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This paper explores the everyday experiences of young white working-class men living in 
coastal towns badly affected by austerity programmes implemented in the UK since 2010. 
The lives and aspirations of marginal young men seldom feature in studies of the effects of 
economic crisis and austerity.  These men are positioned at the intersection of several 
rhetorical constructions with contradictory and ambivalent affects. They are expected, and 
still expect, to become wage earners and providers, largely through their own efforts and 
self- improvement. A rhetoric of social mobility disguises structural inequality, producing a 
false promise of hope or ‘cruel optimism’ about future prospects. Simultaneously, young 
working- class men, especially those without employment, typically are constructed as a 
threat to (middle class) society, difficult or dangerous, and authors of their own 
disadvantage. We explore how young men, without regular work and often lacking family 
support, talk about everyday experiences, social relationships, feelings and emotions and 
hopes for the future in coastal towns with a particular place in the national imaginary.  

Keywords: austerity, structures of feeling, optimism, symbolic violence, coastal towns, 

young men 

Introduction 

Twelve years after the global financial crisis and ten years since the start of a programme of fiscal 

austerity in the UK, there is now is a substantial inter-disciplinary body of work, unpacking the 

uneven impact of austerity policies and growing economic insecurity. Multiple dimensions of the 

aftermath of the crisis at different scales have been examined, including individual and household 

behaviour.  We build on this work in an exploration of the everyday experiences of austerity for 

young men from working-class backgrounds, born in the 1990s. Growing up in austere times, these 

men are at particular risk of material hardship, as a consequence of austerity and longer-term 

changing labour market prospects for men. We focus on their everyday lives, experiences and 

aspirations through an analytical lens based on the combination of a number of concepts including 

structures of feeling, cruel optimism and symbolic violence, providing a way of bringing together 

discourses that position young working-class men as both authors of their own lives and 

undeserving. We document the co-existence of hope, resignation and self-blame as young men 

struggle to survive without secure employment.  These men may blame themselves for their current 



 

2 
 

predicament, bored by everyday circumstances, distracted, sometimes by drink, drugs and small-

scale violence that exacerbates their marginality, and yet remain optimistic about the future.  

The argument is in several parts. First, we provide some context, outlining recent austerity 

policies in the UK and current scholarship exploring their impact. We turn next to the specificities of 

coastal towns, and the atmospheres or structures of feeling that are both part of their location in the 

national imaginary and the consequences of austerity. We then outline our theoretical position, 

followed by a discussion of the findings. Finally, we suggest some lines of future work. 

Austerity and everyday lives 

In the decade and more since the banking crisis in 2008 and the introduction of a range of fiscal 

policies to reduce deficits in government spending, the term austerity has become increasingly 

common in political rhetoric and academic and policy research. The focus here is the UK where there 

is mounting evidence of the continuing impact of austerity on the poorest sections of society, 

despite claims that austerity is ‘over’ (Kentish 2018). Real wages declined for the poorest sections of 

the working population by approximately 10 percent between 2008 and 2018 (Corlett et al 2018) 

and families and individuals most at risk of poverty have been subjected to cuts in income and in a 

range of social and welfare support services, including those for young people. Government support 

for youth services has been severely cut (from £1billion in 2008-09 to £388 million in 2016-17: a cut 

of 62%). Budgets for public services such as parks, swimming pools and libraries have also been cut, 

reducing places where young people may congregate at little or no financial cost (Campbell et al 

2019; Hughes et al 2014). 

The term austerity captures not only the political justification for cuts in government 

spending and the material consequences for individuals, households and families but also the 

everyday effects of living with uncertainty. Austerity bites (O’Hara 2014), doing violence to people’s 

sense of themselves (Cooper and Whyte 2017) inducing fear and distrust, as well as humiliation 

among, for example, the growing number of people forced to rely on food banks (Strong 2019). 
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While care, compassion, pity and solidarity are also evident, documented, for example, among 

middle-class volunteers and professionals involved in social service delivery (Clayton et al 2015), for 

individuals ‘at the sharp end’, austerity has negative consequences, affecting confidence, self-belief 

and hopes for the future. As Hitchen (2016:102) argued, austerity ‘is lived and felt in everyday life … 

as a series of atmospheres … that shape everyday practices and future imaginaries’, deepening 

insecurity.  

A growing body of research, drawing on different theoretical traditions including feminist 

scholarship (Hall 2019a), geo-social psychology (Stenning 2020) and non-representational theory 

(Hitchen 2019), has explored the experiences and feelings engendered by austerity. The everyday 

lives of diverse individuals and groups in British towns and cities have been documented, as austerity 

reshapes and reduces opportunities. Loyalty, shame, anger and boredom, hope, loss, and regret 

have been identified as emotional responses (Hall 2017; 2019a and b; Harris et al 2018; Horton 

2016; Horton and Kraftl 2009; Jupp 2017).Growing material hardship has increased termed ‘family 

fragility’ (Hall 2019b) with negative consequences for social networks, emotional life and aspirations 

for the future. As family support mechanisms are fractured, working-class households find it 

increasingly hard to provide both material and emotional support for workless adult children 

(Hardgrove et al 2015; McDowell and Harris 2018; Power and Hall 2018). Parents may feel guilty 

about the lack of support they are able to offer their children, who in turn may resent their parents. 

