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Distressed times and areas: poverty,
polarisation and politics in England,
1918–1971

DANNY DORLING

Introduction

It is now commonly understood that for most of the first half of the twentieth
century England (and Wales) was socially divided along simple geographical lines
to a degree that has not quite recurred since and to a degree that had not occurred
so starkly before. The truth of this statement lies in the meaning of the terms.
By socially divided I mean the variation in people’s life chances. These chances
range from a person’s chance of being ill and dying, to finding work, to the kind
of work they do. It does not take a great leap of imagination to assume that if such
fundamental chances as these were strongly polarised then much else that is much
harder to measure was also starkly polarised during most of this period – ranging,
for example, from the distribution of wealth, to opportunities for recreation and
education. By ‘along simple geographical lines’ I mean very simple – in fact
involving simply one line: the line that divided the North from the South. There
have always been geographical divides – between streets within cities, between
town and country and so forth – but I would argue that there has not been, at least
since this period, such a simple line to be drawn across the map of England. The
North–South divide is still very much apparent today, but it is now more an echo,
and perhaps largely a product of the divide which grew so great in these years. In
the first half of this chapter I try to demonstrate how great the divide was. Thus
some of these points are substantiated and defended below, but they are not the
most interesting aspect of the divide to me.

The most interesting aspect of the North–South divide of the 1920s, 1930s and
1940s is how little it was recognised at the time. This is a difficult argument to
make – and the argument that is perhaps most suspect in this chapter (it is very
hard to prove that something was not the case) – but if it is true the implications
are important. How could it be that a country suffered such a schism and did not
appear to recognise it? It is certainly true that you can find people and writings
that did refer to the divide or aspects of it – but they are very much in the minority
of contemporary writing on the social geography of England at that time. In the
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second half of this chapter I try to explain how it could be that this divide was so
ignored, at least until wartime. There are two primary reasons to my mind. Firstly,
not until the 1940s was there sufficient information to demonstrate the growth of the
divide (work which required the lengthy compilation and subsequent analysis of
the 1931 census). Secondly, there was a very strong incentive not to recognise such
a national malaise in the aftermath of one Great War and the build up to another. The
predominant rhetoric of the time was nationalistic. Much was written about how
‘Great’ Britain was, how its countryside and traditions needed to be preserved.
At such a time of great nationalism, following the loss of most of Ireland, the
nationalist rhetoric recognised local problems but found systematic geographical
polarisation harder to stomach. The North–South divide of the 1920s and 1930s
was very much recognised after the event. Not least because of the closure of
part of that divide in the 1940s but also because recognising the divide served
the interests of the dominant social-welfare agenda of the 1950s and 1960s that
continued to underlie political discussion and academic writing through the 1970s,
1980s and 1990s. The period 1918–39 was cited as an example of ‘what could
happen’ if progressive social and regional policies were not followed. How familiar
Marwick’s comment about the years 1918–39 seems today: ‘now a new pattern
established itself: a prosperous bustling South producing a tremendous range of
new consumer goods; and a decaying North’ (Robson 1990: 546, quoting Marwick
1968: 168). That said, it has to be acknowledged that relatively few geographical
analyses have been produced of England during the interwar period. Twenty years
ago, Alan Baker suggested that ‘the inter-war years might be considered the real
Dark Ages as far as historical geographers are concerned (Baker and Gregory
1984: 187). That remark remains apposite, even though the period is gradually
and increasingly being illuminated by new geographical research and reviews
(Heffernan and Gruffudd 1988; Ward 1988; Robson 1990; Gilbert, Matless and
Short 2003).

This chapter ends with what is the most interesting contemporary question that
this story throws up. If the North–South divide was not recognised in the period
under discussion until largely after the event, to what extent could current social
trends in England be similarly misinterpreted? To what degree do we have more
information now, or less of a dominant rhetoric? The first years of the twenty-
first century have seen the release of statistics that suggest that the North–South
social divide in Britain is again reducing. However, most of these statistics relate
to changes between the late 1990s and today. Ignoring polarisation that built up
in the decades before. They also tend to concentrate on the slight improvement
in the fortunes of those at the bottom of the social order, not at the still wide and
sometimes still growing gap between those who have most and least. To what
extent is the experience of 1918–51 a model for contemporary understanding of
English society? Could a divide be growing now that we are loath and ill-equipped
to recognise?
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What is the North–South divide?

