniversary edition) [e-book]. Mariner Books, 205-212.

3¢ Harrington (2012) [1962], 8.

¥ Lewis, O. (1961). The children of Sanchez: Autobiography of a Mexican family.
Random House.

¥ Harrington (2012) [1962], 10-11.

3 Schmitt, E. R. (2010). President of the other America: Robert Kennedy and the politics of
poverty. University of Massachusetts Press, 226.

*0Judt (2005), 409—416.
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homeless, convicts, and people with mental illness were at the forefront in
the struggle against poverty. Poverty was also seen as a problem in the
closed, relatively small communities of Romani people and those in old,
decayed, working-class quarters.*! However, the actual pockets of mass
poverty were mostly hidden inside the smallholder communities all over
the sparsely populated nation. During the latter part of the decade, the
crises of ineffective smallholding exploded into the Great Migration from
rural arcas to the boom towns and abroad, especially to Sweden.*? In the
grand narrative, the assimilation of hundreds of thousands of rural resi-
dents to the urban working class and middle class was a success, even
though the rootlessness of the first-generation urbanites was highlight-
ed.® In the 1980s, Finland was an example of a nation where traditional
portrayals of poverty were almost exclusively replaced by deeply individual
descriptions of social exclusion in mainstream public discussion.**

FaLL OF THE WESTERN AFFLUENT WORKING CLASS

The narrative of blue-collar affluence started to change during the
mid-1970s, when the Western working class confronted economic back-
lashes through automatization and early modern globalization.*® Indeed,
the manufacturing industries started to shrink throughout the West.*¢ The

“I Popular contemporary record on social activism of the 1960s; see Salo, A. and Ahlfors,
B. (1970). 60-Iukw: Silmdiilyi, sormeilua (The 1960s: Seen and felt). Tammi. Contemporary
record on gentrification; see Koskinen, T. and Savisaari, A. (1971). Onni yksilli — pesi kai-
killa: Tutkimus Amurvin jo Tommelan sanceranksesta Tampereen kaupungissa (Renewal of
two working-class areas in Tampere city centre). Research Center of University of Tampere,
summary in English 154-155.

“2Hikkinen, A. and Peltola, J. (2001). On the social history of unemployment and poverty
in Finland 1860-2000. In J. Kalela, J. Kiander, U. Kivikuru, H. A. Loikkanen, and J. Simpura
(eds.), Down from the heavens, up from the ashes: The Finnish economic crisis of the 1990s in the
light of economic and social research. Government Institute for Economic Research, 322-327.

43 Haapala, P. (2006). Suomalainen rakennemuutos [The Finnish structural change]. In
J. Saari (ed.), Historiallinen kidnne: Jobdatus pitkin aikavilin historian tuthimukseen,
Gaudeamus, 92-93.

*Helne, T. (1994). Eriin muodin tarina: 1980-luvun suomalaisesta syrjaytymiskeskuste-
lusta [On 1980s Finnish discussion about social exclusion]. In M. Heikkild and K. Vihitalo
(eds.), Huono-osaisuus ja hyvinvointivaltion muutos. Gaudeamus, 32-50. On the decline of
traditional types of poverty, see Hikkinen and Peltola (2001), 327-328.

#The concept of globalization was first introduced to the mainstream with the article:
Levitt, T. (1983, May). Globalization of the Markets. Harvard Business Magazine, 92—-102.

*6Judt (2005), 458—460.
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aftermath of the early 1970s oil crises created a crisis narrative, and the
decade was soon seen as a watershed between the Golden Age of industrial
capitalism and “something clse.”*”

From an American blue-collar perspective, the decline of the Midwest
industrial areas strongly questioned the narrative of the affluent worker.
The popular concept of the “Rust Belt” was coined by the Democratic
presidential candidate Walter Mondale in 1984, when he announced that
“Reagan’s policies are turning our industrial Midwest into a rust bowl.”*8
An earlier grand moment for the crisis narrative was “Black Monday” in
September 1977, when an industrial town in Ohio—Youngstown—suf-
fered enormous industrial layoffs in one day. After the shutdown of the
city’s two mills, the master narrative of the affluent worker was strongly
challenged: The promise of a secure social position was gone, and it was
replaced by the fear that anyone working in manufacturing could lose his/
her job.* Gradually “Black Mondays” and “Rust Belts”—not to mention
the rise of Japan as an industrial powerhouse and struggles of the automo-
tive industry in Detroit®®—started to replace the concept of the affluent
society in the working-class narrative.