The dominant empirical focus of this scholarship on austerity has been on the household, 

the work of women as providers (Raynor 2017), or those with particular needs for support where 

cuts in services have reduced their independence. The impact of austerity on people with disabilities 

(Runswick-Cole and Goodley 2015), for example, or families in housing need has been explored 

(Harris et al 2018). These studies reveal complexities and contradictions in the ways in which cuts 

are administered and implemented, as well as how emotional reactions to austerity affect people’s 
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sense of themselves and hopes for the future.  Here, we shift the focus onto young men living in 

coastal towns: a group and places seldom featured in debates about the consequences of austerity.  

Life on the coastal margins 

Austerity has not only a widespread impact on the lives of the least affluent and most disadvantaged 

but also takes an uneven geographical form. Cuts in budgets and services have fallen hardest on 

British towns and cities with a sizeable proportion of the population with low incomes, often 

dependent on welfare services, and unable to purchase replacement support in the market.  

Previous work on the effects of austerity has tended to focus on larger towns and cities, typically in 

the north, or on inner London boroughs. However, coastal resorts in England recently have been 

identified as amongst the most deprived parts of the country, with rising levels of poverty and 

homelessness (Corfe 2017; House of Lords 2019). These towns, literally marginal, are also 

increasingly socially and economically marginal, neglected by policy and holiday makers alike. 

Despite a small recent increase in the number of British families choosing to holiday at home, as 

income levels among the least affluent fail to return to pre-crisis levels, the long-term decline of 

traditional seaside holidays has continued (Gale 2005; Rickey and Houghton 2009) with a serious 

impact on the ‘atmosphere’ of these towns. Here we gesture to Marshallian notions of ‘industrial 

atmosphere’ that captured the feelings of confidence and prosperity producing a virtuous circle of 

expansion in the heyday of industrial growth in British cities. The same term was re-employed in 

analyses of the economic success of the ‘Third Italy’ in the 1970s and 1980s. However, we turn it on 

its head to capture the dispiriting atmosphere permeating the narratives of decline currently 

characterising coastal resorts. Outside the holiday season when temporary job opportunities and 

renovated holiday accommodation produce an optimistic façade, long term decline, homelessness, 

drug addiction and rising numbers of dilapidated properties from the era of Victorian expansion 

(Ward 2015) are serious issues for local authorities with reduced budgets. Summer visitors may swell 

the long-term resident population, but population decline, especially the out-migration of young 

people for further education and secure employment, is a major underlying trend. These towns have 
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always been among those with low average incomes, high rates of seasonal unemployment, and 

poverty of opportunities exacerbated by geographical isolation. Young people with aspirations for 

higher education and professional credentials have little option but to move elsewhere (Crowley and 

Cominetti 2014). Less-skilled members of the working -class are literally ‘left behind’.  Despite 

insecure and seasonal employment, state support of all kinds, including financial benefits, has been 

cut to force the workless into the labour market: a policy disguised under the tag ‘making work pay’ 

with particularly pernicious effects in towns with seasonal labour markets.  

We focused on young men in these towns for a number of reasons. Their visible presence 

‘hanging out’ in public spaces, with little to do, exacerbates the atmosphere of isolation and 

desolation, especially in winter months, as other residents avoid spaces regarded as insalubrious or 

threatening (McDowell and Harris 2018). A second reason lay in arguments about the impact of 

austerity on future aspirations. Are young men growing up in the second decade of the 21st century 

optimistic about their future? Are their lives significantly different from those of men who came of 

age in earlier decades?  There is now a substantial literature about the impact of longer-term labour 

market change in the west for young men without skills, documenting the consequences of the 

growth in part-time, insecure, temporary and precarious employment. Forms of precarious 

attachment to the world of waged work, however, have become increasingly significant in the 

decade of austerity (Prassl 2018). In the UK, the relative disadvantage of young working-class men 

has deepened and changed its form. As numerous studies revealed, many jobs in the service sector 

depend on the performance of deference, an attribute at odds with hegemonic versions of working-

class masculinity (Ilan 2015; Nixon 2017), exacerbating the relative disadvantage of young men with 

few personal skills or qualifications compared to younger and older women. Recent labour market 

changes may be more ambiguous. Expanding opportunities including driving cars for hire, cycle 

couriers and food delivery riders in the ‘gig’ economy, are more easily coded masculine and so 

perhaps attractive to young men with few credentials other than bodily strength and persistence 

(Bloodworth 2018; Day 2016). However, for the most disadvantaged among this group, the need to 
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own, at a minimum, a smart phone and a bicycle may disqualify them, reinforcing their exclusion and 

leaving them moving between periods of casual employment and worklessness (McDowell 2019).  

