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Abstract

When do people identify with their class? Evidence from social psychology shows that
individuals are more likely to identify with a group if they are similar to its members.
We study early 20th century Britain and show that regional cultural heterogeneity
combined with internal migration influenced class identity. We develop and validate a
measure of class identity using naming decisions. Exploiting within-household variation,
we show that migration patterns that increased the local share of culturally-distant
workers reduced working class identification. Where migration increased the cultural
distance of the working class, workers were less likely to join unions, voters were less
likely to support the nascent Labour Party, and parliamentary candidates were less
likely to target working class voters. By 1911, slower in-migration and rising local
population growth reduced working class distance in urban areas, which also became
strongholds of support for Labour. Migration alters social identity and creates political
cleavages.

∗We would like to thank Anna Grzyma la-Busse, Elias Dinas, Felix Kersting, David Laitin, Biljana Meiske,
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1 introduction

When do people identify with their class? In the nineteenth century, political thinkers

on both the right and the left assumed individuals would align with their class interests.

Franchise extension was expected to lead to the triumph of the working class, socialism, and

redistribution. Yet this future never materialized. And while class was central to electoral

politics in much of twentieth-century Europe (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967), in various cases,

especially the United States, class politics never consolidated (Przeworski and Sprague, 1986;

Lipset and Marks, 2000).

This paper draws on social identity theory to understand class identification. Shayo (2009)

formalizes a rich social psychology literature in a model in which individuals are more likely

to identify with a group if they are more similar to its prototypical member. An unexplored

implication from that framework is that migration which brings culturally distant members

of the working class into an area will increase perceived distance to the working class among

residents, and cause them to identify less with the working class. Group identification, in

turn, drives policy preferences. If individuals identify less with the working class, they are

less likely to support policies that benefit the working class. Industrialization at first retards

the formation of class politics, because the process of transforming rural peasants into urban

workers necessitates internal migration.

We explore this mechanism in the context of Britain at the turn of the twentieth century,

a period of economic change and emergent class politics. We build on Shayo’s (2009, 2020)

framework of endogenous social identification to link class identity to the relative cultural

proximity of different occupational classes. In this framework, (subjective) individual class

identification depends on (objective) occupation and perceived distance from an occupational

class. Individuals may identify as working class or move away from that identification toward

complementary middle- and upper-class identities. Conditional on occupation, a greater

perceived distance to the working class relative to the middle class—for instance, due to

a higher presence of foreign workers than foreign professionals in the region of residence—

weakens working-class identification and increases affinity with the middle class.

We then operationalize this theoretical link using census microdata from the full population

of England and Wales between 1881 and 1911. We construct a measure of individual working

class identification based on names given to children. The class valence of names is captured

by their empirical distribution across occupations belonging to different classes, as defined at

the time by administrative authorities. The Registrar-General distinguished between upper

and middle class occupations—ranging from clerks to elite professionals such as bankers

and lawyers—and working class occupations involving skilled or unskilled manual labor.
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Distinctively working class names of children strongly negatively correlate with the father’s

occupational status. Among Members of Parliament, working class scores are higher for

members of unions and Labour MPs and lower for MPs with elite education or members of

elite social clubs.

We link this outcome to a measure of relative class distance—the extent to which an

individual is culturally more distant from the working class than from the upper and middle

class in their area of residence. Relative class distance varies within a parish across individuals

of different origins. For an individual with a given birthplace, it increases when working-class

residents in the parish are drawn from places that are culturally more distant from the

individual’s parish of birth. We compute cultural distance across parishes using historical

intermarriage patterns, which strongly correlate with other dimensions of cultural distance,

such as religion. With this measure in hand, we then exploit within-household variation across

births and show that when families move to, or remain in, parishes where the working class

is more distant to them, they become less likely to give their children working-class names,

indicating a decline in identification with the working class. These results are consistent with

parallel-trends assumptions in within-household naming behavior, are robust to alternative

measures of name content and cultural proximity, and are not driven by changes in other

features of names, such as regional distinctiveness.

Class identity translates into political behavior. We show this at the individual level

using data on union membership. We link census microdata to two million individual records

from fourteen large unions, collectively covering more than five thousand branches. We then

compare individuals of the same origin and occupation across locations with different levels of

relative class distance, holding constant propensities to unionize within residence–occupation

groups. Higher relative distance from the working class decreases the likelihood of being a

union member, a result driven by those in working class jobs.

These individual-level shifts scale up to electoral outcomes and elite responses. At the

constituency level, in elections between 1892 and 1910, higher relative distance from the

working class decreases Labour’s vote share and the likelihood that the Party contests a seat,

even after conditioning on rich covariates capturing the occupational structure of the electorate

and various measures of migration. In our most restrictive specifications, a two–standard

deviation increase in relative class distance corresponds to roughly a three–percentage–point

decrease in the Labour vote share—a sizable effect given that Labour’s average vote share

during this period was below five percentage points. We also find that political candidates

respond to shifts in the electorate’s identification. Using text analysis of parliamentary election

addresses, we construct a measure of working-class rhetoric that quantifies the extent to

which candidates emphasize issues and language associated with working-class constituencies.
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Candidates—including those within the same party—use less working-class rhetoric where

cultural distance from the working class is higher.

Finally, we ask which migration patterns enabled mobilization in support of Labour by

descriptively examining spatial heterogeneity in relative class distance. Between 1891 and

1911, urban areas experienced a decline in relative in-migration: as the share of locally born

workers steadily grew by more than the population of migrants, the urban working class

became more homogeneous. This aligns with the spatial distribution of the rise in Labour

support, which was concentrated in cities. In rural areas, by contrast, rising out-migration of

locally born workers increased relative distance to the working class and limited the formation

of a working class identity. These patterns suggest an explanation for both the delayed

timing of class-based political mobilization relative to the timing of industrialization, and its

distribution across space.

This paper makes four contributions. First, we contribute to research on what shapes

the strength of class as a cleavage, and in particular on the relationship between class and

cross-cutting cleavages. Existing theoretical and empirical work shows that group divisions

that cross-cut class weaken its relevance for political outcomes (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967;

Roemer, 1998; Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Bartolini, 2000; Alesina, Glaeser and Sacerdote,

2004; Lee, Roemer and Van der Straeten, 2006).1 Yet these models typically treat voter

preferences and non-class cleavages as exogenous. We show instead how such cleavages can

arise endogenously through a psychological mechanism of social identification, and we measure

this process at the individual level using a novel, validated proxy based on first names.

Second, we contribute to the rapidly growing literature on the political effects of immi-

gration. A wide body of evidence suggests that immigration tends to weaken support for

redistribution (Luttmer, 2001; Abrajano and Hajnal, 2015; Alesina, Miano and Stantcheva,

2023) and increase the vote share of far-right parties (see Alesina and Tabellini for a review).2

A related literature links ethnic and racial diversity to a similar set of outcomes (Alesina,

Baqir and Easterly, 1999; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2000; Miguel and Gugerty, 2005) through

mechanisms such as coordination failures (Habyarimana et al., 2007), preference heterogeneity

(Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005) or outgroup bias (Gilens, 1999; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2000).

We identify a new mechanism: immigration weakens psychological identification with the

working class, as predicted by theoretical models of identity formation (Shayo, 2009, 2020).

1Research on the weakening of the class cleavage in other contexts highlights a distinct set of mechanisms
that do not apply to our case, including Christian-Democratic parties (Kalyvas, 1996), the rise of the
knowledge economy (Kitschelt, 1994), and the emergence of post-materialist values (Inglehart, 1977).

2There is considerable heterogeneity in this effect of immigration, mediated by mechanisms such as
intergroup contact (Lonsky, 2021; Steinmayr, 2021) and benefits from migration to local communities
(Gamalerio et al., 2023; Zhou, Grossman and Ge, 2023).
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Moreover, we demonstrate this channel in a historical context|Britain at the turn of the

twentieth century|that predates the mass immigration of the late twentieth century and

was characterized by greater homogeneity and rising class consciousness. That we �nd such

e�ects under these conditions suggests that our estimates may represent a lower bound on

the potential impact of more culturally distant migration 
ows.

Third, we provide empirical evidence on perceived group distance as a determinant

of identity formation. The idea that similarity to a prototypical group member shapes

identi�cation dates back to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and has been

formalized in later work (Shayo, 2009, 2020). While research has demonstrated the importance

of perceived similarity for outgroup classi�cation and attitudes (Fouka, Mazumder and

Tabellini, 2022; Fouka and Tabellini, 2022; Hessami and Schirner, 2024), we lack evidence

from outside the laboratory on how group composition a�ects which groups individuals

identify with. We provide such evidence, showing that perceived group distance shapes

identity choices in real-world settings.