During the early 1980s, especially the concept of deindustrialization
was introduced to the public discussion.> In addition, Michael Harrington

*”Hobsbawn (1995)[1994],403-432.Ontheoriginsofthenarrative,see Fourastié,J.(1979).
Les Trente Glovieuses: Ou ln vévolution invisible de 1946 a 1975 (The glorious thirty: Invisible
revolution from 1946 to 1975). Fayard.

“Trubek, A. (April 3,2018). Our collective ignorance about the Rust Belt is getting dan-
gerous. Time.

4 Guerrieri, V. (September 19, 2017). On the 40th anniversary of Youngstown’s “Black
Monday”: An oral history. Belt Magazine. Retrieved January 30, 2022, from https://belt-
mag.com/40th-anniversary-youngstowns-black-monday-oral-history/. Deindustrialization
as a cultural phenomenon; see High, S. (2021). Deindustrialization and its consequences. In
M. Fazio, C. Launius, and T. Strangleman (eds.), Routledge international handbook of work-
ing-class studies. Routledge, 169-179.

50Qverview of the narrative of Detroit; see Williamson, M. (December 15, 2014). Detroit:
Decline and fall of the motor city. Engineering & Technology. Retrieved May 20, 2022, from
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles /2014 /12 /detriot-decline-and-fall-of-the-
motor-city/. Overiew of the Western narrative of Japan; see Thierer, A. (June 28, 2021).
“Japan Inc.“ and other tales of industrial policy apocalypse. Discourse. Retrieved May 20,
2022, from https://www.discoursemagazine.com/culture-and-society /2021 /06 /28 /
japan-inc-and-other-tales-of-industrial-policy-apocalypse /.

> Impactful contemporary record to popularize the term; see Bluestone, B. and Harrison,
B. (1982). The deindustrialization of America: Plant closings, community abandonment and
the dismantling of basic industry. Basic Books. On impact of the inquiry, see High (2021), 170.
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https://beltmag.com/40th-anniversary-youngstowns-black-monday-oral-history/
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2014/12/detriot-decline-and-fall-of-the-motor-city/
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2014/12/detriot-decline-and-fall-of-the-motor-city/
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addressed the topic and highlighted new forms of poverty. In 1985, he
pointed out the changing narrative of the affluent worker:

The first, and perhaps most dramatic of the new groups, are the blue collar
unionized workers. These are workers, many of them forty to fifty years of
age, who have lost their jobs because of plant shutdowns. Three or four
years ago, they were making $30,000 to $40,000 per year, and yet today
they are confronted with a bleak question: Who wants a forty-five year old
ex-steelworker? [...] They bought the American dream — lock, stock, and
barrel — and they thought that they had it made. Suddenly, these proud
people are out of a job, and they find themselves down at the union hall
getting a basket of food.?

Indeed, from the 1980s onwards Western manufacturing labor was
threatened with the prospect of ending up “on welfare”—a derogatory
phrase connected to welfare recipients—as globalization shaped the job
markets. Simultaneously, in West Germany the narrative of the “Two-
Third Society” emerged. Social Democrat politician Peter Glotz popular-
ized the concept, which was used to describe a nation where one-third of
the population is left out from the common lifestyle, mostly due to unem-
ployment and economic structural changes. The narrative claimed that
there is a danger that this large minority can never achieve average living
standards.®® In America, the so-called neoconservatives—a term coined by
Michael Harrington in 1973%—used the concept of the culture of poverty
to prove the failings of American federal welfare programs, and they inten-
tionally created a conflict between the racialized poor (the “Other
America”) and the affluent blue-collar working class.* This conflict started
to escalate when the economic backlash against the blue-collar workers
actualized. Indeed, the economic backlash did not create a sense of soli-
darity between the struggling blue-collar working class and the “Other
America.” As Michael Harrington claimed, the former assembly line

2Harrington, M. (1985). The New American Poverty. National Black Law Journal 9(2),
200. See also Harrington, M. (1984). The New American Poverty. Holt, Rinehart, and
Winston.