The North–South I have in my mind is a metaphorical cliff. It cuts the population
currently living in England almost exactly in two, with only the slightest of vari-
ations from county borders. The divide begins where the river Severn meets the
sea. Herefordshire, Worcestershire, Warwickshire, Leicestershire and Lincolnshire
mark the northern borders of ‘the South’. All of Wales, Shropshire, the West
Midlands, Staffordshire, Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire are in ‘the
North’. I have decided to include areas in Wales in the data and arguments made
below, as the fortunes of people living in Wales have been so intricately connected
to those of England that it does not make great sense to exclude it. Scotland could
also be included in the North but some of the worst examples of social suffering
in parts of Scotland have been so much worse than those south of the border that
in terms of socio-geographical divides there is perhaps more to try to explain in
Scotland than this chapter will attempt (see instead Mitchell and Dorling 2002). In
this definition of the divide I do not envisage the dividing-line having moved over
time. To me it was the divide that strengthened in the 1920s and 1930s that remains
the divide we see today. The essays that follow in this book deal with the precur-
sors of that initial growth in this divide – a single cliff that rose up at the start of
the last century and continues to cast a shadow down across the south of England.

I first saw this cliff clearly when drawing a map of people’s propensity to die
of heart disease in the 1980s (Dorling 1995: 157). I painstakingly calculated a
standardised mortality rate for over 9,000 local government wards in England and
Wales and coloured each ward in one of five colours according to that rate. I need
not have bothered. The map, instead of showing a detailed and complex geography
of death, revealed the line described above, as a cliff on the map. North of that cliff
rates were 10, 20 or 30 per cent higher than average, south of that cliff they were
10, 20 or 30 per cent lower than average. The sharpest change in the gradient of
mortality occurred where the counties listed above met. There were some variations
about this pattern, but what was staggering was just how strong this basic pattern
was. Very little that I have seen or drawn subsequent to that map of heart disease
has made me doubt the position of this line. Whether it is variations in tendency
to vote, house price changes or unemployment trends – the line is there. It appears
in numerous contemporary socioeconomic models as a ‘dummy variable’ (for an
example, see Sloggett and Joshi 1994). Living in the North is put into regression
equations to explain away variation in some social variable that cannot otherwise
be explained. In many cases it is because the line separates the different histories
of different areas that the ‘dummy variable’ remains significant, and that history
is of the 1920s and 1930s.

When was the North–South divide?

People who died of heart disease in the 1980s tended to live to around seventy-five
years of age. That is, they were born in the decades around 1910, grew up in the
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1920s, some found work in the 1930s, had children in the 1940s, settled down in
the 1950s, came to the end of their working lives in the 1960s and retired (if they
had not already died) in the 1970s. Those living to the South of the cliff were much
more likely to survive into the 1980s than those living to the north – and many
times more likely to reach the 1990s. Geographical inequalities in death reached a
peak in the 1980s and 1990s in Britain. A large part of the cause of that peak, many
suspect, is that geographical inequalities in early life experiences reached a peak
a lifetime earlier, in the period with which this chapter is concerned. The factors
that affect, and are affected by, health are similar to those which affect people’s
life chances in general and their subsequent behaviours. The North–South divide
had a direct effect upon the elderly living in England by the end of the last century
and an indirect effect on their children’s and grandchildren’s life chances.

Pictures drawn of spatial divides in Britain before the 1920s tend to contrast
urban and rural areas more and also divides within cities. This is a pattern to which
we might well be returning, to some degree. Often the West Midlands is included
in the South and Lincolnshire in the North, but in terms of each area’s legacy
of ill and good health it makes more sense to divide them as I have indicated.
Similarly, in terms of legacies such as that on voting, it again makes sense to
keep the line as I have described it. It is, in fact, intriguing that most of the
discussion about alternative routes for the line varies so closely around where I
have drawn it. For instance, when discussing the North–South divide in housing
in 1931 a commentator writing in the 1980s stated: ‘The west Midlands were
an intermediate zone with towns like Stoke, West Bromwich and Dudley more
“northern” and Coventry more “southern” ’ ‘(Ward 1988: 29). Unsurprisingly the
same author’s other dilemmas in placing the line also fall along its boundary as
described above: ‘However on many indicators, notably unemployment, south
Yorkshire was weaker than west Yorkshire’ (Ward 1988: 13).