Fourth, we contribute to historical debates on why the labor movement in Britain did not

produce a proletarian revolution and why Labour's electoral success lagged expectations in

the late nineteenth century (Hobsbawm, 1954; Pelling, 1965; Stedman Jones, 1983). Succes-

sive franchise extensions should have translated into greater working-class political power,

a pattern likewise predicted by canonical political economy models (Meltzer and Richard,

1981; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2000, 2006). Prominent explanations have emphasized rising

living standards during the mid-Victorian boom and the emergence of a \labour aristocracy"

of high-paid skilled workers who developed reformist political positions (Hobsbawm, 1954;

Cannadine, 1998). Yet other perspectives point out that the working class was not homoge-

neous, but was cross-cut by other solidarities, such as locality (McKibbin, 1990). We o�er

evidence for a speci�c version of this argument: that large internal migration 
ows driven by

industrial development increased heterogeneity and slowed the consolidation of working-class

identi�cation. 3 With the exception of a few qualitative accounts (Pelling, 1967, p.42{46), this

channel has received little attention in existing scholarship. We also provide an explanation

for the time lag between the growth of the working-class population and its coalescence as a

political bloc. Mass internal migration undermined class identity, a constraint that relaxed

over time as descendants of earlier waves of urban migrants came to outnumber continuous

new arrivals.
3Fresh (2024) shows that these migration 
ows, in the century preceding the period we study, also

contributed to the growth of electoral contestation, a precondition for our �ndings.
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2 historical background

2.1 Class identity and class politics, 1870{1914

The last third of the nineteenth century saw British politics reorganize from divisions over

religion, empire, and tari�s to cleavages centered on class. During the Second Industrial

Revolution (1870{1910), industrial development accelerated, driven by advances in steel,

chemicals, and engineering. Employment in manufacturing expanded sharply, so that by the

�rst two decades of the twentieth century manual workers made up roughly 78 percent of the

labor force, making Britain \one of the most working-class countries in the world" (McKibbin,

1998, p.106).

This social transformation coincided with successive extensions of the franchise. The

Representation of the People Act of 1884 (the Third Reform Act) extended the concessions of

1867 from the boroughs to the countryside, enfranchising men paying an annual rental of£10

or holding land of equivalent value. Although regional variation in su�rage rights persisted,

the Act greatly expanded political participation among the growing working class. Examining

electoral registers in the working class East End of London, Brodie (2004, p. 52) concluded

that the \overall occupational structure does not di�er vastly from what would have been

expected from a fully inclusive franchise," though wealthier members of the working class

were more likely to be enfranchised.

By the 1880s a distinct class identity was emerging. It was visible in everyday behaviors that

constituted a distinct working-class \culture," from dress|the characteristic worker's cap|to

leisure activities like football, betting and gambling, pubs, and music halls (Stedman Jones,

1974; Hobsbawm, 1984a). Work itself stood at the center of this identity: English working men

derived pride, self-worth, and social standing from their occupation (McKibbin, 1998). Labor

historians emphasize that this identity permeated everyday life, reinforcing a sense of con
ict

between \us" and \them"|with \them" comprising the landed aristocracy, capitalists, and

the lower middle classes. It rested on a moral code of solidarity, mutual aid, and cooperation

(Hobsbawm, 1984a, p.190{191).

Trade unionism reinforced this sense of identity and became its main political expression.

Union membership rose from about 750,000 in the 1880s (Adelman, 1996, p.10) to four

million by 1914, aided by the legalization of strike action in the 1870s. Working-class political

representation followed: �rst through \Lib-Lab" MPs allied with the Liberals, then through

the Independent Labour Party (ILP) founded by Keir Hardie in 1893. In 1900 unions and

socialist groups came together in the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), which,

renamed as the Labour Party, entered Parliament in 1906 with 30 MPs. By 1914, voting
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Labour had become the principal political expression of working-class identity.4

While class mobility was limited and most workers did not aspire to it (Hobsbawm,

1984b; McKibbin, 1998), the working class was far from homogeneous in its behaviors and

identities. The sharpest divide was between the \respectable" and the \rough," the former

embracing values often associated with the middle class|order, domesticity, sobriety, and

thrift. Education and clerical employment provided a recognized path of advancement for

those from working-class backgrounds, even though such careers were often less lucrative

than skilled trades. Becoming a clerk has been described as being \lost to the working class

forever" (McKibbin, 1998, 45). This internal gradient meant that individuals of similar origins

retained some scope to negotiate their identities, aspirations, and behaviors.

2.2 Internal migration

Besides the rising importance of class, Britain's continuing industrialization spurred massive

mobility. Throughout the 19th century, internal migration 
owed from agricultural areas to

cities; by 1851, more than 75 percent of the populations of northern industrial centers such

as Manchester and Bradford had been born elsewhere (Feldman, 2000).

In the period that we study, 1881{1911, the most important migration-related development

altering the cultural map at the local level was the continuation of rural to urban migration


ows. Over time, those born in rural areas migrated over longer distances. Figure 1 shows

that the share of people living outside their county of birth steadily increased between 1881

and 1911, particularly for agricultural locations.5

There was also signi�cant migration from Ireland. By 1911, the Irish made up about 5

percent of the population of England and Wales (Cummins and Gr�ada, 2025). They settled

overwhelmingly in northwestern centers such as Lancashire, Liverpool, and Manchester, where

demand for unskilled labor in docks, textiles, construction, and mining was high.

Historians have emphasized that, in contrast to the uniformity of the middle class,

workers remained strongly attached to regional and local identities and tastes (Hobsbawm,

1984b; McKibbin, 1998), which the arrival of outsiders could disrupt or threaten. A prominent

example was the in
ux of Jewish migrants from Eastern Europe into London's East End, which

provoked backlash among working class voters, pushing them toward the Conservative Party

(Pelling, 1967). While this account emphasizes labor market competition, other mechanisms

may also have weakened support for working class causes. In the next section, we outline a

4Bronner and Ziblatt (2018) show that class cleavages were already visible earlier, with the Liberal Party
indistinguishable from Labour in its class appeals by 1914. The alignment of the working class with the
Liberal left along class lines was already evident in early Victorian politics (Dewan, Meril•ainen and Tukiainen,
2020).

5Figure A.1 shows a similar pattern using a continuous measure of distance to the parish of birth.
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Figure 1: People migrated over longer distances, especially from rural areas

This �gure plots the share of the population living in their parish of birth, in another parish of the same
county, or outside the county of birth, subset by whether the parish of birth had an above- or below-median
share of employment in farming in 1881.

psychological channel through which, all else equal, more culturally distant migration reduces

identi�cation with the working class.

3 theoretical framework

We link migration-induced cultural distance to class identity using the framework developed

by Shayo (2009; 2020). This framework draws on theoretical insights and experimental results

from social psychology, which show that identi�cation with social groups is malleable and

governed by speci�c psychological mechanisms: people tend to identify with higher-status

groups (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and are more likely to see themselves as group members

when they share similarities with that group (Turner et al., 1987). Shayo formalizes these

insights as a choice problem, where the likelihood of identi�cation increases with the group's

status and decreases with the perceived distance between the individual and the group.

Perceived distance is de�ned as the extent to which an individual's attributes diverge from

those of the prototypical group member.

In our setting, individuals choose whether to identify with the working class (w) or with

its complement, an upper- and middle-class identity (u), henceforth \upper." They reside in

a given location and are characterized by their occupational class and their culture, which

varies by region of origin.6 Occupational class is objectively assigned|for instance, miners

and shipbuilders would be classi�ed as working class by census designations. By contrast,

class identi�cation is subjective: it is a choice that may or may not align with an individual's

6We useculture as a proxy term encompassing multiple features such as language, religion, and customs
that result from socialization, vary across locations, and signal di�erences across groups of individuals.
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actual occupation. The utility a member of culturek in occupational classc receives from

identifying with class j 2 f w; ug is

vj
k;c = 
� j � �d j

c � �d j
k : (1)

Here � j is the average status of those with occupational classj . dj
c and dj

k capture an

individual's perceived distance from classj based on di�erent attributes.7 dj
c is the distance

based on occupational class and captures whether a person views themselves as closer to the

working or upper class given their occupation.dj
k is the distance based on cultural origin.

To align the model with our empirical setup, consider an individual with either a working-

or upper-class occupation who originates from one ofK origins. In that case,dj
c = 1f c6= j g:

distance is zero ifc is of the same occupational class asj , one if not. The individual's cultural

distance to classj is then de�ned as the average cultural distance to members of that class

in the individual's location. We can write that as a weighted average:

dj
k =

KX

r =1

sj
r

�
1 � ' j

kr

�

where' j
kr denotes the cultural proximity within classj between an person from regionk and

one from regionr . sj
k is the share of members of classj originating from cultural region k, so

that
P K

r =1 sj
r = 1 for each j 2 f w; ug.