33 Qverview of the conversation; see Headey, B., Krause, P., and Habich, R. (1994). Long
and short term poverty: Is Germany a two-thirds society? Social Indicators Research
31(1), 1-25.

*Harrington, M. (Fall, 1973). The Welfare State and Its Neoconservative Critics. Dissent.

55 Isserman (2012), xviii—xix.
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workers kept their affluent identity, and when asked, they “told you that
they were middle class.”®®

In Finland, the Golden Age of the wage-based society ended only in
the early 1990s, when the nation suffered from a breathtaking recession.
Then, deindustrialization shaped the national narrative. Long-term unem-
ployment—a class of people living solely on income transfers—highlighted
the tragedy of the “’90s recession.”® As in the rest of the West, it was the
people without a college degree who suffered severely from the economic
restructuring.®® However, the Finnish crisis narrative was soon down-
played by the enormous growth of the high-tech industries led by the
mobile phone manufacturer Nokia.*® The narrative of the “Rust Belt” was
truly actualized only after the global economic crash of 2008. It could be
argued that the Finnish counterpart to Youngstown’s “Black Monday”
was September 3, 2013, when Nokia announced the sale of its mobile and
devices division to Microsoft Corporation. The process that led to the deal
together with numerous paper mill shutdowns created the contemporary
narrative of declining manufacturing in Finland.®!

Overall, the transition from “affluent worker” to “forgotten people of
the Rust Belt” was downplayed in Western public and academic discussion
during the 1980s and 1990s.9 The concept of the post-industrial soci-
ety—a term popularized by sociologist Daniel Bell in the 1970s—over-
shadowed the concept of the industrial society in the mainstream media.
Then, the working class was replaced by knowledge workers as the main
productive agents in society.®® The revival of the blue-collar working class
as a political entity was actualized only during the new millennium, when

*¢Harrington (1985), 200.

% Hikkinen and Peltola (2001), 334-338.

% Hikkinen and Peltola (2001), 338. For a recent analysis, see Soininvaara, O. (2021).
2020-luvun yhteiskuntapolitiikka (Social politics of the 2020s). Teos, 63-97.

% Haapala (2006), 94-95.

®0Koivuniemi, J. (2018). Tehtaiden Suomi ja deindustrialisaatio 1900-2000 [Finnish
deindustrialization 1900-2000]. In P. Haapala (ed.), Suomen rakennehistoria: Nikokulmin
muuntokseen ja jatkuvunteen (1400-2000). Vastapaino, 239-242.

' Impactful depictions of the crisis narrative; see headline posters in Ilizalehti (February
12-13,2011) and Iizalehti (February 9, 2012).

2 Goldthorpe and Marshall (1992). See also Pakulski, J. and Waters, M. (1996). The Death
of Class. Sage Publications.

Haapala, P. (2001). The rise and fall of industrial society: Perceptions of urban reality. In
M. Niemi and V. Vuolanto (eds.), Reclaiming the city: Innovation, culture, experience.
Suomen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 90-93.
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a significant segment of the formerly affluent workers shifted its loyalty
from the labor movement to more conservative, even far-right political
forces. However, this conservative backinsh had its roots as far back as the
“Radical Sixties.”

NARRATIVE OF WORKING-C1.ASS CONSERVATISM

Even during the 1950s, the idea of political embourgeoisement emerged
every now and then in public debates, especially in Britain. Then, one of
the driving forces was the lackluster electoral success of the Labour Party.
In survey research, Must Labour Lose? (1960), Mark Abrams, Richard
Rose, and Rita Hinden claimed that the decline of Labour was connected
to the shrinking of the traditional working class. The authors emphasized
that the Labour Party needed to attract also the middle class to gain elec-
toral success.®*

During the 1960s, it appeared that left-wing parties across the West
were redeeming their status as the democratic representatives of the work-
ing class, and, for example, John Goldthorpe and his affiliates denied the
claim that the link between the working-class vote and the Labour Party
had vanished.®® However, in the United States—as noted earlier—the
modern New Deal coalition did not last long. It can be claimed that the
final phase of the labor movement as a mass movement in America can be
traced to the early 1970s, when a strong wave of strikes swept over the
nation—only to be confronted by shocks like Youngstown’s “Black
Monday.”%¢