The extent to which the term precarious or precarity differs from austerity was a further 

stimulus to our work. In an interesting discussion of austerity as a rhetorical construction or story to 

convince the public of the need to ‘tighten belts’, Raynor (2017) notes parallels between the 1940s 

and the 2010s in the way in which economic policy is compared to a household budget (also a 

common trope of the Thatcher years). This narrative perhaps makes particular sense to women but 

also produces wider feelings of solidarity, as the Government continually suggests ‘we are all in this 

together’. Forkert (2017) developed a similar analysis of the rhetorical construction of austerity, 

suggesting its emphasis on combatting the extravagance of the years of New Labour spending (1997-

2010) is almost religious in its insistence on austerity as a way to redemption. While these 

constructions may have resonance with the life experiences or knowledge of history of some of the 

UK population, they seem unlikely to make sense to young people born in 1990s, coming of age 

when widespread cuts and ‘reforms’ formed the background to their lives.  

Whether or not the young men were talked to used or understood the term austerity, the 

consequence of cuts since 2010 was to deepen their disadvantage as their parents or other carers 

were less able to offer support. The support of mothers, in particular, providing both material and 

emotional support to their sons, is crucial for young men from working- class backgrounds leaving 

education and searching for employment (Hardgrove et al 2015). This was the group of economically 

marginal men to whom we talked.  

Atmospheres, structures of feeling, cruel optimism and symbolic violence 

Our theoretical position is based on the juxtaposition of notions of atmospheres and structures of 

feeling as a way to capture shared emotions in a town with Berlant’s (2011) concept ‘cruel optimism’ 

and Bourdieu’s (1984) of symbolic violence. The term ‘atmospheres’ has a history as a useful 

concept to capture a general spirit of hope or hopelessness pervading a place, class or social group. 
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‘Austerity is felt as a series of atmospheres that envelope and condition everyday moments and 

spaces’ (Hitchin 2018:103). This definition is close to the concept ‘structures of feeling’ developed by 

the literary critic Raymond Williams (1980): the same term used by Berlant in her analysis of the 

consequences of the current political regime. Rather than psychological theorisations of ‘affect’ to 

capture emotions, feelings and atmospheres that characterise post social-democratic times, Berlant 

grounds her work in a return to Williams’ arguments about how societies agree on social and 

political conventions as lived experiences of feelings, how certain views of the future come to seem 

feasible, others not. This notion is useful, we argue, at the local as well as a national scale. We use 

the term atmospheres or structures of feeling in way that is more akin to the old geographical 

tradition of the spirit of a place, in this instance the particular atmosphere that pervades marginal 

coastal resorts in England, while also exploring Berlant’s arguments about the cruel optimism 

structuring everyday life. 

Berlant’s book Cruel Optimism (2011) is an incisive analysis of the decline of social 

democratic ideals in the USA since the 1980s, as promises of a better life, economic security, 

uncontested forms of personal intimacy and beliefs in intergenerational social mobility recede. She 

explores the consequences for everyday life, for a sense of self and optimistic beliefs in the future. 

Despite the austere socio-economic climate, people’s hope for a good life and a belief in social 

mobility act to maintain legitimacy in conditions of economic decline. Through a rhetoric of 

individual responsibility, people are instructed to take their fate into their own hands, assured that 

hard work in a meritocratic society will bring success (Grimshaw and Rubery 2012; Littler 2017). 

Berlant shows how this belief in success through hard work largely sustains the poor in their 

commitment to democratic ideals and hope for a more optimistic future: a belief that she argues is 

cruel and unattainable.  ‘A relation of cruel optimism exists when something you desire is actually an 

obstacle to your flourishing’ (Berlant 2011:1). Retaining a belief in permanent work, for example, 

may act as barrier to seeking other forms of employment. Cruel forms of optimism in terms of 

workplace success are disseminated through varying mechanisms such as self-help magazines and 
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courses, as well as the demand by the British state that continuous on-line job searches are a 

requirement for qualifying for financial benefit, despite the lack of jobs in many localities. More 

widespread discourses of hope are spread through popular media and religious beliefs, as well as 

through a consumer economy in which the possession of iconic brands are portrayed as symbols of 

success.  The marketing of desire in consumer economies is a potent form of excluding the poor.    

Berlant’s notion of cruel optimism is particularly appropriate to studies of young people, for 

whom the hopes of their parents, and their own dreams as they leave childhood, may be cruelly 

dashed by economic and social austerity. Accounts of young men’s feelings and emotions in austere 

times are not yet common. However, in recent work in Cairo, Pettit (2019) employed Berlant’s 

notion of cruel optimism to explore how relationships between meritocratic beliefs, hope and 

optimism play out for middle-class young men, stuck without decent work and waiting for better 

prospects. He documented the ways in which they survived the impasse of insecurity, taking casual 

jobs below their qualifications while remaining optimistic about the future, hanging out to pass time, 

spending time and money on various leisure pursuits that helped them maintain a sense of 

acceptable masculine identity.  