Inserting these expressions for distance based on occupation and on cultural origin into

(1) and taking the di�erence between the payo�s from identifying with the working class

(vw
k;c) and upper class (vu

k;c) gives:

vw
k;c � vu

k;c = 
 (� w � � u)
| {z }

Relative status of working class

+ �
�
1f c6= ug � 1f c6= wg

�

| {z }
Occupational class

� �
KX

r =1

(sw
r (1 � ' w

kr ) � su
r (1 � ' u

kr ))

| {z }
Relative class distance

(2)

Individuals will choose to identify with the working class when the status of the working

class is higher relative to the upper class (� w � � u is large), when they themselves belong to a

working class occupation (c = w) and when the share of people from culturally similar origins

7The cultural choice problem in Shayo (2020) is:

max
J 2 G i

f � i � � i diJ + 
 i SJ g

where � i is material payo�, diJ distance of i to group J , and SJ is the status of group J . Our formulation
di�ers from Shayo's in dropping the � i term, which is irrelevant for cultural choice, and in separating distance
into horizontal and vertical components.
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is higher among the working class relative to the upper class (
P K

r =1 (sw
r (1 � ' w

kr ) � su
r (1 � ' u

kr ))

is negative).

Equation 2 can be directly expressed as a regression equation for empirical estimation.

Conditioning on the relative status of classes and an individual's occupation, the framework

predicts that � should be negative: people are less likely to identify with the working class

when its average cultural distance, relative to that of the upper class, is higher.

What does identi�cation with the working class imply? In Shayo (2009), identifying with

a group means holding di�erent preferences over outcomes. As a result, group identity leads

individuals to deviate from pure self-interest in two ways: �rst, by internalizing the group's

welfare, people may pursue goals that bene�t the group even at personal cost; second, they

may adjust their behavior to conform to group norms. In our context, identi�cation with

the working class may manifest both in actions that promote working-class interests|such

as voting for a party whose policies favor the working class|and in individual choices

that signal conformity with working-class tastes, such as consumption patterns or leisure

activities. Our empirical measures|naming choices, union membership and voting|capture

both manifestations of class identi�cation. The next two sections outline how we measure

identity choice and relative cultural distance, and how we estimate the e�ect of the latter on

the former.

4 measuring class identity and cultural proximity

4.1 Data

We link cultural distance from di�erent classes with individual identity choices by examining

the names that parents gave their children as the composition of their place of residence

changed over time. We rely on individual census microdata from the full count of the Census

of England and Wales, 1881{1911 (Sch•urer and Higgs, 2024), to measure class identity through

names and to construct demographic composition at the parish level. Below, we explain the

construction of each of these measures in more detail.

4.2 Measuring class identity

We measure class identity at the individual level using �rst names. The basic idea is that

some �rst names are more common in working-class occupations and others in middle- and

upper-class ones. While many factors shape naming decisions, identi�cation with a speci�c

class should also be re
ected in those choices.
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Our measure of the class valence of namei is

Working Class Scorei =
P(name = i jworking class)

P(name = i jworking class) +P(name = i jupper class)
� 100:

This score corresponds to the probability a Bayesian with a 
at prior would assign to an

individual with name i being working class. Such scores have been developed to measure the

distinctiveness of Black names (Fryer and Levitt, 2004) and proxy for national, ethnic and

local identities (Abramitzky, Boustan and Eriksson, 2014; Fouka, 2019; Bazzi et al., 2019;

Fouka, 2020; Abramitzky, Boustan and Eriksson, 2020), but have not, to the best of our

knowledge, been used to measure class identity.

We construct these scores using the �rst names of people of working age (16{60) recorded

in the 1881 census. We allocate men to classes based on their recorded occupation. For women,

we use the class of their husband. TheSeventy-fourth Annual Report of the Registrar-General

(1913) provides the earliest allocation of occupations to social classes. The Registrar-General

allocated occupations to eight groups, with 1 corresponding to \the upper- and middle-class,"

3{8 to \the `working-class'|those employed in manual labour, skilled or unskilled" and 2

\intermediate between the middle and working class because it consists of occupations, such

as the shopkeeping trades, including many members of both classes" (p. xli). We classify

those occupations in class 1 as upper class and those in classes 3{8 as working class. A major

advantage of using this classi�cation is that it provides information on the class valence of

di�erent occupations as they appeared at the time. We standardize names using Metaphone

codes and drop names that appear fewer than 100 times in our sample.

Table A.1 lists the highest and lowest-scoring names. These names have clear class valences.

Distinctively working class names are often informal contractions, such as Pat, and tend

to have biblical origins, for instance Esau, Noah, Job, and Enock. Working class names

like Patrick and Bridget trace out Irish immigration to England and Wales in this period.

Low-scoring names like Cecil, Gerald, and Algernon feature as the names of characters in

plays by Oscar Wilde. Upper class names tend to have classical origins; the lowest scoring,

Cyril, originates in the Greek word for \lord." Tables A.2 and A.3 report the occupations with

the highest and lowest average scores in the 1911 census. Various forms of textile, shipyard,

and mining laborers dominate the top of the list. Occupations with the lowest scores are

students|in a period when a tiny minority received higher education|military o�cers,

bankers, and lawyers.

Empirically, the names people gave their children were strongly associated with their own

occupational class. Figure 2 plots the negative relationship between an occupation's status,

estimated by the HISCAM project, and the average working class score of children of men
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in that occupation, in the 1911 census.8 Hotbeds of working class identity like mining are

above the regression line, while clerical occupations, which were not particularly high status

but which did not involve manual labor and were considered lower middle class, are below

the regression line. Table A.4 shows that this relationship holds even when comparing the

children of fathers with the same �rst name (who have the same working class score).

Figure 2: Children's name scores correlate with occupational status

This �gure plots the average working class score for children of men with in a given HISCO occupation in the
1911 census, against the HISCAM occupational status score for that occupation. The size of dots corresponds
to the number employed in each occupation. The blue line shows the OLS �t.

To more systematically validate this measure, we look at how it correlates with other

class markers among a single occupation: Members of Parliament. Rush (2001) collected

detailed information on the backgrounds and social lives of members of parliament, from

contemporary publications such as parliamentary guides. This data has subsequently been

distributed by History of Parliament Trust and Rush (2020). This information includes

factors like aristocratic a�liation, education, and social club memberships. Table 1 shows the

relationship between these class markers and working class scores, among MPs born between

1850 and 1920. Those with aristocratic connections or knighthoods, alumni of public schools

(elite private schools) or Oxford and Cambridge (\Oxbridge"), and members of exclusive

social clubs, had lower working class scores on average. Labour MPs|in a period when an

aim of the Labour Party was to elect working men to parliament|and MPs a�liated with

trade unions, had higher working class scores on average. These correlations increase our

8HISCAM is a measure of occupational status constructed from marriage data from the same era under
the assumption that people tend to marry people with similar social status (Lambert et al., 2013).
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Working Class Score

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Aristocratic connections � 2:002� � 0:594
(0:783) (0:855)

Knighthood � 2:094�� � 1:314y

(0:641) (0:672)
Labour 3:417�� 2:230�

(0:646) (1:092)
Liberal � 0:282 � 0:932

(0:706) (0:732)
Public school � 2:820�� � 1:887�

(0:555) (0:743)
Oxbridge � 1:958�� 0:041

(0:627) (0:775)
Other university � 1:328y � 0:607

(0:734) (0:766)
Social club member � 2:209�� � 0:649

(0:549) (0:662)
Union a�liate 2 :614�� � 1:136

(0:656) (1:034)

N 2951 2951 2951 2951 2951 2951 2951
R2 0:016 0:020 0:019 0:014 0:016 0:015 0:026

This table presents predictors of MPs' class scores. The sample is restricted to MPs born between 1850 and
1920, who were members of one of the three main parties. For the party variables, the reference category is
Conservative. All models include a third-degree polynomial in birth year and an intercept. Robust standard errors
in parentheses.�� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; yp < 0:1.

Table 1: Predictors of class scores among MPs

con�dence that the content of �rst names, as measured by working class scores, captures a

meaningful expression of class identity.

4.3 Measuring cultural distance from the working class

Our main hypothesis is that class identity, as expressed through the �rst names chosen for

one's children, should depend on how culturally similar people in that occupational class

are in the father's location of residence, relative to members of the other occupational class

(Equation 2). Using birth parishes as our measure of regional origin, we calculate the direct

empirical analogue of theRelative class distancein Equation 2, for each origin parish-residence
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parish-year combination:

Relative class distanceipt =
X

l

sw
lpt (1 � ' w

il )

| {z }
Distance to working class

�
X

l

su
lpt (1 � ' u

il )

| {z }
Distance to upper class

:

Heresw
lpt and su

lpt is the share of adult men with working or middle and upper class occupations

in parish p at time t who were born in parishl. ' w
il and ' u

il are measures of cultural proximity

between the father's birthplacei and the resident's birthplacel for the working and upper

class.

Throughout, we use the consistent parish units created by Sch•urer and Higgs (2024) as

the geographical unit. These consistent parishes were created by combining together parishes

that were subsequently merged and so correspond to realistic places. We geocode consistent

parishes by merging the 1911 census to a GIS of parishes in that year from the Great Britain

Historical GIS and aggregating 1911 parishes into consistent parishes.