During the late 1960s, the shift toward the new narrative of the
working-class conservative appeared in the American public discussion.
The US presidential election of 1968 can be seen as a turning point.
Disappointments with the phenomena of the “Radical Sixties” (anti-war
and civil rights protests, desegregation policies, and riots in different cit-
ies) and experiences of the unfairness of welfare policies created a protest
atmosphere among white- and blue-collar Caucasian Americans. In 1968,

4 Abrams, M., Rose, R., and Hinde, R. 1961. Must Labour Lose? Penguin Books. See also
Zweig (1961).

% Goldthorpe, J. H., Lockwood, D., Bechhofer, F., and Platt, J. (1967). The affluent
worker and the thesis of embourgeoisement: Some preliminary research findings. Soczology
1(1), 11-31. See also Delwit (2021), 34-53.

% Cowie, J. (2010). Stayin’ alive: The 1970s and the last days of the working class. The New
Press, 1-19.
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a former Democratic governor of Alabama, George Wallace, entered the
presidential race as an independent candidate and flirted with anti-
establishment rhetoric and more than borderline racist segregation popu-
lism. Wallace gained relatively strong support from the unionized
blue-collar workers of the Midwest.®” At the same time, the winner of the
presidential race, Richard Nixon, underlined the division between
“Rioters/Left-wing Radicals” and the “Silent Majority.”%® The message
was aimed mostly toward the affluent middle-class and working-class
suburbanites.

At the turn of the decade, many blue-collar voters for Wallace and
Nixon seemed to care more about “Law and Order” rhetoric than tradi-
tional economic issues, and for many, the Democratic Party was seen
mainly as the party of radicals and minorities.®” As contemporary com-
mentators argued, the angst of blue-collar America—actualized through
conservative support—was partly aimed at youth radicalism and policies
such as affirmative action, but it also reflected the fear of losing a relatively
affluent economic and social status.” In 1969, Pete Hamill argued in New
York Magazine: “The working-class white man is actually in revolt against
taxes, joyless work, the double standards and short memories of profes-
sional politicians, hypocrisy and what he considers the debasement of the
American dream.””! This revolt was firstly associated with George Wallace
and the 1970s waves of strikes.

A decade later the conservative backlash materialized through general
elections. Firstly, Great Britain—after experiencing both Labour and
Conservative governments struggling with recessions, cultural conflicts,

Devinatz, V. G. (2017). Donald Trump, George Wallace, and the white working class.
Labor Studies Journal 42(3), 233-238.

% Nixon, R. M. (October, 1967). What has happened to America? The Reader’s Digest,
Nixon, R. M. (November 3, 1969). Address to the Nation on the War in Vietnam. Retrieved
January 30, 2022, from https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/
november-3-1969-address-nation-war-vietnam.

® Carter, D. (2000) [1995]. The politics of rage: George Wallace, the origins of the new con-
servatism and the transformation of American politics (2nd edition). Louisiana State
University Press, 379.

79For example, Tyler, G. (1972, Winter). White worker/blue mood. The Independent
Silk, L. S. (September 9, 1970). The blue-collar blues. New York Times, Hamill, P. (April 14,
1969). The revolt of the white lower middle class. New York Magazine; Harrington, M. (Fall,
1974). A Collective Sadness. Dissent; Murray, D. (1972). The Blue Collar Trap, documen-
tary. NBC. See also Cowie (2010), 1-19.

7VHamill (April 14, 1969).
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problems in the education sector, and widespread waves of strikes—elected
Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister in 1979.72 Before the elections, the
“Winter of Discontent” created a widespread anti-union atmosphere
throughout the nation. The populist narrative—endorsed by tabloid jour-
nalism—highlighted the vivid wave of strikes during the 1978 /1979 win-
ter as a testament of excessive union influence on democratic society.
Thatcher successfully emphasized the “threat of the unions.””? During the
same period, after the struggling presidency of Democrat Jimmy Carter,
Americans elected neoconservative idol Ronald Reagan as president and—
as historian Kenneth D. Durr has noted—it was “the working whites, who
put Reagan in the White House.””*

Both Reagan and Thatcher emphasized economic deregulation, nation-
alistic rhetoric, traditional values, and actions against the organized labor
movement and welfare state policies. Also, the narrative of the patriotic
working people as the backbone of national glory was strongly high-
lighted. During their decade-long reign, it seemed that the parties of the
left—still affected by the stigma of social radicalism and excessive moral
liberalism—could not compete with the charm of modern conservatism in
the eyes of a relatively large section of the working class.”® Additionally,
labor unions were given a militaristic reputation by the media and govern-
ments—most famously during the British miner’s strike in 1984-1985.
The concept of the “Reagan Democrat” and the British concept of the
“Essex man” were popularized as portrayals of the working-class voter
who supported conservative leaders.”

