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Introduction 
  
Over the past decade political discussion has increasingly focused on a constituency 
called the óleft behindô. It was initially employed to make sense of rising anti-immigrant 
and nationalist sentiment and the emergence of far right and right-wing populist groups 
such as the British National Party (BNP) and the United Kingdom Independence Party 
(UKIP) (Ford and Goodwin, 2014). It was however the aftermath of the 2016 EU 
referendum that fully confirmed the termôs ubiquity, as politicians and commentators 
of all persuasions have called for the concerns of this group to be both heard and acted 
upon. The ubiquity of the term was best confirmed, perhaps, by the recent 2019 
production of a much-publicised BBC Three drama titled, The Left Behind.  
 
The óleft behindô refers to a marginalised, predominantly English óWhite working classô, 
purportedly cast adrift by an assortment of deleterious developments. Firstly, it is 
argued that the economic and social bases of society have been radically transformed 
through globalisation and deindustrialisation. This is said to have impacted 
disproportionately on a White working class suffering from rising levels of deprivation 
and less equipped to deal with the demands of the post-industrial economy. 
 
Second, it is stated that demographic, political and cultural changes ï characterised 
by immigration, the alleged advances of multiculturalism, the liberal social values 
purportedly subscribed to by university-educated metropolitans, and the wider 
orientation of mainstream parliamentary politics towards the middle-classes ï have 
worked to alienate large swathes of the óWhite working classô (Eatwell and Goodwin, 
2018; Ford and Goodwin, 2014; Kaufmann, 2018; McKenzie, 2017b; Winlow et al., 
2017).  
 
Within political commentary, the óleft behindô are often identified as the electoral engine 
of an exclusionary ónew nationalistô (Valluvan, 2019) politics that, it is frequently 
asserted, represent legitimate anxieties about inequality, globalisation, immigration, 
multiculturalism and Islam.  
 

The White working class, the argument goes, has been forgotten ï their histories 
silenced and their claims for a redress of the injustices they face ignored. This 
has led, in turn, to calls for racial self-interest by the dominant groups to be seen 
as legitimate and not to be labelled racist (Bhambra, 2017: 217). 

 
There are accordingly a series of problems with the óleft behindô thesis, beyond the 
obvious issue of often legitimating a particularly dangerous form of nationalism 
undergirded by appeals to whiteness. For instance, the óleft behindô assertion grossly 
simplifies the complexity of views held by White working  class people. A conception 
of working class politics is frequently reduced to anti-immigrant sentiment and racial 
resentment. It also denies the appeal of such views across different social classes, 
absolving more powerful and privileged actors from their own role as consumers and 
producers of exclusionary forms of nationalism (Bhambra, 2017; Mondon and Winter, 
2018). Relatedly, it overstates the numerical significance of the so-called óleft behindô 
to recent electoral events. Danny Dorling (2016) offers an important corrective here, 
pointing out that just 24% of Leave voters could be located in the lowest two social 
classes (see also Evans and Mellon, 2017). And as others have argued, an equally 
pressing issue electorally is not who votes for what, but why so many, including a 
significant share amongst the poorest in our society, abstain from voting altogether 
(see Mondon, 2015).  
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More significantly however, ethnic minorities are altogether absent in these óleft behindô 
accounts. The negative impacts of social, political and economic change as 
experienced by ethnic minorities, alongside the broader histories of racism they 
encounter, are summarily silenced. Indeed, the formation of the óleft behindô works to 
re-centre the imputed interests of the ónativeô population (itself defined in very specific 
and narrow terms). Here, the óWhite working classô are cast as being uniquely 
disadvantaged and the primary, if not sole, victims of processes of decline.  
 
This elides how deindustrialisation, austerity, and the housing crisis interact forcefully 
with structures of racialised exclusion to produce stark inequalities. It also denies the 
multiethnic and multiracial composition of the working class. Such erasures, and the 
broader racism and xenophobia the notion of the óleft behindô seemingly sponsors, 
make it in turn an important area for critique. As Khan and Shaheen note, 
 

The focus on (and only on) the White working class obviously relegates race as 
a category of analysis. Or, worse, race is invoked only as a category in opposition 
to class ï that racism is over, that ethnic minorities are part of a ócosmopolitan 
eliteô, that policymakers and political parties respond or pander to ethnic 
minorities ï sometimes, itôs claimed, at the expense of the White working class 
(2017: 4).  