The challenge is to quantify cultural proximity (' w
il and ' u

il ) between individuals from

two birth locations, i and l. Cultural variation in Britain stemmed from distinct geographies,

histories, and patterns of communication over time (Homans, 1969), and was expressed in

di�erences of speech, customs, and religion. These di�erences were not only location-speci�c

but also class-speci�c. For instance, in parts of Wales, the upper class tended to be Anglican

and English-speaking, and so culturally closer to people in England, while the working class

tended to be Welsh-speaking and Nonconformist.

To capture cultural distance across locations and classes, we use historical data on

intermarriage. Patterns of intermarriage re
ect multiple forms of compatibility between

people in di�erent locations, including shared religion and similar customs. For any two

parishesi and l, we calculate

' j
il =

mj
ilq

mj
i m

j
l

;

wheremj
il are the number of married couples of classj 2 f u; wg in which one spouse is born

in i and the other in l , and mj
i and mj

l are the total number of married couples of classj with

at least one born ini and l respectively. This variable is the geometric mean of the probability

of someone born ini marrying someone born inl and the probability of someone born in

l marrying someone born ini . We calculate this variable using information from the 1881

census, the earliest in our data, inferring the class of couples from the husband's occupation.

Allowing this measure to vary by class means it can pick up cases in which the proximities

of the upper and working classes between two locations di�er. Figure A.2 shows marriage
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connections in 1881 for the upper and working classes for the parishes of Manchester and

Plymouth. Connections are higher to nearby locations, but this pattern is stronger for the

working class. Members of the upper class are more likely to marry across larger distances

and across religious divides.

Table A.5 shows the correlates of' j
il . In general, parishes that are geographically closer

have higher rates of intermarriage. However, conditioning on geographic distance, other forms

of cultural distance, such as belonging to di�erent counties, di�erences in the popularity

of religious denominations as recorded in the 1851 religious census, and di�erences in the

frequencies of surnames in the 1861 census are negatively correlated with intermarriage.9 While

we obtain the same pattern of coe�cients for both upper and working class intermarriage, the

coe�cients on all forms of distance are substantially larger for the working class. This pattern

makes sense given greater cultural heterogeneity within the working class. For example,

consistent with greater proximity to the English among the Welsh upper class, as compared to

the Welsh working class, we estimate a smaller e�ect of two locations being in the same country

on upper class marriage connections. We rely on cultural distance based on intermarriage

rates in our main analyses, but we demonstrate robustness to alternative proxies for cultural

distance.

5 individual-level identity shifts

5.1 Empirical strategy

Our sample consists of all children aged 20 or younger living in the same household as their

father in the 1881, 1891, 1901, and 1911 censuses. We assign children working class scores

using their �rst names, as explained in section 4.2. The central idea is that the working

class score of a child born in a given parish and year re
ects the father's class identity in

that place and time, which would have been shaped by the parish's cultural composition.10

Examining how working class scores of children change over timewithin the same household

should isolate the e�ects of changing parish cultural composition, holding constant other

determinants of class identity, such as the father's social background.

Our analysis leverages two sources of identifying variation: relative class distance can

change across children in the same household over time either because the household itself

moves to a di�erent parish, or because the composition of the parish changes due to migration.

9We use the 1861 census for surnames because it is the earliest census for which we have access to usable
data on individuals' names.

10Clearly, children's names re
ect the class identity of both parents, but men were more likely to participate
in the labor force during the period of study, and we therefore rely on the father's occupation to condition on
(objective) class.
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The top panel of Figure 3 illustrates the �rst source of variation. It shows two households

in the 1901 census. George Shean and William Gibbon, both born in Bath, each had two

children, one born in 1898 and one in 1900. Their �rst children|Olive Shean and Doris

Gibbon|were both born in Bath, Somerset, and receive similar working class name scores

(41 and 39). Between 1898 and 1900, George Shean moved to London, and his second child,

Edith, was born in Hammersmith. Because individuals born in Somerset are more culturally

distant from the working class in London than in Bath, this move increased George Shean's

relative class distance from� 0:11 to 0. This shift is re
ected in naming choices: Edith's name

receives a working class score of 21, a decrease of 20 relative to her older sibling. In contrast,

William Gibbon did not move. His second child, Olive, was also born in Bath, implying no

change in relative class distance. Consistent with this, his children's name scores remain

stable, changing only from 39 to 41.

The bottom panel of Figure 3 illustrates variation from individuals who do not migrate

but whose relative class distance changes due to migration into their place of residence. Joseph

Froman and James Atwood were also recorded in the 1901 census and had 2 children. Both

lived in their parishes of birth; Rowley Regis in the case of Froman, and Kingswinford in the

case of Atwood. Both parishes are in Sta�ordshire, near the town of Dudley. Both men had

children born in 1894 and 1900, and gave their �rst children names with similar class valences.

Froman named his �rst child Ellen, which receives a score of 52, while Atwood named his

�rst child Annie, which receives a score of 53. Between 1891 and 1901, Rowley Regis drew

in a range of working class migrants. The number of working class male residents born in

other parishes increased from 3,087 to 4,388. This population change included an increase in

the number of working class men born in London from 60 to 519. As a result, relative class

distance for a resident of Rowley Regis born in the parish increased from� 0:12 to � 0:071. In

contrast, the number of working class migrants in Kingswinford was stable, increasing from

3,321 to 3,583, corresponding to a change in relative class distance from� 0:095 to � 0:080

for residents born in the parish. These changes in relative class distance are re
ected in the

names Froman and Atwood gave their children. Froman's second child, Beatrice, receives a

working class score of 18, a decrease of 34 from the �rst child, while Atwood's second child,

Martha, receives a score of 55, an increase of 2 from the previous child.

Our baseline estimating equation is as follows:

Working class scoreipt = � Relative class distanceipt + 
 i + � t + " ipt : (3)

wherei indexes fathers,p parishes of birth, andt years of birth, soWorking class scoreipt is

the working class score of a child ofi born in p at time t. We assignRelative class distanceipt
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(a) Household moves to a di�erent parish

Year of birth
1898 1900

George Shean

Bath, Somerset (� 0:11)
Olive [41]

Hammersmith, London (0)
Edith [21]

Moved

William Gibbon

Bath, Somerset (� 0:11)
Doris [39]

Bath, Somerset (� 0:11)
Olive [41]Stayed

(b) Parish class composition changes due to migration

Year of birth
1894 1900

Joseph Froman

Rowley Regis (� 0:12)
Ellen [52]

Rowley Regis (� 0:07)
Beatrice [18]

Working class migration

from London

James Atwood

Kingswinford ( � 0:1)
Annie [53]

Kingswinford ( � 0:08)
Martha [55]No migration

Figure 3: Examples of identifying variation

Notes: George Shean, William Gibbon, Joseph Froman, and James Atwood are observed in the 1901 census.

Numbers in parentheses denote the relative class distance of the children's parish of birth; numbers in

brackets denote the working class score of children's names.
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to a child's parish of birth p based on the parish's demographic composition in the census year

nearest to the child's year of birtht. 
 i is a �xed e�ect for the father and � t is a year of birth

�xed e�ect, which absorbs any cohort trends in naming patterns that a�ected children in all

parishes. To add precision|although we omit these variables from the estimating equation

for simplicity of presentation|we control throughout for the child's sex and birth order. We

also estimate more parsimonious speci�cations with additional �xed e�ects, which we discuss

as they become relevant.

Our design is a generalized di�erence-in-di�erences with continuous treatment. It rests on

two identi�cation assumptions. The �rst is parallel trends at the level of fathers: fathers who

experience changes in relative class distance would have otherwise followed similar trajectories

in terms of class identity. We provide evidence in support of this assumption by showing that

households experiencing changes in their parish's relative class distance were not already on

a trajectory of more working-class naming for children born prior to the change. The second

assumption is that no other shocks a�ecting class identity or naming occur contemporaneously

with changes in relative class distance. To support this, we show that our results are robust

to speci�cations that include parish by year of birth �xed e�ects. These speci�cations hold

constant all factors that vary over time at the parish level|including determinants of class

identity such as migration, economic conditions, and industry composition|and identify the

e�ect of relative class distance only from variation among fathers of di�erent cultural origins

within the same parish.

Equation 3 with parish by year of birth �xed e�ects is the empirical counterpart of

equation 2, which speci�es the relative payo�s to working vs upper class identi�cation.

The other theoretical determinants of this identi�cation are absorbed by the �xed e�ects:

father �xed e�ects account for occupation, while parish �xed e�ects capture the (possibly

time-variant) relative status of classes within each location. Conditional on these factors, the

relative appeal of working class identity as re
ected in naming choices is a function of relative

cultural distance from the working class.