Even more intriguing is the fact that the strongest arguments against the impo-
sition of such a simple divide were written by some commentators just at the time
when the divide was becoming recognised. Geographers were involved in charting
aspects of the divide at the time, but in general they did not recognise it as a divide.
A geographer, Henry Daysh, argued that the divide which mattered in the 1940s
was one between peripheral and urban Britain. To me, such a division harks back
to earlier times, but also partly helps explain why the divide was not so clearly
seen at the time in which, with hindsight, it appeared to have existed most strongly.
Daysh expressed his view clearly:

It is obvious that the dominant circumstances of some parts of the country upon which my
colleagues have written, and which include Development Areas, are in certain essentials
markedly different from territories such as south-west England or the Highlands and Islands
of Scotland. Nevertheless our readers will quickly realise that there are numerous common
features of these otherwise geographically contrasting territories. The majority of them are
peripheral to what has been called the ‘urban axis’ of England – a fact of considerable impor-
tance in the determination of policy in relation to national trends. In virtually all of them there
are problems akin to those of the arbitrarily defined Development Areas. (Daysh 1949: xiii)
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Geographers at this time were interested in geographical detail – as typified
by Dudley Stamp’s great land use mapping project – rather than in producing
geographical generalities such as identifying a general North–South divide. Such
interest in specifics was also encouraged at the time by governments, as Garside
has pointed out:

In July 1929 the government’s Chief Industrial Advisor sponsored the idea of establishing
new enterprises in the depressed areas of Scotland, the North East and Wales and continued
to monitor efforts made in this direction through to 1931. Official activity in the early
thirties was, however, disappointing. It was limited to offering industrialists rebates on
power, transport and rates expenditures and encouraging local development organisations
to pursue whatever initiatives they felt were appropriate to their particular regions. This
approach made it difficult to lay the blame for inadequate progress at the door of central
government. (Garside 2000: 11)

Conventional explanations for the divide

Stephen Ward (1988) began his seminal history of interwar Britain by pinning
much of the blame for economic polarisation in this period on the existing indus-
trial structure in the North coupled with industrial innovation and control being
concentrated in the South (or inner Britain as he termed it). Thus the decline in
major export industries had a disproportionate effect on northern areas reliant on
shipbuilding or cotton, coal, iron and steel. Simultaneously, new industrial growth
in retail, motor vehicles and electrical goods tended to be concentrated in the
South, as did banking and government which both grew greatly in this period,
concentrating most money and power in the core. However, Ward argued against
too simplistic a geographical description. In doing so he quoted one of the few
contemporary observers of the divide:

In a classic 1933 description, which would bear extension to the whole of Britain, J. B.
Priestley identified four different Englands; each representing different phases in the eco-
nomic, social, political and cultural development of the country. Wisely, he did not seek to
portray any clear-cut divisions between north or south, still less between inner and outer
Britain, but saw clearly that the pattern was more varied than a simple regional divide. As
he commented, the different Englands were ‘variously and most fascinatingly mingled, in
every part of the country I visited. It would be possible, though not easy, to make a coloured
map of them. There is one already in my mind, bewilderingly coloured and crowded with
living people. It made me feel dizzy.’ (Ward 1988: 32)

Had either Ward or Priestley had the resources to draw such a map, however,
they might have felt a little less dizzy. Albeit with hindsight and once various
irregularities in the map are ironed out, the picture of the legacy of the North–
South divide is much clearer than was either seen at the time, or interpreted a few
decades after the event. One of the simplest reasons that people did not see the
divide as starkly as I see it now is that the practice of collecting data for areas,
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sorting it and displaying it as a map or simply listing the extremes is a very modern
preoccupation. Below, I take a few simple measures of the condition of areas in the
1930s and compare them to the 1970s. Neither Priestly nor Ward had the facility
to do this easily whether writing in the 1930s or 1980s (although it was certainly
easier by the 1980s). The tabulation and sorting of data was such an unusual and
difficult practice in the past that more often than not information for a few selected
areas are presented – where that selection has not been made in the light of all the
available information.