While a provocative exploration of cruel optimism, we argue that the disjuncture between 

hope for a better life through individual effort and blame for failure plays a more significant part in 

the everyday lives of young working-class men in Britain. Not only are the opportunities available in 

a large city such as Cairo and small coastal resort in England significantly different, but working-class 

young men in Britain are regarded as unworthy and dangerous, constructed as unruly and 

disreputable. There is long-standing history in the UK of the demonization of working-class men 

through their rhetorical construction as out of control, overtly sexualised and in need of surveillance, 

especially in public arenas (Connell 2000; Jones 2011). In the decade of austerity, young people in 

Britain have been variously described as undeserving ‘chavs’ (Jones 2011), skivers or scroungers 

(Morrison 2018; Valentine and Harris 2014), as scum, yobs and morons by the press (Tyler 2013).  
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This form of stigmatization, in which the relatively blameless majority of insecure and 

workless youth are included in the rhetorical construction as dangerous, is evident in both official 

and popular practices, from sentencing policies, ‘moving on’ loitering young people to everyday 

interactions between the population of British town and cities. Youths on the streets typically are 

seen as people to be shunned and avoided, suspected as potential disturbers of the peace or as a 

sobering lesson of what might lie in store if efforts to conform and work hard are not maintained by 

the respectable members of society (Ilan 2015; McDowell and Harris 2018). Marginalisation of 

unacceptable ‘others’ is achieved through both through discourse and attitudes and in Bourdieu’s 

(1984) terms, through a bodily hexis marked as inferior through everyday social and cultural 

practices. This produces a form of symbolic violence, in which widely accepted and taken-for-

granted ‘truths’, in this case about working-class youths, position dominated groups in a divisive and 

hierarchical way. These ‘truths’ are often unquestioned by the dominated group who come to see 

themselves as less deserving, to blame for their own inferiority, the objects of symbolic violence - 

‘the violence which is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity’ (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992: 167). The effect may be that not only are the dominated complicit in their 

acceptance of ‘the natural order of things’ but the group on whom symbolic violence is perpetrated 

may exaggerate the characteristics that exclude them in the first place in the absence of hope, 

making ‘a virtue of necessity’ (Bourdieu 1984:96).   

Building on Rootham and McDowell’s (2017) study of precarious working lives in Swindon in 

England, we combine these concepts, or rather counterpose Berlant’s concept of cruel optimism to 

Bourdieu’s claims of lack of hope inherent in the concept of symbolic violence to explore the 

atmospheres and everyday experiences of insecurity in coastal towns.  

Living on the margins: methods 

The ways in which people respond to changes in their everyday experiences are not easy to capture. 

The impacts of austerity are neither obvious nor straightforward. Feelings of hope, despair or 
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resignation may have multiple origins and consequences, affecting everyday lives in different ways 

and with different degrees of intensity. They may not be understood as part of a deliberate 

programme, nor seen as different from what happened before the 2010s. Nevertheless, we hoped 

that through careful conversations we might capture the feelings and emotions of young men at risk 

from austerity through an exploration of what might seem like the mundane events of their 

everyday lives. 

We talked to 10 young working- class men in each of three coastal towns in England 

(Hastings, Southport and South Shields), each with a population of 60,000. They were similar in 

ranking high on indicators of deprivation, in losing male-dominated employment in the fishing 

industry, in growing inequality and in visible problems of poverty and homelessness. Rates of youth 

unemployment in all three places were higher than the national average (11.2% in December 2018) 

and are seasonally variable. Participants were identified through leaflet drops and posters, through 

youth organisations, and visits to ‘hang out spots’. All respondents were aged between 18 and 24, 

the majority under 21, and they were all white - a deliberate choice as young white working-class 

men have low levels of participation in post-school education and training, but also reflecting the 

general population of the towns (over 95% white). We too are white. Racism towards the 

respondents was not a significant dimension of analysis, but nor did their whiteness bring privilege. 

Indeed, the term ‘white working-class’ carries with it pejorative associations, including moral 

judgements about lack of effort, and, more widely, a discourse that labels the working class as too 

loud, too large, generating a visceral dislike among the middle class (Skeggs 2004). This visceral 

reaction parallels Nayak’s (2006) arguments about the embodied spectacular masculinities of white 

male excess. We use the term white working class  to capture this idea of embodied masculinity but 

as a necessary descriptor, not a judgemental label. 

This lack of diversity, a former Schools Commissioner, Liz Sidwell, claimed, in an injudicious 

interview, has a significant impact on ambitions. ‘In a monoculture, in particular in seaside areas and 
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coastal areas, they (the white working-class) … haven’t come from a culture where they have got to 

work. They think there’s a more limited range of things they can aspire to’ (Vasager 2011). This 

captures more general attitudes – the atmosphere or structures of feeling -  towards the working-

class in these towns, and to unemployed youths in particular.  

Interviews took place between October 2017 and January 2019. We opened by asking ‘what 

is it like growing up around here?’, followed by exploring recent events, feelings and hopes about 

the prospects of finding a job, relationships with family and friends and ways of passing time. We did 

not explicitly introduce the term austerity (nor did any of the 30 men use it) but tried to capture 

temporal shifts by asking whether life had become more difficult lately, and how it compared to 

their father’s experiences. With permission, each interaction was recorded. We kept notes, made 

just after each interaction. Our aim was to understand the commonalities and connections between 

the  narratives, as well as the ways in which these men talked about hope, optimism and violence.  