 
Similarly, in the midst of lamenting the rise of the far right, recent contributions to the 
óleft behindô and cognate discussions have also remembered post-war welfare 
capitalism in an increasingly nostalgic manner ï as being an era characterised by 
relatively stable, well-paid employment (e.g. Berman 2017; Gest, 2017; McKenzie, 
2017a; Strangleman, 2017). While of course true in some significant ways, others such 
as Satnam Virdee have asked for a more inclusive and therein more critically sober 
tact. That is to say, if we are to use the three decades succeeding the Second World 
War as a basis for imagining progressive alternatives to contemporary political-
economic orthodoxy, then a órace-consciousô approach too is required precisely 
because such an approach ówould identify something more complex going onô. 
Namely, we must remain more attentive to the fact that such undoubted gains for one 
section of the working class were accompanied by systematic racism and 
discrimination against another section of the working class (Virdee, 2014: 98).  
 
This project accordingly interrogates the notion of the óleft behindô through a critical 
exploration of class, race and place in the context of Oldham. In doing so, it has 
deliberately sought out counter-narratives to this discourse. It engages the views of 
Black and minority ethnic residents, as well as White residents who reject many of the 
political sentiments attributed to the óleft behindô. While we do not make claims about 
whether such critical perspectives are representative of the wider majority position 
(which is unlikely of course), it is vital that such experiences and views are allowed a 
wider traction, helping to act as a grounded reference through which political 
stakeholders and other members of the public can also begin to formulate alternative 
political narratives.  
 
Put differently, our aim is not to deny that the social and political views assigned to this 
constituency represents a powerful force in contemporary politics. Clearly, sections of 
the White working class have been drawn into a politics of resentment that has found 
expression through populist-nationalist forms. As was made strikingly evident in a 
much-publicised Hope Not Hate report, areas exhibiting stronger tendencies to more 
right-wing, populist-nationalist politics óare disproportionately located in Labourôs 
traditional heartlands, working class communities built on traditional industryô (Carter, 
2018: 9). However, along with the report, we do also reject the idea that these 
sentiments are the exclusive preserve of any one particular demographic. A range of 
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studies and public opinion polls point to the continued salience of immigration, 
nationalism, Islamophobia, and opposition to multiculturalism as key political concerns 
for significant swathes of the population. The response to the Brexit vote, including the 
rise in hate crime, also highlights the widespread hostilities that remain, as targeted 
against both newer migrants but also established Black and minority communities 
(Burnett, 2017).  
 
Seeking out a broader set of perspectives facilitates accordingly a reframing of the óleft 
behindô, which we would argue is necessary for a number of reasons. First, failing to 
critique the idea of the óleft behindô, as it stands, works to both endorse and further 
cultivate the forms of nationalist politics that currently operate as powerful framing 
devices for understanding decline and disaffection. In other words, the óleft behindô 
conceit gives the nationalisms currently ascendant in Britain and Europe a further alibi 
and platform to work through. As more people come to understand their experiences 
through this divisive framework, the more political purchase notions of the óleft behindô 
and óWhite working class victimhoodô is likely to acquire. Second, the identification of 
a uniquely disadvantaged óWhite working classô reinforces óracialised codes of 
belongingô at both local and national levels (Virdee and McGeever, 2018: 11). 
Privileging the óleft behindô as the key contemporary political actor effaces the voices 
and experiences of Black and minority ethnic groups, as not only is their 
disproportionate presence as members of the working class denied but their own 
political concerns regarding racism and intersecting inequalities become sidelined 
(Bassel and Emejulu, 2017). These multiple erasures work in turn to limit the potential 
for more robustly multiethnic political alliances to take more effective shape. 
 