In Finland—an example of the so-called Nordic welfare state in this
study—the traditional labor movement started to lose its countercultural
roots during the 1970s. Then, a coalition of communists and socialists sat

72Judt (2005), 537-545.

73Revisited in Hay, C. (2009). The winter of discontent thirty years on. The Political
Quarterly 80(4), 545-552. See also Hall, S. (January, 1979). The great moving right show.
Marxism Todny.

74 Durr, K. D. (2003). Behind the backiash: White working-class politics in Baltimore, 1940~
1980. The University of North Carolina Press, 1.

75 Caryl, C. (July/August, 2009). The great backlash 1979. Foreign Policy.

7¢On Reagan Democrats, see Weir, R. E. (2007). Reagan democrats. In R. E. Weir (ed.),
Class in America: An encyclopedin, volume 1-3. Greenwood Press, 682—-684. On Essex Man,
see Rentoul, J. (October 7, 2020). Essex man is 30 years old today, and about to start a new
life somewhere else. The Independent. Retrieved March 17, 2022, from https://www.inde-
pendent.co.uk/voices/essex-man-margaret-thatcher-conservatives-labour-tony-blair-vot-
ers-b864291.html.
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in Popular Front governments, the Social Democratic Party was mostly
the party of the Prime Minister, labor unions had unquestionable societal
and economic impact, almost the whole workforce of the nation was
unionized, and the industrial and service sectors provided decent- to well-
paid jobs for most of the population. From the early 1970s onwards, most
of the establishment of the labor movement was part of the national power
structure, which swore by the concept of consensus.””

However, it was not the Finnish urban working class who were attracted
to populism—it was the struggling smallholders. During the general elec-
tions of the 1970s, the agrarian populist Suwomen Manseudun Puolue
(Finnish Rural Party) with its charismatic leader, Veikko Vennamo, gained
strong support among the rural communities. The aggressive rhetoric of
Vennamo focused on the concept of Unobdettu kansa (The Forgotten
People), which resembled the Nixonian “Silent Majority.” The focus for
the party was on smallholder communities with conservative and anti-
communist values. The populism of Vennamo did not attract the urban
working-class masses. The Social Democrats and declining socialist/com-
munist movement received most of the working class vote up until the
2000s.”® However, during the 1990s, the premises of left-wing politics
changed significantly when the far-left party the Left Alliance abandoned
communist traditions and the Social Democrat leadership leaned more
toward free market economics. This was partly inspired by the Anglo-
American rebranding of moderate liberals.

Indeed, during the 1990s, President Bill Clinton reinvented the
American Democratic Party as more pro-globalization, pro-privatization,
and anti-big government. The reinvention was successful—as was Tony
Blair’s similar rebranding of the Labour Party in the United Kingdom.” It
can be said that the late 1950s idea of the middle class as a backbone for
social democracy was actualized. As cultural historian Thomas Frank has
pointed out, the blue-collar working class was not a priority for the Clinton
Democrats. It was seen that the wide range of the educated

77 Alapuro, R. (2012). Nordic and Finnish modernity: A comparison. In J. P. Arnason and
B. Wittrock (eds.), Nordic paths to modernity. Berghahn Books, 202-204.

78Jungar, A. C. (2015). Agrarian populism in Finland: Continuity and change. In
D. Strijker, G. Voerman, and I. J. Terluin (eds.), Rural protest groups and populist political
parties. Wageningen Academic, 217-242.