Inevitably in interviews the social characteristics and differences between the interlocutors, 

positioned differently by multiple axes of power, affect the exchange. Whatever the original class 

background of researchers, our situation as university employees differentiates us from working-

class respondents. Difficult questions must be considered about how to establish an ethical 

relationship with working-class participants, as well as how to avoid representing them in the 

ensuing text as victims. Relying on feminist arguments about an ethic of care for others (Caretta and 

Riano 2016), we endeavoured to treat interviewees with respect, while remaining open to a 

compassionate but constructively critical account of their lives. 

Mundane lives: waiting for something better 

11 of the 30 men were unemployed at the time of the interview, 7 had some form of precarious 

work; the remainder were enrolled part-time on educational courses. One man was living rough, and 

a further two were de facto homeless, sofa-surfing with friends or relatives. 11 men were living in a 

shelter or hostel as a consequence of family breakdown; several had lived on the streets before 
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being rehoused. One man lived with foster parents, another with an unrelated couple in a scheme 

called Shared Lives. The others lived with parents, although this was often difficult and unstable. 

Many men came from large families living in cramped conditions, exacerbated by problems including 

addiction, sometimes for both generations.  

Several men had personal issues, including dyslexia, epilepsy, autism and unspecified 

learning difficulties. Many had truanted or been excluded from school, and several had been in 

trouble with the police. The apparent stability of attending college proved to be a mirage, as most 

men’s attendance was sporadic. They were uninterested in the courses, preferring to spend days on 

the local streets or in friends’ homes.  

In each town, the men were waiting, as several suggested, for ‘something to turn up’, most 

obviously waged work or a place in a hostel, but also shorter-term opportunities: a loan from a 

friend, finding something to sell or the chance to buy a cheap mobile phone. They reported a range 

of emotions when talking about periods of unemployment or homelessness, including feelings of 

frustration, anxiety, embarrassment, shame, boredom, and depression. Nevertheless, they all 

believed that eventually they would find employment. As we explore below, they exhibited a 

paradoxical combination of hope and self-blame, creating for many an impasse in which positive 

action seemed difficult. Further, as we demonstrate, the current benefit system exacerbates feelings 

of being trapped. This feeling of powerlessness, of being trapped in an impasse, is common in 

studies of precarity and austerity (Harris et al 2018).  

Stuck in repetitive precarious work 

The feeling of being stuck or trapped, stuckedness as Hage (2008) terms it, presupposes the 

possibility of mobility, an imaginary future where life is different. For these men that future included 

waged employment, one of the key correlates of a respectable masculinity (Connell 2000). Holding 

down a job is seen by society at large and the young men in this study as their key aim, albeit no 

longer the sort of permanent job that (some of) their fathers had held when younger. They were 
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clear-sighted about the specificity of current opportunities in coastal towns –  ‘there’s not much 

going at this time of year’ (Darren, Southport) and even less optimistically ‘there is no work around 

here, really’ (the opinion of James in Hastings but echoed more widely). At the time of the 

conversations (outside the peak tourist season) only 7 of the 30 participants were working for 

wages, but a belief that they would find work persisted. The majority actively continued to search 

for employment, often leaving a college place for a short-term opportunity, and so reducing their 

chance to gain a qualification that might lead to more secure employment. Almost all men had had a 

series of temporary jobs from the age of 18 and often earlier. Their experience in the labour market 

consisted of casual employment, usually found through personal contacts, including working for 

relatives or friends, in jobs seen as appropriately masculine, including labouring and plastering. This 

belief that hard manual work was more congruent with their idea of an acceptable masculinity led 

some to reject what they regarded subservient feminised employment, hoping for better prospects 

than the casual work in shops and cafes that dominated advertised vacancies in each town. Even so, 

some men had undertaken casual work - in the retail sector,  in take-away outlets, stacking 

supermarket shelves, washing dishes in cafés and pubs. The belief that what one man termed ‘real 

men’s work’ was worth waiting for is a good example of cruel optimism.  Hoping for work in 

manufacturing, for something conferring the attributes of masculinity, but which no longer existed, 

if it ever had, in these coastal towns, and turning down ‘feminised’ employment, he condemned 

himself to unemployment, reducing future options. 