This report seeks therefore to revise the prevailing conception of the óleft behindô, 
drawing on interviews and census data that more sensitively profiles the acute class 
inequalities that minority groups in contemporary England continue to experience. This 
report also engages with White English residents who frame the problems facing their 
communities in ways that eschew anti-immigrant sentiment and racialised hostilities. 
The presence of such óWhite working classô voices is grossly neglected in the prevailing 
political conversation, a neglect that greatly benefits the further entrenchment of 
nationalist politics. As such, not only does this shift in perspective serve to challenge 
the racial exclusivity of notions of the óleft behindô and the óworking classô, but it can 
also help to open up political discussion towards alternative future possibilities and 
priorities. After all, the dominance of the óleft behindô trope and its association with 
right-wing populism does chronically stifle debate around other key areas of 
contemporary policy concern: drawing attention away from other pressing concerns 
such as austerity, housing, regeneration, jobs, and, of course, racism more generally.  
 
Oldham and the óLeft Behindô  
 
Within framings of the óleft behindô, place is central. The óleft behindô narrative fixates 
on both the óWhite working classô but also its archetypal spaces, wherein political 
commentary invariably locates this constituency within post-industrial towns such as 
Oldham, Rotherham, Stoke-on-Trent, Burnley, Wigan, Boston and Sunderland. 
Smaller, formerly industrial towns certainly do present particular challenges. Many of 
them experience high levels of deprivation and inequality, poor quality housing, a lack 
of investment, and weaker levels of economic growth (Pike et al., 2016). And yet, as a 
recent policy briefing on Class, Race and Inequality in Northern Towns (Barbulescu et 
al., 2019: 1) notes, ómuch of the post-industrial North of Englandô has long been omitted 
from national policy debates about economic growth or deprivation. It is in turn this 
much discussed political void that the óleft behindô trope, in part, attempts to exploit.  
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Such geographically framed accounts of a óleft behindô thesis has of course gained 
further purchase as a result of Brexit, with significant proportions of Leave voters 
located outside of the larger metropolitan cities. The Leave EU vote was particularly 
high in the former textile towns of Lancashire, and, in Oldham itself, 60.9% (65,369 
votes) of the local population voted for Brexit.  
 
Over recent decades, such locations have also been sites of racial unrest and 
antagonism, with increased support for UKIP and the far right (Carter, 2018), and often 
exhibiting markedly fragmented geographies and inequalities along lines of race, 
ethnicity and class (Phillips, 2008). As noted in one such context, Webster (2003: 102) 
observed that within the former mill towns of the Pennines there exist óperceptions of 
ethnic difference that are less amorphous, more visible, striking and contrasting than 
are found in larger more multicultural citiesô. And yet, as the authors of the above Class, 
Race and Inequality in Northern Towns repeat, óthe national framing of diversity [still] 
tends to focus on higher minority concentration areas in the countryô (Barbulescu et 
al., 2019: 1), resulting in often one-dimensional policy framings of racism, immigration, 
and inequality more broadly.  
 
With its combination of high support for Brexit and marked racial and class inequalities, 
Oldham is therefore a particularly resonant site for this study. Located in the North 
West of England, just to the north of Manchester, Oldham has existed historically as a 
mill town, known for its cotton production which peaked in the 1890s, as well as once 
being the parliamentary constituency of Winston Churchill. As premised on its 
privileged British industrial location amid the broader network of exploitative colonial 
era cotton production, Oldham gradually became a destination for different groups of 
immigrants seeking work: first, the Irish, and then later from other European regions, 
including Polish migrants (Kalra, 2000). In the post-war period, South Asian 
immigrants, notably from Pakistan, arrived during the 1960s, with smaller migrant 
populations arriving from India, Bangladesh, and the Caribbean. They entered an 
industrial sector that was already in significant decline by the 1930s, and which had 
largely collapsed by the end of the 1980s (ibid.). The last working cotton mill closing in 
1998. In the town itself, racially exclusionary policies in employment and housing 
shaped distinct racialised geographies, and class divisions remain also particularly 
pronounced between different parts of the town. Since the decline of industry, the 
promise of post-industrial óregenerationô has proven largely elusive, though Oldham is 
currently in the midst of significant town centre development, and some investment is 
being targeted towards housing and schools.  
 