5.2 Results

Our main estimates are presented in Table 2. Column (1) shows that greater relative class

distance is associated with less working class naming. This e�ect re
ects both distance from

the working class and proximity to the upper class: as shown in column (2), distance from

the working class decreases working class naming, while distance from the upper class is

associated with higher working class scores. Columns (3) and (4) add parish �xed e�ects,

which account for local naming preferences and conventions a�ecting all children born in

a given parish. Columns (5) and (6) include parish-by-year-of-birth �xed e�ects. Although

18



this speci�cation substantially limits identifying variation|now coming only from fathers of

di�erent origins who experience di�erent changes in relative class distance within the same

parish|the e�ect of relative class distance remains large and signi�cant.

Columns (7) and (8) estimate an alternative speci�cation that includes �xed e�ects for the

child's birth parish interacted with �xed e�ects for the father's birth parish. This speci�cation

also exploits variation across fathers of di�erent origins experiencing di�erent changes in

class distance, but in this case over time: it accounts for all factors that a�ect naming choices

speci�c to each origin{destination pair and isolates the impact of changing relative class

distance within a given father-origin{child-birthplace cell. This speci�cation accounts, for

instance, for naming choices common to all individuals born in Manchester and living in

London; identi�cation comes only from changes in the composition of their residence parish

over time. The e�ect of relative class distance remains signi�cant and is primarily driven by

distance from the working class.

Model (1) implies that moving from the 5th to the 95th percentile of relative class distance

corresponds to a 0.12-unit decrease in working class scores, while the equivalent decrease

for model (7) is 0.21. These predicted e�ects are sizable, corresponding to 6% and 11%,

respectively, of the di�erence in working class scores between Oxbridge-educated MPs and

non-graduate MPs in Table 1.

To assess how each of our sources of identifying variation|households moving across

parishes and parishes changing composition due to migration|a�ects class identity we

estimate equation (3) in �rst di�erences:

� Working class scoreipt;p 0t0 = � � Relative class distanceipt;p 0t0 + � t � � t0 + � " ipt;p 0t0: (4)

Here � Working class scoreipt;p 0t0 is the change in working class scores betweeni 's children

born in p at time t and the preceding child, born inp0 at t0. This speci�cation allows us to

isolate movers and separately estimate e�ects for them and for families that remain in the

same parish across consecutive births but experience changes in parish class composition.

It also enables us to examine within-household trends in naming across births, providing

evidence in support of the parallel-trends assumption underlying our design.

Figure 4 illustrates this evidence. It reports estimates from separate regressions based

on Equation 4, in which within-household changes in working-class scores are regressed on

future, current, and past changes in relative class distance, including the full set of parish

�xed e�ects from Table 2. The x-axis indexes time across two consecutive births. Changes in

relative class distance between births att = 0 and t = � 1 are uncorrelated with changes in

the working class score of children born att = � 1 and t = � 2. This indicates that households
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Working class score

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Relative class distance
(working � upper) � 0:801�� � 0:819�� � 0:520� � 1:444�

(0:212) (0:224) (0:213) (0:563)
Distance to working class � 0:921�� � 0:852�� � 0:675�� � 1:805��

(0:237) (0:250) (0:257) (0:599)
Distance to upper class 1:162�� 0:918� 0:934� 0:661

(0:385) (0:400) (0:423) (0:660)

Fixed e�fects: Household x x x x x x x x
- Year x x x x x x
- Parish x x
- Parish � year x x
- Parish � father's parish of birth x x
Controls: Sex, Birth order x x x x x x x x
R2 0:469 0:469 0:470 0:470 0:482 0:482 0:504 0:504

This table presents evidence of the relationship between distance from the working or upper class and working class
naming. Data is at the level of births, di�erentiated by father, year, and parish of birth. The dependent variable
is the Working Class Score for the child. All models control for sex and birth order. Standard errors clustered by
household and parish in parentheses. The number of observations in all models is 25,773,095.�� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05;
yp < 0:1.

Table 2: Within-father relationship between relative class distance and working class naming
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Figure 4: Dynamic relationship between changes in relative class distance and naming

Each point is the coe�cient from a separate regression of the within-father �rst di�erence in working class
scores against the within-father lead or lagged change in relative class distance. Red dots are from models with
�xed e�ects for present and lagged year of birth, blue triangles also include �xed e�ects for present and lagged
parishes of birth, green squares for present and lagged parish-by-year of birth, and purple crosses present and
lagged parishes of birth interacted with the father's parish of birth. Error bars show 95% con�dence intervals,
calculated from standard errors clustered by father and present and lagged parish. Each coe�cient is from a
separate regression.

that moved to locations with greater relative class distance were not following a di�erential

trend in working class naming prior to the move, nor were those in locations in which working

class distance subsequently increased due to migration. We also �nd that the e�ect of a

change in relative class distance does not persist to subsequent births. This pattern implies a

level shift: higher distance from the working class lowers the working class score of the next

child, which then remains at this lower level for later births rather than continuing to fall.

Figure 5 displays our main results and checks for the parallel trends assumption separately

for the two groups of households that drive our identifying variation: those that changed

parishes between the present and previous child (\movers"), and those that did not (\stayers").

The �rst row plots estimates from regressing the change in working class scores between

children in a household against the change in relative class distance as in equation (4).

The estimated e�ects for movers and stayers are similar. The coe�cients for movers are

more precisely estimated re
ecting more within-household variation in relative class distance

among the households that move. The second row regresses the change in working class scores

between the previous two children against the change in relative class distance. We �nd no

evidence of pretrends for either movers or stayers.

Finally, we regress pre-change household characteristics on subsequent changes in relative
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Figure 5: Within-household �rst di�erence estimates: pretrends and selection

This �gure reports coe�cients from within-household �rst-di�erence regressions of changes in outcomes against
changes in relative class distance between births. The �rst row shows the main estimate in �rst-di�erence form,
regressing the change in children's working class scores against changes in relative class distance, with �xed
e�ects for the current and lagged year of birth, controls for gender, and 95% con�dence intervals constructed
from standard errors clustered by household, current parish and lagged parish. The second row shows the
relationship between changes in relative class distance and changes in working class scores between the
previous two children. The next rows show the relationship between changes in relative class distance and the
working class score of the previous child, , the father's own working class score, and a measure of the father's
occupational status. Red dots use the entire sample, blue triangles subset to households who change parishes
between the current and previous birth, green squares subset to households who do not change parishes.

class distance. Although our design requires only parallel trends and not identical pre-change

levels of covariates between households that did and did not experience a change in relative

class distance, the plausibility of this assumption is strengthened if those moving to (or

remaining in) places where they became culturally more distant from the working class were

otherwise similar. We �nd no evidence that prior patterns of working-class naming, the

father's occupational status, or his working class name score are correlated with subsequent

decreases in relative class distance. This absence of selection into less working-class locations

reinforces the credibility of our identi�cation strategy.

5.3 Robustness and alternative explanations

Appendix B presents additional evidence of the robustness of the results and investigates

alternative mechanisms. We show the results are unchanged using alternative measures

of cultural proximity (Table B.1), and measures of class identity speci�c to the period

(B.2) or region (B.3). Our results are not driven by speci�cally Irish names (B.4), nor by
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the particularities of the sample of households with multiple children that provide within-

household variation. Re-estimating the models with less-granular �xed e�ects gives larger

coe�cients (B.5), consistent with a restrictive within-household speci�cation exacerbating

measurement error and biasing coe�cients towards zero.

We �nd evidence inconsistent with alternative mechanisms. A prominent one is aspirations

for social mobility, which may lead parents to choose more middle class names for their

children if they observe more culturally similar individuals to them in that group, and

therefore infer that social mobility is attainable for their o�spring. If this mechanism were

a crucial driver of our results we would expect stronger naming responses for households

already closer to the middle class. Yet we �nd no heterogeneity across households of di�erent

occupational statuses (Table B.6 and Figure B.1). We also consider the possibility that

relative class distance may capture distance in occupation|people from culturally distant

backgrounds might sort into di�erent occupations, with the resulting distance dampening

working class identity. While we �nd that distance in occupation matters for working class

identi�cation|a mechanism conceptually similar to ours|relative class distance remains

predictive (Table B.7). Finally, we address the concern that lower working class identi�cation

may be confounded with higher national identi�cation, as in Shayo (2009). We construct

a measure of local identity analogous to our working class scores, capturing the relative

frequency of names in each county compared to the overall population. While higher distance

from the working class reduces local identi�cation (Table B.8), consistent with an increase in

national identity, this channel does not explain our main results. Working class scores are

uncorrelated with local identity (Table B.8) and 
exibly controlling for local identity leaves

our main estimates unchanged (Table B.9).

6 individual-level polit ical behavior

The previous section established that relative class distance lowered identi�cation with the

working class as re
ected in name choices. Did these individual identity changes matter for

political behavior? To address this question, we analyze individual-level data on trade-union

membership: a central individual expression of working class political identity at the turn of

the twentieth century.