Although most jobs were monotonous, poorly paid and insecure, almost all the men 

suggested that they enjoyed their limited work experience. Ashley and Kyle, both 18, had spent the 

previous summer travelling as casual workers for a peripatetic fairground, erecting and dismantling 

the rides and living in a container with other young men. ‘It was one of the best things I’ve done in 

my life’ Ashley explained, although he returned to Hastings as he ‘missed the coast’. Meanwhile, he 

was clearing abandoned houses with his brother, while considering applying for work on the night 

shift in a local supermarket. ‘There’s not a lot out there, to be honest’, but he remained hopeful of 
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finding employment, arguing that personal contacts are essential. ‘To get on you need to know the 

right people’. He had made little effort to construct a cv or to fill in application forms: an example of 

how an optimistic belief was a barrier to the hope of finding work.  Nevertheless, Ashley had hopes 

of ‘getting on’ and, despite preferring Hastings to elsewhere, at least had some experience of 

moving away. It was noticeable that all the other men, with the exception of Kyle, despite talking 

about their town as variously ‘depressed’, ‘a dump’, as a ‘hopeless place’, had never considered 

leaving. ‘Stuckedness’ also applies to geographical immobility - staying put in a place that may be 

depressing but was at least familiar. 

One of the interesting paradoxes in the narratives was the combination of unrealistic 

ambitions with a clear view their impossibility. Several men told us of imaginary futures that 

included professional employment. Here is Dale, working erecting scaffolding dreamed of a different 

life:  

It isn’t really a steady job. It is cash in hand . . . but cash in hand’s not something you want to 

be with for the rest of your life … I wouldn’t mind being a PE teacher  . . . something 

challenging’.  

Adam had a similar ambition – ‘I’d like to be a secondary music school-teacher. I think I 

could teach in a creative way’ -  but he too lacked the necessary educational qualifications. Their 

hopes conform to a version of cruel optimism as they prevented them settling into a search for more 

reliable work congruent with their (lack of) skills. Billy too hoped for a fulfilling job, but was more 

realistic about his prospects. ‘I want to be a football manager, but as you can see I’m not the fittest 

guy in the world’. He had taken a one-week course and was given an imaginary award ‘most likely to 

be England’s manager’. ‘Like that’s ever gonna happen’ he commented bitterly, well aware of the 

false promise of such courses.  

Despite their dreams, these men and others accepted and found some pleasure in the casual 

jobs they were offered, albeit still hoping for more stable employment. Their narratives combined 
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optimism with resignation, yet among the men who found work there was little sign of the 

weariness or exhaustion revealed in Wilkinson and Ortega-Cortez’s (2019) study of young women in 

their thirties. What was evident, however, was the weariness, indeed almost despair, of men who 

felt they were trapped by the operation of the benefits system. One of the marked changes in the 

decade of austerity has been the introduction of a means-tested workfare system of financial 

benefits: universal credit. The respondents had a clear understanding of the ways in which this 

system produced a further impasse, trapping them without employment. The operation of the 

current benefit system, introduced from 2013 onwards, rather than limited full-time opportunities 

or unrealistic optimism about future prospects, prevented some from achieving their aspirations. As 

Kegan, among others, explained, the benefits system traps them in idleness by providing an income 

larger than from casual employment. They remain unemployed and so, lacking experience, find it 

increasingly difficult to secure any form of work, let alone the secure employment they longed for. 

Kegan captured this contradiction in his final comment.  ‘There’s no need for me to work, but it’s just 

gonna ruin me life. That doesn’t sound right does it? To me it doesn’t sound right at all . . .  I should 

be working’. Adam summed up the emotional impact of this trap. ‘Basically, there’s no need to look 

for work, there’s not. Except, what most young males round here don’t realise is the mental impact 

it has on you, like, just waiting for me dole’.  

The paradox of self-blame and self-belief  

One of the significant findings that emerged from the narratives was an ambivalence in the 

attribution of blame for current insecurity. There was an almost complete consensus among the 

respondents that their failure to hold down a job for long was not their own fault. If they could just 

find work, they argued, they would stick with it, despite contradictory evidence in their employment 

histories. However, their self-belief that they would be reliable employees was at odds with their 

belief that they had been school failure through lack of effort. More than half of the men in each 

town told us they messed about at school which they now regretted, as it hindered them in the 
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search for work. Once they found a job, however, their belief in their own efforts was evident. Losing 

a job was regarded as the consequence of accidental events or unfair treatment. Kevin, who had had 

numerous jobs in kitchens, told us ‘I never get a job that lasts for some reason. I’ve always been 

kicked out the door, after 2 or 3 months’. One employer, he reported, sacked him after an even 

shorter time ‘After a month they said ‘“sorry, mate, you’re gonna have to go”’. Jordan, like others, 

had confidence in his work ethic but difficult personal interactions led to him losing jobs. Just 21, he 

had held a series of labouring jobs over the past four years, although he was not working when he 

spoke to us. 

I’ve done quite a lot of labouring, like I’m more of a manual grafter. I like to get me hands 

dirty. …  I’ve done a bit of roofing, gutter replacements, labouring, cash-in-hand work.  

Sacked for absenteeism, he found a job in a warehouse through a friend: 

To do with palettes and boxes. …  I loved it, I’d love a job like it again, but I walked out. 

Issues in the workplace itself with me mate’.  

Despite leaving, he was confident in his work ethic, telling us ‘they did miss me though, you know 

what I mean? I put my graft in every day’.  

This type of cheerful insouciance and optimistic outlook was common. Despite the majority 

of men being out of work when we met them, they assumed they would find a job before long. 