Oldhamôs reputation as a declining industrial area has been accompanied, in recent 
years, by its image as óriotô town (Jones, 2013). Along with Burnley and Bradford, 
Oldham was the site of much-commented upon riots in 2001, largely understood as 
comprising local South Asian residents, the police, and far right supporters. These riots 
took place in a context in which the BNP was securing increased support during the 
2000s, with local and national media accounts focusing on the alleged prevalence of 
segregation and racial óno-goô areas. Furthermore, local Labour MP during this time, 
Phil Woolas, was an early exponent of the óleft behindô trope, popularising notions of 
White working class victimhood. i  Oldhamôs reputation for racial segregation and 
antagonism has as a result proven hard to shake, evident in the fact that Oldham 
featured prominently in the polarising 2016 Casey Review into integration.  
 
The town occupies therefore a certain iconic position within contemporary political and 
media discourses of race, class, politics and nation (Alexander, 2004; Jones, 2013). A 
reputation that has been further re-entrenched through recent stories that identified the 
town as the most deprived place in England: possessing the highest proportion of 
deprived areas in the UK and the second lowest house prices behind Burnley.ii  
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To reiterate however, it is vitally important to note that these inequalities map unevenly 
onto the townôs population. A 2015 report by Finney and Lymperopoulou found that 
Oldham also hosts some of the most pronounced disparities in inequalities when 
comparing óWhiteô and ónon-Whiteô populations across a range of indicators, ranking 
the town the 4th óworstô in the country based on 2011 census figures. This sense of 
internal variation is important. In seeking to elicit a range of voices that do not register 
as frequently within media and political discourses, the report hopes in turn to offer 
some alternative stories of the town.  
 
The project 
 
Between January and May 2018, 15 interviews were conducted with residents of 
Oldham, most over the age of 35 and all having lived there for multiple decades. The 
participants were drawn from a range of areas in the town alongside different racial 
and ethnic backgrounds, including White English, British Bangladeshi, British 
Pakistani, and Black British. Residents were recruited through existing networks, and 
a number of them worked for community and voluntary organisations in the town. The 
interviews focused on their experiences of life in Oldham both in the past and the 
present. Discussions centred on what residents identified as the most important issues 
and challenges facing the town.  
 
The report also includes secondary analysis of census data between 1991 and 2011, 
to provide a sense of the changes in the social, economic and demographic features 
of the town. Archival research was also conducted in local and national news 
publications, identifying key moments in the townôs recent history. In analysing the data 
we present, we have also engaged with other research that has taken Oldham as its 
object of study, as well as literature focusing on northern post-industrial towns more 
generally. Given the limited size of our own sample, this engagement represents an 
attempt to locate our research within a wider body of academic and policy research.  
 
Organisation of the report 
 
The discussion that follows attempts herein to both critique and reframe conceptions 
of the óleft behindô. It does this through an exploration of a range of themes, organised 
into the following sections: 
 
The first section entitled, óPoverty, deprivation and inequalityô, outlines the scale and 
nature of inequality in Oldham. It illustrates the deepening forms of social and spatial 
deprivation that have resulted from processes such as deindustrialisation, 
globalisation, and austerity. We argue that rather than being the unique preserve of a 
marginalised óWhite working classô, inequalities cut across racial and ethnic 
communities, highlighting the multiracial and multiethnic composition of the working 
classes. At the same time, however, deprivation and poverty in Oldham are 
experienced disproportionately by Black and minority ethnic residents, as both 
structural changes in the economy and policy reforms adversely impact minority 
communities, leaving them more likely to encounter poverty and economic hardship. 
The section concludes with an examination of the impacts of austerity policies on the 
town. For many of our respondents, it was the pernicious effects of the stateôs 
programme of austerity rather than immigration and Brexit that emerged as the most 
pressing political concern.     
 
Section 2, óRacism, segregation and multicultureô, explores longer local histories of 
racism and racial exclusion. It is argued that the invocation of a óWhite working classô, 
as being uniquely disadvantaged by dynamics of social and economic change, 
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excludes the contribution of Black and minority ethnic communities. Dominant 
narratives of the óleft behindô rest upon a particular form of racialised nostalgia that 
ignores the stake and claims that Black and minority ethnic communities also have in 
relation to the town, the nation and the changes that have taken place. Similarly, these 
discourses elide historical and contemporary realities of racism and discrimination. The 
section also considers Oldhamôs reputation as a ósegregatedô space. While such a 
reputation does reflect entrenched forms of inequality and division, it will be argued 
that simplistic notions of óself-segregationô and culturally oriented explanations deny 
much more pressing social and economic factors. This section also highlights the 
fragile forms of conviviality that some residents identify as constituting an 
underappreciated alternative local energy important to counteracting the racisms and 
general anti-immigration sentiment as already existing but also further accentuated in 
the wake of the Brexit vote.  
 