6.1 Data

We use individual-level data on trade union membership during the period 1871{1921. Union

registration and admissions books are held at the Modern Records Centre at the University

of Warwick, and the subset we rely on has been digitized by the genealogical company
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Findmypast. This digitized collection covers fourteen large unions.11 Although our data do

not include the universe of unions, our empirical strategy allows us to study the decision to

join a union among individuals in occupations covered by the unions for which we have data,

yielding internally valid inferences for this subsample.

Our data include each member's �rst and last name, the union they joined, the location

of their union branch, and their date of registration or admission. After removing duplicate

records, we are left with 1,926,306 individuals across 5,630 union branches. Figure A.3 shows

the geographic distribution of these branches, by union and membership size.

We link these union records to census microdata. Our goal is to identify how relative class

distance across parishes and occupations a�ected the probability of joining a union. A key

challenge is that information is not consistently available across observations; for instance,

some records list full names while others provide only initials. To address this, we use the

probabilistic merging algorithm developed by Enamorado, Fi�eld and Imai (2019). We restrict

matches to census observations within ten years of the union record, employed in occupations

relevant to the corresponding union, and residing in the same county. The key advantage of

the probabilistic algorithm in our context is that it provides a principled way to account for

missingness in the data. Our results are robust to using a deterministic algorithm, similar to

Abramitzky, Mill and Perez (2020), which requires exact matches on geography (parish or

county), sector of employment, and various formulations of names (full names, initials, and

metaphone codes).

Our premise is that union membership and naming patterns both constitute expressions

of the same latent class identity. In support of this interpretation, we �nd that, among people

employed in the same occupation, union members give their children more working class

names. Table A.6 shows that, with occupation-by-year �xed e�ects, the gap in children's

name scores between union and non-union members is about half as large as the gap between

Oxbridge and non-graduate MPs.

6.2 Empirical analysis

Linking union members to census records allows us to examine whether relative class distance,

measured among people in the same occupation and location, predicts the likelihood of joining

a union. Throughout, we restrict the sample to individuals employed in occupations relevant

11The unions included are Boilermakers & Iron Shipbuilders, Bricklayers, Carpenters & Joiners, Compositors,
Correctors of the Press, General Workers, Insurance Workers, Lithographers, Local Government O�cers,
Paper Makers, Printers, Railway Workers, Teachers, and Typographers.
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to the unions in our data. Our preferred speci�cation has the following form:

Union memberit = � Relative class distanceipt + 
 pot + � bot + " it (5)

The dependent variable,Union memberit , equals 1 if individuali appears in the union member-

ship records at timet, and 0 otherwise. The key independent variable,Relative class distanceipt ,

is the relative class distance fori and are resident in parishp at time t. 
 pot is a �xed e�ect

for the parish of residence-occupation-year combination speci�c toi , which absorbs all factors

that a�ect unionization rates for a given occupation in a given place and year.� bot is a �xed

e�ect for the parish of birth-occupation-year combination speci�c toi , which absorbs all time-

varying factors associated with people born in a given place that might independently a�ect

their propensity to join a union in that occupation. The coe�cient � is therefore identi�ed

by comparing individuals in the same occupation and born in the same parish who live in

di�erent locations|and thus face di�erent relative class distance|while holding constant

baseline unionization rates in each residence-parish{occupation cell and the time-varying

baseline propensity of each birth-parish{occupation group to unionize.

Table 3 presents our results. We progressively build toward our preferred and most

restrictive speci�cation in equation 5. Model (1) includes only occupation-by-year �xed

e�ects; the estimate therefore re
ects the within-occupation correlation between relative class

distance and union membership. The negative coe�cient indicates that moving from the 5th

to the 95th percentile of relative class distance corresponds to roughly a one{percentage-point

decrease in the probability of union membership|about 8% of the baseline unionization

rate in our data. Model (2) adds occupation-by-parish-by-year �xed e�ects, holding constant

location-speci�c factors that might a�ect unionization within each occupation. Model (3)

implements our preferred speci�cation by further adding birth-parish{by-occupation{by-year

�xed e�ects, and Model (4) adds controls for age and gender.

Models (5) and (6) restrict the sample to those in working class and upper or middle

class occupations, respectively. The estimates are driven by individuals in working class

occupations. This pattern is reassuring: relative class distance should shift class identity

away from the working class, and mobilizing on behalf of one's occupation is a meaningful

expression of working class identity only for those actually employed in working class jobs.

Our analysis leverages variation in relative class distance across residence locations among

people from the same origin and in the same occupation. But working class distance may

also vary across occupations. To account for this, we construct within-occupation measures

of cultural distance. Table A.7 shows that cultural distance to others in the same occupation

is negatively correlated with union membership, but this relationship disappears when
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Union member

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Relative class distance � 0:079�� � 0:046�� � 0:060�� � 0:030�� � 0:034�� 0:004
(0:030) (0:010) (0:010) (0:009) (0:011) (0:003)

Fixed e�fects: Occupation � year x
- Occupation � parish � year x x x x x
- Occupation � birth parish � year x x x x
Controls: Gender, age x x x
Sample: All All All All Working Upper
N 6052902 5930345 5707463 5692870 4951251 688950
R2 0:281 0:409 0:465 0:467 0:454 0:278

This table presents evidence of the relationship between relative distance from the working class and union
membership. Each observation is an individual worker in a given census year, for the period 1881{1911. The
sample is restricted to those employed in occupations related to the Carpenters and Joiners, Railway Workers,
Teachers, Boilermakers and Iron Shipbuilders, Typographers, Lithographers, Bricklayers, Papermakers, Printers,
Local Government O�cers, Insurance Workers, and Compositors unions. The dependent variable takes a value of 1
if the worker is a member of one of these unions, 0 otherwise. Models (4){(6) control for gender and a third-degree
polynomial in age. In (5) the sample is further restricted to those in occupations classi�ed as working class by the
Registrar-General, in (6) to those classi�ed as upper or middle class. OLS estimates. Standard errors clustered by
parish and birth parish in parentheses.�� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; yp < 0:1.

Table 3: Relationship between class distance and union membership

controlling for distance to the working class residents of the same parish.

Our �ndings are not sensitive to the method used to link union and census records. Table

A.8 reproduces our main results using a deterministic linking algorithm. The estimates are

very similar under this more conservative approach, indicating that false positives do not

drive our �ndings. We also rule out the possibility that our results are an artifact of linkage

biases. The concern is that relative class distance might predict the probability of a successful

merge rather than union membership per se. While we cannot test this directly in the census

data, we can examine what predicts whether union records are successfully merged to the

census. Table A.9 shows that the probability of a successful merge is uncorrelated with an

individual's working class score, making it unlikely that class identity or its expressions|such

as naming patterns documented earlier|a�ect linkage probabilities. Instead, merge success

correlates with mechanical factors such as �rst-name length (records are harder to merge

when the �rst name is only an initial) and the number of individuals sharing the same �rst

name. Controlling for these predictors of linkage success leaves our results unchanged (Table

A.10).
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7 aggregate polit ical effects

In this section, we link individual-level choices to aggregate political outcomes. We show

that local-level distance from the working class a�ected not only individual identity and the

decision to join unions, but also the electoral success of the Labour party and the rhetoric of

parliamentary candidates. We then examine the spatial heterogeneity of changes in relative

class distance to better understand where and why support for Labour was favored by

local demographic change. We show that urban areas experienced a decline in relative class

distance between 1891 and 1911, as local population growth outpaced in-migration. This, in

turn, facilitated increased support for Labour in cities, contributing to the emergence of an

urban{rural political divide.

7.1 Outcomes

electoral success of labour Since its inception as the LRC in 1900, the Labour

Party set out to represent working class interests. Its rise marked the culmination of a

restructuring of British politics from cleavages around religion (Wald, 1983) and tari� policy

to one centered on class. If, holding �xed the occupational mix in an area, a shift in relative

distance away from the working class made voters identify less with the working class, we

would expect them to place less weight on working class interests and be less willing to vote

for the Labour Party. This expectation aligns with Shayo (2009), which views group identity

as leading individuals to adopt behaviors that advance group interests.

We focus our attention on three election years: 1892, 1900 and 1910. We do so because

our independent variable, relative class distance, as well as other time-varying characteristics

of constituencies, are derived from the census and vary at the decade level. Accordingly, we

assign each election to its nearest census year in order to link constituencies to information

on relative class distance and other controls.

During the study period, Labour's parliamentary representation rose from 2 seats in 1900

to 40 in 1910. A key factor in this breakthrough was a 1903 pact with the Liberal Party, under

which the Liberals agreed not to contest certain constituencies (Adelman, 1996, p. 36). These

constituencies were selected to maximize Labour's chances of winning. Moreover, because

Labour was �nancially constrained, it concentrated on contesting seats in constituencies with

a large working-class presence (Jusko, 2017).

election addresses Election addresses provide further information on the issues

prioritized by voters. Parliamentary candidates could mail, free of charge, a lea
et describing

their views on policy. These election addresses have been digitized by Daniel Ziblatt and Laura
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Bronner. Our assumption is that candidates would tailor their addresses to the demands of

their constituents. Middle and upper class voters had di�erent preferences to working class

voters, and so a candidate running in an upper-class area would emphasize a di�erent set of

issues, and use a di�erent vocabulary, to a candidate running in a working class area. In our

context, if a change in working class distance in a given area led voters to identify less with

the working class, we would expect candidates to correspondingly emphasize working class

issues less.