Characterising the North–South divide

The North–South divide in health

Rates of infant mortality were published for 1928 for 229 county or metropolitan
boroughs in England and Wales and for the rural remainder of the counties those
boroughs fell in. Similar data was published for roughly the same areas in the
1970s – before the great reorganisation of administrative boundaries took place
in 1974. Table 3.1 ranks these 229 areas of England and Wales by their infant
mortality rates in 1928 and 1971. In 1928 all of the worst-off ten areas were in
the North (including Wales). By 1971 all but one (Salford) of these areas were
no longer amongst the worst ten and half of the worst areas were by then in the
South – in inner London. In 1928 all of the best-off areas were in the South. Half of
these remained in the best-off group over forty years later although one ‘northern’
area (the urban boroughs of Montgomeryshire) joined the best-off group by then.

Seeing the above areas listed together now, it is simple to see how clearly
geographical the divide in 1928 was between South and North. It is very important
to realise that it looks so stark only in hindsight and when the areas are arranged
in this way. If you were not looking for a regional divide of this nature with these
figures then you would not so clearly see one. If you were more concerned with
local factors such as sanitation or hospital provisions for births then you would
have no particular reason to look for such a divide. The ability to sort the data
easily, the wish to do so and the contrast with the picture some forty years later are
all needed to claim that there was a stark regional divide to health, as measured by
infant mortality, in 1928.

The North–South divide in employment

The 1931 census provides the best measure of variations in employment during
this period through its count of the unemployed. In terms of unemployment all
the worst-off ten areas in 1931 were towns in the North (Table 3.2). Only two
of these areas were still in the worst-off ten by 1971, although unemployment
was still very much a northern (if more Celtic fringe) phenomenon by then. The
lowest rates of unemployment in 1971 were all found in London boroughs. These
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Table 3.1 Infant mortality in 1928 and 1971 (by rank and per 100 live births)

Area rank 1928 rank 1971 rate 1928 rate 1971 change

Worst 10 areas in 1928
Salford CB 1 5 10.3 2.3 −8
Bootle CB 3 16 9.4 2.1 −7.3
Liverpool CB 2 49 9.4 1.8 −7.6
Merthyr Tydfil CB 4 25 9.2 2 −7.2
South Shields CB 5 26 9.1 2 −7.1
Wigan CB 7 38 9 1.9 −7.1
Middlesborough CB 6 155 9 1.4 −7.6
Manchester CB 9 17 8.9 2.1 −6.8
St Helens CB 8 27 8.9 2 −6.9
Merionethshire rural 10 94 8.9 1.6 −7.3

Worst 10 areas in 1971
Finsbury LB 21 1 8.1 2.5 −5.6
Oldham CB 25 2 8 2.5 −5.5
Chelsea LB 136 3 5.7 2.5 −3.2
St Pancras LB 28 4 7.9 2.4 −5.5
South Shields CB 5 26 9.1 2 −7.1
Bradford CB 64 6 7 2.3 −4.7
Birkenhead CB 70 7 6.8 2.3 −4.5
Hackney LB 73 8 6.7 2.3 −4.4
Bolton CB 84 9 6.6 2.3 −4.3
St Marylebone LB 26 10 8 2.2 −5.8

Best 10 areas in 1971
Berkshire rural 226 220 3.9 1.2 −2.7
Gloucester CB 85 221 6.6 1.1 −5.5
Cambridgeshire urban 156 222 5.5 1.1 −4.4
Essex rural 211 223 4.5 1.1 −3.4
Berkshire urban 213 224 4.4 1.1 −3.3
Canterbury CB 228 225 3.6 1.1 −2.5
Buckinghamshire rural 184 226 5.1 1 −4.1
Rutland urban 229 227 3 1 −2
Montgomeryshire urban 128 228 5.9 0.9 −5
Montgomeryshire rural 153 229 5.5 0.9 −4.6

Best 10 areas in 1928
Surrey rural 220 204 4.3 1.3 −3
Lincolnshire, Holland urban 221 68 4.2 1.8 −2.4
Sussex, West rural 222 219 4.2 1.2 −3
Rutland rural 223 153 4.1 1.5 −2.6
Oxfordshire rural 224 181 4 1.4 −2.6
Norwich CB 225 154 4 1.5 −2.5
Berkshire rural 226 220 3.9 1.2 −2.7
Oxford CB 227 93 3.6 1.7 −1.9
Canterbury CB 228 225 3.6 1.1 −2.5
Rutland urban 229 227 3 1 −2