7?Judt (2005),545-547. Foracritical overview of Clinton’s presidency, see Frank, T. (2016).
Listen, liberal. Or, what ever happened to the party of the people? Metropolitan Books, 62-123.
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class—knowledge workers—were the established core for the Clinton
coalition.®® In his influential book What’s the Matter with Kansas? How
Conservatives Won the Heart of America (2004), Frank portrays the con-
temporary working class as a social class with conservative values, but ulti-
mately with a leftist economic understanding.®! During the 1990s, this
class—threatened with globalization—was indeed the forgotten class in
the narrative of the meritocratic/post-industrial society. Then, the
“American Dream” was also rebranded to focus on education and talent.
Those who had the brains for college deserved a better socictal status.?
Since the turn of the new millennium, the “Silent Majorities” of the
local “Rust Belts” have voted more often for conservatives and right-wing
populists throughout the West, while the growing class of knowledge
workers has leaned toward the political left. In his book Capital and
Ideology (French 2019, English 2020), French economist Thomas Piketty
emphasizes this phenomenon and claims that “like the left-wing parties in
France, the Democratic Party in the United States transitioned over half a
century from the workers’ party to the party of the highly educated.”8?
Piketty points out that the same transition has also happened in a historical
stronghold for social democracy, Sweden, and almost all over the world.3*
In Finland, working-class conservatism as a serious political entity was
actualized during the 2010s with the contemporary political party
Perussuomalniset (Finns Party). It was a direct successor of the above-
mentioned Swomen Maaseudun Puolue, but the party has lately trans-
formed from agrarian populism to far-right populism, combining the
narrative of the forgotten people with vicious anti-immigrant policies.3®
Indeed, during the 2010s and 2020s, the conservative backlash—now
rebranded as the populist backlash—has opened doors for so-called far-
right movements throughout the West. The movements have emphasized

800n the changing narratives of the Democratic party, see Frank (2016).

81Frank, T. (2004). What’s the matter with Kansas? How conservatives won the heart of
America. Metropolitan Books, 20-27.

82 A critical overview on meritocracy; see Sandell, M. (2020). The tyranny of merit: What's
become of the common good? Penguin Books. See also Florida, R. (March 1, 2003). The New
American dream. Washington Monthly; Frank (2016), 68-73.

83 Piketty, T. (2020) [2019]. Capital and ideology (Capital et idéologic). The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 812.

841bid.

8 On Finnish voting schemes, see Tiithonen, A. (2022). The mechanisms of class-party ties
amonyg the Finnish working-class voters in the 21st century. University of Tampere and author.
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2

the “Silent Majorities,” and they have gained strong electoral support
from the aging and shrinking blue-collar working class.®¢ For example, in
Britain and France, the narrative of the working-class conservative has
become an important part of the societal master narrative when analyzing
the political identities of the 2020s.3” Above all, the blue-collar working
class as a social and economic group was recognized again as part of the
Western grand narrative in 2016, when it gave significant support to for-
mer president Donald Trump and the pro-Brexit vote. Since then, the
news media in the West has reported the suffering of the local “Rust
Belts,” the realities of deindustrialization, and unequal aspects of meritoc-
racy, among other phenomena, which could explain the rise of populism.?®
One recent example of the “Rust Belt” rhetoric—and a reprise of labor-
oriented moderate left-wing rhetoric—was seen in March 2022, when
President Joe Biden declared in the first State of the Union Address of his
presidency that “it is time to bury the label ‘Rust Belt.””%

CONCLUSION

During the late 1950s, the “Western worker” reflected on his own living
conditions in terms of the widely discussed idea of affluence and embour-
geoisement. In the 1960s, strong counter-narratives questioning the afflu-
ent society emerged throughout the West in the form of social
documentaries, such as Harvest of Shame and The Other America. The

8¢For a popular autobiographical interpretation, see Eribon, D. (2018) [2009]. Returning
to Reims (Retour a Reims). The MIT Press. For popular autobiographical fiction, see Louis,
E. (2017) [2014]. The End of Eddy (En finir avec Eddy Bellegueule). Harvill Secker.

8 For example, see Ball, A. and Coley, T. (April 16, 2020). How Labour lost the working-
class. Red Train, rambling to the left. Retrieved January 30, 2022, from http://www.
redtrainblog.com/blog,/2021 /4 /how-labour-lost-the-working-class; Hussey, A. (July 24,
2019). The French elites against the working class. The New Statesman. Retrieved January
30, 2022, from https://www.newstatesman.com/politics /2019 /07 /the-french-elites-
against-the-working-class.

8 For popular autobiographical interpretations, see Vance, J. D. (2016). Hillbilly elegy: A
memotr of & family and culture in crisis. Harper; Smarsh, S. (2018). Heartland: A memoir of
working hard and being broke in the vichest country on earth. Scribe Publications. See also
Hochschild, A. R. (2016). Strangers in their own land: Anger and mowrning on the American
right. The New Press; Madrick, J. (June 22, 2017). America: The forgotten poor. The
New York Review of Books.