This assumption is justi�ed. Hobsbawm (1984b, p. 208) notes that politicians were

responsive to workers' class consciousness and \had to pay [their] respects to the supremacy of

class when appealing to workers on the grounds of party." It is therefore reasonable to assume

that they adjusted their appeals to di�erent constituencies depending on the strength of

working class identity. Bronner (2019) further emphasizes that candidates enjoyed signi�cant

autonomy in determining the content of their manifestos without being strictly bound to

party lines, and shows empirically that manifesto content responded to constituency-level

changes, such as the degree of enfranchisement.

We use supervised machine learning to create a measure of the extent to which candidates

spoke to working or middle and upper-class concerns. Our basic approach is to \predict" the

share of working class relative to upper class residents in a constituency using the frequency of

terms used by candidates campaigning there. Our resulting measure is the predicted share of

working class relative to upper class residents at the candidate-constituency-level. To construct

this measure, we tabulate the frequency of all stemmed 1{3 word phrases in each election

address, after stripping out stopwords, placenames from a gazetteer, and terms appearing

fewer than 10 times. We also exclude terms that are only used in a given parliamentary

constituency. Doing so helps to remove terms like the street addresses of candidates that are

not theoretically relevant. Given these frequencies, we use Multinomial Inverse Regression

(Taddy, 2013) to construct the measure. This routine involves �tting regularized multinomial

regressions of term frequency against the constituency class mix; the coe�cients from these

regressions are then used to construct a summary measure of the term frequencies relevant

to class mix. Taddy (2013) shows that if the underlying relationship is multinomial, this

summary measure is a su�cient statistic for how term usage relates to class mix. Finally, we

predict the share of working class residents using this summary measure, to obtain a measure

on the same scale as class mix.

The resulting measure captures meaningful variation in class rhetoric. The terms most

associated with working class constituencies capture economic issues speci�c to the working

class, especially regulation of working hours, coal mining, and the conditions of tenant farmers

and agricultural laborers (Table A.12 shows terms with the most positive and negative

28



coe�cients). The election address with the most working class rhetoric, by a Labour and

Liberal candidate in the 1900 election, begins \Dear friends and fellow workmen" and ends by

summarizing its platform as \1st. The Rights of Labour. 2nd. The Will of the People." The

address at the 95th percentile of working class rhetoric ends with a commitment to \promote

the interests of the working classes."

In contrast, addresses with low working class rhetoric tend to emphasize foreign and tari�

policy and oppose left-wing policies. The lowest-scoring address, by a Conservative candidate

in Hampstead, London, criticizes the Liberals for having \assailed, or threatened, the integrity

of the United Kingdom, the Church, the rights of property, and the House of Lords" and

advocates for \E�ciency and Economy." That at the 5th percentile focuses almost entirely

on the Boer War, tari�s, and military issues.

Working class rhetoric maps predictably onto party di�erences. Labour candidates use

more working class rhetoric than Liberal and Conservative candidates, even after accounting

for di�erences in the parliamentary constituencies in which they campaigned (Figure A.4).

That said, there is substantial within-party heterogeneity. The address at the 90th percentile

is by a Conservative candidate who endorses the eight hour workday and claims \as regards

the textile and other trades I should be guided by the feeling of the workers themselves."

Similarly, the 10th percentile address is by a Liberal candidate calling for free trade and

\Sound �nance." Appendix C prints these addresses in full.

7.2 Empirical analysis

To study these outcomes, we average relative class distance over the adult male population of

each parish.12 We estimate regressions of the form

yct = � t + � Relative class distancept + xpt 
 + � cp + " cpt (6)

where the dependent variable is either the share of the vote won by Labour or our measure of

working class rhetoric in candidate manifestos in constituencyc at election t. � t is an election

�xed e�ect, xpt are parish-level controls,� cp is a �xed e�ect for each constituency-parish

combination, and" cpt is the error term.

Because our independent variable,Relative class distancept , varies at the parish level,

but our dependent variables|Labour voting and election address rhetoric|vary at the
12Relative class distance, averaged at the parish level, predicts class identity as measured by names.

Table A.11 shows this by regressing the parish{year contributions to variation in working-class name scores on
relative class distance, revealing a strong positive correlation. This relationship holds even after conditioning
on all time-varying parish controls used in speci�cation 6. Moreover, none of these controls predicts class
identity based on names, suggesting that our main independent variable captures a key determinant of identity
rather than proxying for other obvious confounders.
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constituency level, we spatially intersect parishes and parliamentary constituencies and weight

observations by the share of the constituency population accounted for by the parish. This

weighting gives each constituency equal weight. We cluster standard errors by parish and

constituency to account for dependency across parishes nested in the same constituency and

between constituencies containing the same split parishes.13

Table 4 shows our estimates of the relationship between relative class distance and voting.

Columns (1){(7) restrict the sample to constituencies with contested elections. As relative

class distance increases|bringing the average resident culturally closer to the upper class

relative to the working class|support for the Labour Party decreases. A 0.1 unit increase in

relative class distance corresponds to an 8 percentage point decrease in the Labour vote, in

model (1). Subsequent models add controls for the working class share of the constituency (2),

the shares employed in di�erent economic sectors (3), net migration and population growth

(4) and the share of Irish-born residents (5). The coe�cient on relative class distance is

stable and negative across these speci�cations, and only meaningfully attenuates when adding

migration-related controls. These partially capture the same concept as relative class distance.

For example, Irish immigrants were culturally distant and tended to be working class. An

in
ux of Irish immigrants would increase the relative distance of residents to the working

class relative to the upper class, and so we would expect a similarly negative relationship

between Irish immigrants and voting for Labour, as between relative class distance and voting

Labour. We �nd this to be the case.

In the data, a two-standard deviation increase in relative class distance, calculated with the

same parish-constituency weights as the regressions, is 0.07. The most restrictive speci�cation

thus implies that a two-standard deviation increase in relative class distance corresponds to

around a three percentage point decrease in the Labour vote share. This estimate is large;

average Labour vote share is less than 5 percentage points. We do not �nd this decrease

in Labour's vote share to clearly bene�t either the Conservatives or the Liberals, though

the e�ect on the Liberal share is larger in magnitude (models (6) and (7)).14 In models (8)

and (9), we �nd that much of the estimated change in Labour's vote share is attributable

to the Party's strategic decision over which seats to contest. The coe�cient in model (9)

indicates that a two{standard deviation increase in relative class distance corresponds to a

six{percentage{point decrease in the probability that Labour contested the constituency.

Figure 6 provides evidence that constituencies experiencing increases in relative class

13Note that if we aggregated the parish data to the constituency level, we would not be able to account for
this dependence across constituencies.

14This speaks against a decline in working class identity being identical to an increase in national identity.
Were this the case, the Conservative Party, with its emphasis on imperial unity and on symbols of Britishness
such as the Crown and the established Church, would have been favored.
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Vote share: Labour Cons. Lib. Labour present

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Relative class distance � 0:797�� � 0:792�� � 0:716�� � 0:576�� � 0:439� 0:106 0:283 � 1:581�� � 0:890�

(0:239) (0:241) (0:222) (0:220) (0:211) (0:140) (0:218) (0:426) (0:383)
Share born in Ireland � 1:362� 0:513�� 1:005y � 3:170��

(0:554) (0:152) (0:520) (1:185)

Fixed e�fects: Election and
constituency-by-parish x x x x x x x x x
Controls: % working class x x x x x x x
- Sector shares x x x x x x
- Net migration x x x x x
Contested elections only x x x x x x x
N 37885 37792 37792 37792 37792 37792 37792 46144 46029
R2 0:624 0:624 0:630 0:635 0:637 0:801 0:644 0:556 0:570

This table presents evidence of the relationship between relative distance to the working class and voting. An
observation is a parish-constituency combination, for a given election: 1892, 1900, and the two 1910 elections. In
models (1){(5) the dependent variable is the share of the vote won by Labour in the constituency, in (6) Conservative
vote share, in (7) Liberal vote share, in (8){(9) an indicator that Labour contested the election. Relative class
proximity is averaged over the adult male population. Models (2){(7) and (9) control for the share of adult men
employed in working class jobs relative to upper or middle class jobs, (3){(7) and (9) control for the shares of adult
men employed in farming, mining, manufacturing, and services, (4){(7) and (9) control for population growth with
log population and for net migration with the log ratio of adult men resident in the county divided by adult men
born in the county. (5){(7) and (9) control for the share of the population born in Ireland. Observations are weighted
by the parish's share of the constituency population in 1891. Models (1){(7) are restricted to contested elections,
(8){(9) include uncontested elections. Standard errors clustered by parish and constituency in parentheses.�� p < 0:01;
� p < 0:05; yp < 0:1.