While this is evidence of an adherence to the protestant ethic and the belief that rewards should be 

earned, it reveals a lack of knowledge of the current labour market circumstances. As casual 

precarious employment relations become increasingly dominant at the lower end of the market, no 

amount of effort will ensure regular and work for men like these. Nevertheless, the men in this study 

continued to hope for better times.  

In other studies it has been argued that one consequence of growing precariousness is that 

some young men make a deliberate decision to withdraw from the labour market (Giazitzoglu 2014), 
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choosing not to look for work as a form of passive resistance (Hardgrove et al 2015). Here, however, 

an optimistic view that what Jordan termed ‘putting in his graft’ would see them finding work, even 

if it was casual, insecure and low paid, was common. As Nixon (2017) found in his study of young 

working-class men, most of them were ‘yearning to labour’. Nevertheless, despite their optimism,  

many of the men were stuck in an impasse: without regular work, short of money, and looking for 

ways to keep boredom at bay. We turn now to the ‘cruel optimism’ embedded in leisure activities 

and consumer goods marketed at young men. 

Waiting, coping and cruel distractions 

As already noted stuckedness (Hage 2009) and waiting (Jeffrey 2000, Jononen 2017) are common 

tropes in research with people who are, for different reasons, insecure or precarious . Boredom is a 

typical correlate (Anderson 2004; O’Neil 2017). A variety of leisure activities provide ways of coping 

with boredom, kicking a ball about, playing computer games, drinking or drug taking (Nayak 2006; 

Roberts 2012). Few of the men in this study had the financial or emotional resources to have an 

active social life. Inexpensive ways of passing time and waiting, the sort of hanging about on street 

corners that filled their days, left them anxious or frustrated, while their visibility exacerbated their 

construction as threatening wastrels.  

Most of the men harboured ambitions, thwarted by lack of income, to engage in those ‘cruel 

forms of distraction’ (Pettit 2018) that portray a neoliberal version of successful masculinity;  

watching mainstream films, acquiring a gym-toned body or purchasing life-style commodities. A hair 

style, cheap versions of iconic garments worn by footballers or musicians for a moment gave them a 

vison of themselves as successful, or at least as having something in common with other young men. 

Activities and desires that portray or depend on a hegemonic version of masculine success and 

hopes for the future that were eluding them are, however, painful as images of successful youthful 

masculinity in the media and other forms of consumer culture remind them of their relative failure 

to measure up to these representations.  
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Free or low-cost activities were a common way of coping boredom. Jordan speaks for many 

of the participants when he says ‘I hang out, messing about, play a bit of footie, or a bit of play-

station, go to the cinema sometimes’. Josh had a similar response: ‘I play football with my friends, 

typical lad things, go out drinking’.  Three men mentioned playing computer games, - but agreed 

with one of them, Billy, that after a while they became ‘super boring’. Designating places and people 

as boring is in itself part of the construction of masculinity (Joelsson 2017) and a way of coping with 

dissatisfaction. It was also reflected in comments about the towns themselves ‘it’s boring here out of 

season’ and ‘back of beyond here’ were remarks made by several men in all three places, and yet 

they seldom thought of leaving. 

Berlant argued that one way of challenging personal powerless is to over-indulge in activities 

that on the surface seem pleasurable, identifying activities such as over-eating, or hoarding 

collectable objects as examples. Among young men substance abuse – alcohol and illegal drugs – is a 

common way of challenging powerless through seeking excitement and taking risks (Ilan 2013). In 

each town, knowledge of and some involvement with drug-taking was ubiquitous. Such involvement 

operated as a coping mechanism, and for some an income, but often precipitating trouble with the 

police. Some men avoided the drug scene; others were actively involved. Here is Josh in South 

Shields: ‘on nights out there’s a lot of drug dealers and stuff. I don’t really like that crowd’. But 

almost all the men, including those who avoided the obvious drug scene, took recreational drugs 

occasionally, some of them harder drugs and a few spoke about involvement in dealing. Some 

voiced regrets about their involvement, as two men, in their early 20s, explained:  

I smoke cannabis quite heavily to forget how I feel about certain things … I use weed to get 

rid of my anger. I did get into a few like little gangs and a few drugs here and there, selling 

weed to make money, wrong things like that but you grow out of it. You look at yourself and 

think fucking hell, what am I doing? (Jordan) 
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Drugs has got me into stupid shit. Now I smoke a bit of weed but nothing else. I don’t want 

to fuck up my life (Dale). 

As well as understanding the consequences of their actions, it was evident that the majority 

had a clear view of how they were regarded by the general public in their home towns. As Chris in 

Hastings noted ‘You get looked at differently on the street. Some people are like “who’s the 

reprobate down the street”?’  This view of working-class young men in public spaces as threatening 

is widely reflected in the local press coverage of vandalism, visible drug use and on-street drinking, 

as well as in reports of street violence between rival groups of men. These reports and the wider 

stigmatisation of sections of working-class youths as troublesome exemplify Bourdieu’s notion of 

symbolic violence, in which divisions between the respectable and unacceptable versions of 

identities, in this case masculinity, are constructed, regulated and maintained. National policy 

debates and a genre of TV ‘realism’, sometimes termed poverty porn, also demonise young men and 

other members of the working class.  Faced by disapproval and too often exclusion, one of the 

responses to symbolic violence discussed by Bourdieu is to exaggerate and so exacerbate the 

characteristics disapproved of by the majority population. Most of the men, however, as we showed 

above, form a more clear-sighted view of what is regarded as acceptable, as they became a little 

older, altering their behaviour in the hope of greater acceptance and its correlate: employment. 