Section 3 examines the theme of óEconomy and Regenerationô. The notion of the 
óleft behindô often implies a lack of progress, devolving responsibility for this apparent 
ólagô to localities and their residents. This view ignores the role of wider economic 
restructuring and the uneven dynamics of the decline associated with the ascendant 
neoliberal economy. This section explores Oldhamôs position in relation to both the 
national and regional economy. It also examines contemporary forms or urban 
regeneration and its attendant anxieties, as respondents from a range of backgrounds 
worried about both the potential limits and inequalities that inhere within 
redevelopment projects.  
 
The final section explores questions of óPolitics and civil societyô. It examines 
residentsô experiences of the 2016 EU Referendum campaign and its outcomes. There 
is also a consideration of how local political articulations of a óleft behindô White working 
class emerged, situating this in relation to the wider national debates within which 
towns such as Oldham have played an iconic role. Similarly, residents argued that the 
consolidation of a populist-nationalism via the óleft behindô conceit fundamentally 
denies the comparable political frustrations of Black and ethnic minority communities. 
Residents also noted that these developments do not, contrary to wider media 
analysis, constitute an anti-establishment political voice, but simply represent an 
intensification of mainstream political discourses that were already taking shape 
across previous decades. Many noted that this is a consolidated anti-immigration 
discourse that further distracts from the urgent economic reforms and renewal that 
places like Oldham has most to gain from. The resurgence of a left-led Labour Party 
was seen by some residents as signalling this much-needed alternative political 
platform, though reservations about the partyôs efficacy, coherence, and electoral 
potential remained pronounced. 
 
The report ends with a brief summary reiterating key findings.  
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1. Poverty, Deprivation and Inequality 
 

 
 
Introduction 
 
As observed in the Introduction, economic anxiety has been routinely identified as a 
key feature explaining why many óWhite working classô people in towns like Oldham 
voted to leave the European Union and/or have been drawn towards right-wing 
populist parties such as UKIP. It is commonly argued within these discussions that 
such political trends represent a response to decades of economic dispossession; the 
loss of relatively secure, well-paid employment; the replacement of post-war welfare 
capitalism with neoliberalism; and, more recently, austerity.  
 
Undoubtedly, people who are White and working class, along with other communities, 
are experiencing stark and often hardening levels of deprivation and disadvantage. 
However, the privileging of the experiences of the óWhite working classô within these 
discourses ï as evident for instance in the Casey Review (see Hirsch, 2017) ï limits 
our understanding of contemporary deprivation and inequality. Indeed, these 
discourses are often simultaneously silencing and loaded with particular forms of 
inference. First, it is often implied that the óleft behindô is either óuniquelyô or 
ódisproportionatelyô disadvantaged. Relatedly, in a number of formulations, there is 
often a suggestion that the plight of the óWhite working classô is somehow related to 
immigration ï both contemporary and historic ï and the alleged relative advantages of 
Black and minority ethnic communities (Khan and Shaheen, 2017).  
 
Not only do such narratives deny that the working class in this country has always 
been multiracial and multiethnic since its industrial and imperial formation, they also 
gloss over the fact that neoliberalism ï as globalisation, deindustrialisation and 
austerity ï has had a profound impact on the lives of all working class people (Shilliam, 
2018; Virdee, 2014). What becomes clear in Oldham is that experiences of poverty, 
deprivation and inequality are widely shared, experienced by a range of different 
groups across various axes, whether that be income levels, health, housing, food and 
fuel poverty. However, it is also the case that Black and ethnic minority residents still 
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face disproportionate levels of poverty and inequality. More often than not, recent 
economic trends, and the policy programmes that facilitate them, have had a 
disproportionate impact on working class people from an ethnic minority background. 
Drawing on a range of sources, this section of the report will outline the nature and 
scale of this poverty, deprivation and racialised inequality in Oldham, while also 
considering the distinct impacts of recent austerity programmes.  
 