Table 4: Relationship between class distance and voting for Labour
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distance were not on di�erent pre-treatment trajectories in voting patterns. Similar to a

parallel-trends check, it shows that the change in relative class distance between 1891 and

1911 does not predict either the level of party vote shares in the previous elections of 1885 and

1886 or the change in voting between these two elections. After 1891, however, higher relative

class distance is associated with a decrease in the Labour vote share and a corresponding

increase in the Liberal vote share.

Figure 6: Changes in relative class distance 1891{1911 are uncorrelated with levels and
changes in voting pre-1891

This �gure shows the relationship between the change in relative class distance between 1891 and 1911, and
vote share for di�erent parties. The orange circles are point estimates with 95% con�dence intervals from a
regression of Liberal Party vote share against the 1891{1911 change in relative class distance, interacted with
election indicators, with election �xed e�ects. Blue triangles are the equivalent for the Conservative vote, red
squares for Labour. Each party's coe�cients are from a separate regression, with standard errors clustered by
parish and constituency.

Candidates campaigning in areas with greater cultural distance from the working class

tended to de-prioritize working class issues. Table 5 reports the results of regressions of

working class rhetoric against relative class distance. Model (1) indicates that a two standard

deviation increase in relative class distance is associated with around a 1 percentage point

decrease in working class rhetoric. To place that estimate in perspective, the di�erence between

the average Conservative and Labour election addresses is 2.4 percentage points. (2) shows

that this coe�cient is largely unchanged controlling for the share of working class residents.

(3) interacts the constituency-by-parish �xed e�ects with indicators for the candidate's party,

and so accounts for di�erences in the mix of parties contesting each constituency. Doing so

results in a smaller coe�cient, suggesting that the results in models (1) and (2) are partly due

to strategic entry, for instance Labour not entering in constituencies with high relative class
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Working class rhetoric

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Relative class distance � 0:145�� � 0:130�� � 0:106�� � 0:090�� � 0:082� � 0:067�

(0:032) (0:033) (0:034) (0:034) (0:033) (0:032)
Share born in Ireland � 0:171��

(0:058)

Fixed e�fects: Election x x x x x x
- Constituency-by-parish x x
- Constituency-by-parish-by-party x x x x
Controls: % working class x x x x x
- Sector shares x x x
- Net migration x x
N 161997 161614 161614 161614 161614 161614
R2 0:725 0:727 0:790 0:790 0:790 0:790

This table presents evidence of the relationship between relative distance from the working class and working
class rhetoric, a measure of parliamentary candidates using terminology slanted towards working class voters. An
observation is a parish-constituency-candidate combination, for a given election: 1892, 1900, and the two 1910
elections. The dependent variable is working class rhetoric, the extent to which the candidate's rhetoric in their
election address is speci�c to working-class constituencies, calculated using Multinomial Inverse Regression. Relative
class proximity is averaged over the adult male population. Models (2){(6) control for the share of adult men
employed in working class jobs relative to upper or middle class jobs, (3){(6) include �xed e�ects for the candidate's
party interacted with the constituency-parish combination, (4){(6) control for the shares of adult men employed in
farming, mining, manufacturing, and services, (5){(6) control for population growth with log population and for
net migration with the log ratio of adult men resident in the county divided by adult men born in the county. (6)
controls for the share of the population born in Ireland. Observations are weighted by the parish's share of the
constituency population in 1891. Standard errors clustered by parish and constituency in parentheses.�� p < 0:01;
� p < 0:05; yp < 0:1.

Table 5: Relationship between class distance and working class rhetoric

distance. Nonetheless, there is a clear negative within-party and constituency relationship,

suggesting that in addition to in
uencing strategic entry, relative class distance in
uences

the positioning of candidates conditional on entry. (4){(6) add the full set of controls from

Table 4; as in Table 4 the main change is from controlling for the share born in Ireland,

which is also negatively correlated with working class rhetoric. One might be concerned that

these results re
ect some idiosyncracy of the multinomial inverse regression process used

to generate working class rhetoric scores. To allay that concern, Table A.14 shows that the

results of Table 5 are robust to using an alternative measure of working class rhetoric, in

which we predict the class mix of the constituency using a Lasso.
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7.3 Why and where did Labour rise?

We identify relative cultural distance from the working class as a key inhibitor of working-class

identi�cation and class-based political mobilization in the period we study. The converse

mechanism suggests that class politics should have been favored in locations where workers

perceived their class as more culturally similar. How can the patterns of demographic change

and shifts in relative class distance during the period help explain the overall rise in Labour

support and its spatial distribution?

In the left panel of Figure 7, we plot the change in relative class distance between 1891

and 1911 against the initial share of adult men employed in agriculture. During this period,

urban areas experienced a decline in relative distance from the working class, while areas

more reliant on farming exhibited the opposite pattern. The right panel of Figure 7 shows

that the Labour Party gained votes in areas with low initial agricultural employment.

Figure 7: Urban areas experience declining relative class distance and relative increases in
Labour voting

The left panel plots the change in relative class distance between 1891 and 1911 against the share of the
adult male population employed in farming in 1891, weighted by 1891 population. The right panel plots the
change in Labour vote share between the 1892 and December 1910 general elections against 1891 farming
employment, weighting parishes by the share of the constituency's 1891 population accounted for by the
parish. Black dots are binned averages, blue lines are loess curves with 95% con�dence intervals.

Why did relative class distance decrease in cities? This pattern was driven entirely by

a drop in the cultural distance of the working class (Figure A.5), which in turn re
ected

an increase in the share of locally born working-class men (Figure D.1). In Section D of

the Appendix, we show that cities experienced a decline in net migration: while these areas

attracted distant migrants in 1881, by 1911 the share of locally-born workers|children of

earlier migrants|was outpacing new in
ows, increasing the cultural proximity of the working

class.15 Changes in the countryside, by contrast, were primarily driven by out-migration
15Figure A.6 shows that the number of urban-born and urban-resident men increased during the period.
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associated with structural transformation, with the largest losses of local population occurring

through occupational shifts out of farming and into the secondary and tertiary sectors

(Figures D.3 and D.4).

These patterns suggest an explanation for the time lag in the rise of class-based politics

in Britain relative to the timing of industrialization and the growth of the urban proletariat

highlighted by much historical literature (Hobsbawm, 1954; Pelling, 1965; Stedman Jones,

1983). Structural transformation drove labor migration into industrial centers in the early

stages of industrialization, increasing cultural distance among workers and diluting class

identity. As growth in the urban population outpaced in-migration over time, declining relative

class distance enabled the formation of shared class identities. Alongside rising support for

class-based politics in cities, continued local population loss in the countryside was associated

with weaker class identities, contributing to both class and spatial political cleavages.

8 discussion and conclusion

This paper introduces an explanation for why and when people identify with their class.

Exploiting within-household variation over time, we show that cultural distance from the

working class relative to the middle and upper class at the local level reduces working

class identi�cation. Through this mechanism, cultural distance in
uences union membership,

voting, and the strategic decisions of politicians to campaign on class lines. In our analysis,

migration and demographic change serves to shift relative class distance. Our results therefore

connect migration|and structural economic changes that drive internal migration|to a

range of political outcomes.

This study is not the �rst to link diversity to the failure of left-wing movements. Our

focus on identity, and direct evidence of cultural distance in
uencing identity, is distinct

from existing accounts. These stress other ways in which diversity undermines class solidarity,

including coordination failures and preference heterogeneity that reduce support for collective

projects (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005; Habyarimana et al., 2007).

The historical case has direct relevance for contemporary debates on migration and

politics. England and Wales between 1880 and 1910 provide a conservative test of the role of

cultural distance: if migration weakened class identity in a period of heightened class salience,

driven by industrialization and distributive con
ict, then larger e�ects can be expected today.

Moreover, our focus on internal migration understates the degree of heterogeneity we capture.

In modern settings|where migration 
ows are more distant and rising forced migration can

As a result, and despite rising rural to urban migration, the share of the urban population that was born in
rural areas declined.
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exacerbate cultural mismatch|the e�ects of cultural distance on social identi�cation and

political outcomes are likely to be even greater.
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A additional f igures and tables

Figure A.1: People migrated over longer distances, especially from rural areas

This �gure plots the share of the population living at di�erent distances from their parish of birth, in successive
censuses, subset by whether the parish of birth had an above- or below-median share of employment in
farming in 1881.

Figure A.2: Marriage connections by class between Manchester and Plymouth and other
parishes

This �gure shows our measure of marriage connections using data from the 1881 census, between each parish
and Manchester (left) or Plymouth (right).
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