However, the combination of their unsuccessful school careers, their relative lack of work 

experience and for many their reputation, whether deserved or not, as disruptive, make their 

optimism about the future seem a cruel emotion.  

Conclusions  

Our contribution here is to add empirical depth to work on the emotional impacts of austerity, by 

focusing on the lived experiences of a group of men whose lives are seldom visible in work on the 

socio-economic consequences of austerity (although see Horton 2016; van Lanen 2017). We 

explored young white working-class men’s attitudes, hopes and beliefs, noting expressions of 
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optimism in their future prospects, but also self-blame for their current predicament. We 

documented their experiences of frustration and despair as well as moments of hope and longing, 

suggesting the extent to which these latter emotions may be seen as cruel or misjudged as these 

men find themselves in increasingly insecure situations. The study adds to literatures about gender, 

class, youth and precarious lives in the UK. Focusing on the atmospheres and everyday lives of men 

growing up in deprived coastal communities we have shown how the intersection of age, class and 

gender position young men as ‘victims’ of change. However, our aim has also been to challenge this 

label, by placing their lives in a theoretical understanding of the coincidence of two dominant 

discourses. First, the insistence that individual effort will bring success produces a false or cruel 

optimism among those for whom the prospect of social mobility is out of reach. Paradoxically, this 

dominant neoliberal ideology is contradicted by a discourse of unacceptability, of unworthiness that 

constructs sections of the working class, and young men in particular, as undeserving and so 

excluded from the mainstream by their own lack of effort. What our fieldwork has revealed is the 

way in which the men with whom we worked simultaneously adhere to versions of both positions. 

They are optimistic that through their own efforts they will find work, yet blame themselves for 

earlier failures at school.  

Talking to them and seeing how they regarded their lives as casual workers, as despised by 

others when hanging out in public spaces between periods of exploitative work, and yet retaining a 

relatively positive view of their future brings into sharp focus the consequences of the ten years of 

austerity that have succeeded the financial crisis. Anger, listlessness and boredom co-exist with 

optimism and ambition, and yet overall, these men not only have a clear view of the way in which 

they are seen by ‘respectable’ members of society but also of the limited opportunities that face 

them. It is this clarity that is perhaps the cruellest feature of their lives.  Despite the evidence of 

some optimism about the future, the attitudes of these young men are better captured as a form of 

resigned realism. Resignation is perhaps a rather dismal corrective to the romanticised versions of 

unruly resistance to bourgeois values found in earlier research with young men.  
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These men do not see themselves as living in a period of crisis – the other term commonly 

linked to austerity (Castree 2009; Hall 2019a). Instead, their experiences are a continuous part of the 

longer-term exclusion of a significant proportion of working class.  For these men, despite 

objectively growing up in the aftermath of the global financial crisis, family poverty, and uncertain 

working lives were the lot of many in their parent’s generation too. For them insecurity, rather than 

crisis, is the norm, not the exception. These men, however, unlike earlier cohorts, are more likely to 

have experienced periods of homelessness or to have left their parental home altogether. Berlant 

and Stewart (2019) speculate that an intergenerational divide may opening in which parents, who 

retain some fragments of optimism and hope for the future, find their millennial offspring, who have 

resigned themselves to precariousness as life’s defining feature, increasingly unintelligible.  

Unfortunately, it was not possible to explore this speculation as the men in this study refused 

permission to contact their parents. However, Bessant et al (2017) suggest young people reaching 

adulthood in the west are a new ‘precarious generation’. 

A research agenda that continues to unpack the consequences for children and young 

people growing up as austerity policies affect everyday lives and aspirations remains crucial. 

Although the notion of stages or transitions is often criticised in youth studies, France (2008) has 

argued persuasively for a sustained research effort on the consequences of growing up in poverty 

for young adults. Geographers might usefully turn their attention to intergenerational and 

longitudinal studies, tracking individuals and households across the life cycle, to uncover the longer-

term implications of ten years of austerity and new intersections between class, gender and age, and 

ethnicity. Revealing the long-term uneven geographic implications for children and young people 

living in isolated coastal or rural communities, in inner cities or on deprived estates in more affluent 

towns is also crucial for policy debates. Perhaps even more significant is a deeper understanding of 

the social and cultural consequences of the resigned realism found among the men to whom we 

talked. Whether they will have access to resources that will ensure their future economic security as 



 

22 
 

well as permit their participation in new political debates, around climate change for example, now 

being led by school and university students and young adults, is an urgent question.  
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