Poverty and deprivation 
 
Given the entrenched nature of poverty, deprivation and inequality, it is unsurprising 
that residentsô accounts would focus so heavily upon it. Respondents frequently made 
reference to Oldham being a ópoor townô, in which many residents struggled 
economically. One female British Pakistani living in a deprived area stated, in what 
was an emblematic remark, 
 

I think living here is all about survival; you worry about whether you have 
enough until the end of the week.  

 
Here residents referred to historic losses of industry, the prevalence of low-wage work, 
as well as visible signs of deprivation such as abandoned and degraded spaces, poor 
quality housing, litter, and empty shops.  
 
As mentioned in the introduction, an ONS report in 2016 found Oldham to be the most 
deprived area in the country, containing the highest proportion of deprived areas as 
based on indicators including employment, income, health, education, disability, 
access to housing, and the condition of the wider built environment. The report also 
revealed that almost two-thirds (65.2%) of its Lower Layer Super Output Areas 
(LSOAs) ranked amongst the most deprived 20% in the country (amounting to 43 of 
its LSOAs), with just 4.5% of LSOAs in Oldham ranking in the 20% least deprived 
(ONS, 2016: 18-19). The impact of such poverty and deprivation, alongside the wider 
perception of the area that it conveys nationally, has had a painful and stigmatising 
impact on many residentsô sense of pride and dignity. As one resident ï a White 
woman in her 30s ï reminded us, ówhen you do see the reports about how deprived it 
is, itôs hurtful and I think a lot of people do actually feel hurt by it.ô 
 
Across many indicators, Oldham is clearly óleft behindô relative to both other parts of 
Greater Manchester (GM) and nationally. The town has an average life expectancy 
more than two years lower than the national average for both men and women 
(Oldham Council, 2018: 26). Average resident incomes and house prices are also 
significantly lower than regional and national rates. The average sold house price in 
Oldham was £135,650 compared to a GM average of £168,580, and a national 
average of £271,964. This varied significantly within the town, with the highest house 
price average being £237,660 in Saddleworth South, compared to £62,751 in St Maryôs 
(ibid: 42).  
 
Unsurprisingly, Oldham also has lower rates of employment. In 2016 (for those aged 
16-64) the proportion in employment was 68.4% in Oldham, in comparison to 70.1% 
in GM and 74.1% in England (ibid.: 19). These disparities are also evident in 
unemployment rates. July 2018 figures show that 4.4% of people in Oldham (aged 16-
64) were unemployed, compared to the GM rate of 3%, and the national average of 
2.1%. Youth unemployment rates in Oldham were 7.1% compared to 3.9% across GM 
and 2.8% in England.iii So too, with regards to income, the average annual income for 
residents in Oldham in 2016 was £23,917 compared to £25,741 in GM and £28,503 
for England as a whole. Here Oldham registered the second lowest average annual 
income in the GM region (Oldham Council, 2018: 23).  
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Oldham also registers very high rates of child poverty. A report produced by the End 
Child Poverty coalition in 2018 found that in Greater Manchester more than 40% of 
children lived in poverty. The study ranked the parliamentary constituency of Oldham 
West and Royton 10th out of 650 constituencies, registering a child poverty rate of 46% 
in September 2017, which was an increase of 10% between 2015 and 2017.iv  
 
In the area of education, Oldham also lags behind, with the proportion of students 
attaining both the expected and higher standard in reading, writing and maths at Key 
Stage 2 in 2015-16 ranking in the bottom 10% nationally. Attainment at GCSE level 
also ranked in the bottom 15% of Local Authorities in England (ibid: 49-50). Similarly, 
across a range of child development related health indicators, Oldham registers higher 
than national rates of tooth decay and poor mental-health among 5-16 year-olds 
alongside higher than national rates of self-harm among those aged 10-24 years (ibid.: 
28-9).  
 
Sadly, such indications of deprivation in Oldham are not unexpected. Importantly 
however, when reflecting upon the widespread geographies of such inequality in 
Oldham, many of the participants recognised that experiences of deprivation were not 
restricted to any one racial or ethnic group. There was also a sense that inequality had 
significantly worsened in recent years. This was a belief shaped by personal 
experiences and also some of the voluntary and work activities our participants 
engaged in. One participant, a British Bangladeshi man in his forties who worked at a 
local school, commented on the increasing visibility of poverty amongst both the óWhite 
Britishô and óAsianô children.  
 