8 Biden, J. R. (March 1, 2022). State of the Union Address. Retrieved March 4, 2022, from
https: //millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/march-1-2022-state-
union-address.
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highly publicized fight for the rights of oppressed minorities was perhaps
the most influential part of the 1960s narrative, but at the same time the
fierce actions of the labor movement positively affected the living condi-
tions of millions of workers. Briefly, it seemed that conflicts between the
Caucasian working class, young radicals, and ethnic minorities would not
escalate. It could be claimed that when living standards were vastly improv-
ing, it was easier to create a narrative of solidarity between different
social groups.

This changed during the late 1960s, when conservative political rheto-
ric produced an effective counter-narrative against the social phenomena
of the radical decade. The conflict between the “hard-working common
man” and “welfare state recipients” supported by the “left-wing radicals”
was successfully highlighted by the neoconservatives. Together with eco-
nomic backlashes, this rhetoric resonated among the blue-collar working
class. The experience of the political left abandoning the working class—
the “Silent Majority”—was and still is widespread. Simultaneously, it can
be said that there is no profound lived or embodied welfare state to be
found within the master narrative of the affluent working class. The wel-
fare state policies were—especially in the Anglo-American world—repre-
sented as something outside the living environments of the workers. In
other words, the welfare state was for someone else. Even in the Nordic
countries—where the welfare state has been a distinct feature of the
national master narrative for decades’*—there are discussions on the
intended recipients of welfare state policies.

It can be claimed that the experience of social class in the affluent soci-
ety has not been actively realized in living communities or on a daily
basis—as was the case with the theories of E. P. Thompson on the birth of
nineteenth-century class consciousness.”! Now, class experience is made
mostly through the mediatization of society.”> During the carly stages of
the era of mass media, the platforms were newspapers, widely circulated
inquiries, narrative art, and television, while nowadays it is often social
media. Public narratives are produced by different authors—for example,
sociologists, economists, journalists, literary authors, politicians, and other

“For example, in Finland the welfare state was introduced to the national master narrative
during the 1980s and especially during the 1990s, when Finland suffered from severe reces-
sion. Then, the widely used narrative of the ongoing battle to defend “the structures of the
welfare state” was born. Kettunen (2019), 252-253.

'Thompson E. P. (1963). The making of the English working class. Penguin Books, 9-10.

92 Carr (2014), 59-60.
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public figures. This mediatization, combined with the privatization of the
working-class lifestyle, has produced a contemporary field for the class
experience where class consciousness is internalized globally from
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, television, radio talk shows, and blogs—not
in union hall meetings.

During the twenty-first century, the concept of the working class has
been reinvented in the fields of academic and public discussion.”® As scen
in this chapter, the traditional narratives have been heavily male and
Caucasian. Now, the traditional depiction of the frustrated male worker
has been accompanied by new types of class portrayals. The intersectional
approach—a term coined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in the late
1980s**—emphasizes the power structures between class, ethnicity, and
gender. The approach helps to reveal the modes of discrimination and
privilege in the contemporary societies and, at last, the modern underclass
is recognized as part of the working class.”® For example, the concept of
precarity—the heterogeneous social group of underemployed and low-
paid service sector employees—is highlighted as a new working-class for-
mation.”® Overall, the blue-collar working class no longer represents the
grand narrative of the social class. It has become a “traditional” mode of
class positioning, sometimes even antagonistic toward the new class for-
mations. Indeed, the making of the class experience was, is, and will be an
ongoing process.

93 About working-class studies, see Fazio, M., Launius, C., and Strangleman, T. (eds.)
(2021). Routledge international handbook of working-class studies. Routledge.

%4See Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and
violence against women of color. Stanford Law Review 43(6), 1241-1299.

% Skeggs, B. (1997). Formations of class & gender. Sage Publications; Skeggs, B. (2004).
Class, self, culture. Routledge.

“Roberts, K. (2020). Dealignment: Class in Britain and class in British sociology since
1945.  Societies 10(4). Retrieved January 30, 2022, from https://www.mdpi.
com/2075-4698,/10,/4,/79 /htm.
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