Itôs not just the Asian families, itôs the White families too, and a lot of British White 
families are suffering. Sometimes I work in a school and I see the way some of 
the White kids are dressed, itôs not just affecting the Asian families, itôs also 
affecting the White British families.  

 
For some participants, such as the White female resident quoted below, it was 
important that a wider sense of class was to be retained when reflecting on assumed 
local inequalities.  
 

I think a lot of people realised that the problem was class not colour and that 
White working class people were being disadvantaged in the same way as Asian 
working class people, you know. The problem wasnôt ï oh one group is taking 
resources from the other ï the problem is the resources being available at all.  

 
Overall, the statements from many participants demonstrated an acute awareness of 
disadvantages suffered by both White and Black and minority ethnic communities, with 
references being made to what were seen as poor óAsianô areas such as Glodwick and 
Coppice, and so called óWhiteô areas like Fitton Hill and Holts. However, while not 
downplaying the inequalities experienced by White groups, the danger is that the 
drawing of equivalences between them ignores the complexities of disadvantage, 
particularly in terms of the impact of structural and institutional racism on everyday 
working class life. For example, in 2011, Oldham was ranked 4th in terms of districts 
with the highest levels of minority ethnic inequality in England and Wales relative to 
the White British population ï as based on education, employment, health and housing 
measures (Finney and Lymperopoulou, 2015). The next section will outline some of 
these disparities in more detail.   
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Racialised inequalities 
 
While disadvantage was widespread in Oldham, as in towns and cities throughout the 
country, it maps unevenly onto racial and ethnic communities. As the 2017 
Government Race Disparity Audit revealed, racial and ethnic inequalities are 
observable and persistent across key domains of employment, income, health and 
housing. Other research suggests that at the local level, racial and ethnic inequalities 
in employment and housing in particular have in fact increased since 2001 (Finney and 
Lymperopoulou, 2015).  
 
Oldham confirmed these wider trends. As observed, while many of the wards across 
the town register high levels of inequality, those places ranking as the most deprived 
ï Coldhurst, St Maryôs, Alexandra and Werneth ï all feature disproportionately high 
ónon-Whiteô populations (see figure 1 below). In Coldhurst for instance, which 
registered the highest rates of child poverty in the country (62.1%), over 60% of 
residents are of Bangladeshi heritage.v  
 

Figure 1: Disproportionate levels of deprivation by local electoral wardvi 
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Alexandra 8.6 40.4 12.4 22 59.5 36.6 

Coldhurst 9.4 42.7 21.6 20.4 25.4 72.9 

St Maryôs 7.8 41.2 15.7 19.8 32 65.9 

Werneth 7.2 36.8 16.5 20.1 21.4 76.7 

Oldham 5.4 29.6 7.5 16.3 75.6 22.5 

 
These inequalities were also manifest across a range of other indicators. Ethnic 
disparities were particularly marked in the area of employment, with Oldham ranking 
as the 3rd most unequal local authority district. Here, according to the 2011 Census, 
12.2% of the local Black and minority ethnic population over the age of 25 years were 
unemployed compared to 5.5% of White British residents (Finney and Lymperopoulou, 
2015: 28). Employment rates for the White population over 16 years of age was close 
to 60% compared to just over 40% for Pakistani origin residents and less than 40% for 
Bangladeshi residents. These disparities are also evident amongst employment rates 
for those aged between 25 and 49 (see Figure 2 below). Over 70% of White British 
men are employed full-time compared to around 22% of Bangladeshis and around 
one-third of Pakistanis. Unemployment also adversely impacts upon Black and 
minority ethnic communities. While just over 7% of White British men were 
unemployed according to 2011 Census figures, the rate was over 12% for 
Bangladeshis, 24% for Africans, 30% for Mixed White and African, and over 37% for 
the óOther Blackô category. Similarly, while the unemployment rate for White British 
women is just over 5%, this compares with over 17% of Pakistani women, 21% of 
Bangladeshi women, and 30% for African women. 
  



 
 

Figure 2: Types of employment and unemployment, men and women aged 25 
to 49 years by ethnic group, Oldham 2011.vii 

 



 
 

Figure 3:Type of employment by ethnic groupviii 
 