CB = County Borough
LB = London Borough



Distressed times and areas, 1918—1971 51

Table 3.2 Unemployment in 1931 and 1971 (by rank and per 100 people in
workforce

Area rank 1931 rank 1971 rate 1931 rate 1971 change

Worst 10 areas in 1931
South Shields CB 1 34 33.3 11.1 22.2
Blackburn CB 2 148 33.3 9.7 23.6
West Hartlepool CB 3 2 30.6 13.1 17.5
Sunderland CB 4 35 28.4 11.1 17.3
Merthyr Tydfil CB 5 36 25.9 11.1 14.8
Middlesborough CB 6 3 24.4 12.8 11.6
Glamorganshire urban 7 37 22.9 11.1 11.8
Durham urban 8 51 22.6 10.9 11.7
Newcastle-upon-Tyne CB 9 138 21.8 9.8 12
Tynemouth CB 10 20 21.6 11.5 10.1

Worst 10 areas in 1971
Pembrokeshire urban 76 1 12.3 13.4 −1.1
West Hartlepool CB 3 2 30.6 13.1 17.5
Middlesborough CB 6 3 24.4 12.8 11.6
Bootle CB 17 4 19.1 12.8 6.3
Anglesey urban 69 5 12.5 12.7 −0.2
Rutland urban 161 6 7.9 12.4 −4.5
Flintshire urban 52 7 14.6 12.3 2.3
Anglesey rural 68 8 12.5 12.3 0.2
Grimsby CB 91 9 10.9 12 −1.1
Yorkshire, North Riding urban 32 10 16.3 11.9 4.4

Best 10 areas in 1971
Fulham LB 124 220 9.7 6.9 2.8
Finsbury LB 72 221 12.3 6.7 5.6
Paddington LB 132 222 9.4 6.6 2.8
Kensington LB 162 223 7.8 6 1.8
Hampstead LB 216 224 5.6 5.8 −0.2
Chelsea LB 150 225 8.3 5.5 2.8
Westminster LB 175 226 7.2 4.4 2.8
St Marylebone LB 182 227 7 4.4 2.6
Holborn LB 99 228 10.7 3.5 7.2
City of London 215 229 5.6 2.1 3.5

Best ten areas in 1931
Devon rural 220 65 5.3 10.7 −5.4
Sussex, West urban 221 193 5.3 9.1 −3.8
Sussex, West rural 222 129 5.1 10 −4.9
Surrey urban 223 202 5 8.7 −3.7
Hertfordshire rural 224 176 5 9.4 −4.4
Sussex, East rural 225 108 5 10.2 −5.2
Surrey rural 226 118 4.9 10.1 −5.2
Westmoreland urban 227 211 4.8 8.2 −3.4
Oxford CB 228 177 4.7 9.4 −4.7
Westmoreland rural 229 147 4.5 9.8 −5.3

CB = County Borough
LB = London Borough
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contrasted completely with the areas with the lowest rates in 1931 which (other
than in Westmoreland) were all in the South in mainly rural boroughs.

Looking at the list of worst-off areas in 1931 it is perhaps possible to understand
how contemporary commentators, not looking at a table sorted like this, could see
unemployment being as much an urban phenomenon as a northern one. However
four of the best-off ten areas in 1931 were urban. Again you need to be looking
for the divide, to decide to sort all the data for all of England and Wales by the
same rate (rather than to sort within regions) and to have something to contrast
your numbers with (the 1970s) to see clearly the strength of the regional division.
It is much easier in hindsight.

The North–South divide in work

The geographical distribution of people in work in the lowest social class again
confirms how strong the North–South divide was by the 1930s (Table 3.3). All
areas with the highest proportion in this class (greater than 20 per cent of those in
work) were in the North. However some (often) more rural parts of Wales feature
in the list of areas with the ten lowest proportions. By 1971 six of the ten areas with
the highest rates were in London, but all the areas with the lowest rates were well
and truly in the south of the country. Other than the very low rates in some rural
parts of Wales in 1931, the divide in terms of unskilled work, for those in work,
is again clearly apparent between the North and the South in the 1930s. In fact it
is partly the rise of Inner London boroughs into the worst-off groups by the 1970s
that shows how clear the divide in the 1930s was. Contemporary descriptions of
the North–South divide in the 1980s have had the problem of where to place Inner
London (which by the 1980s looked like part of the North). There was no such
problem in the 1930s.

Contemporary perceptions of the North–South divide

Three pieces of writing are repeatedly cited as evidence of how the North–South
divide was recognised at the time. J. B. Priestley is joined most often by George
Orwell and less often by Walter Greenwood when the argument about contempo-
rary understanding of the divide is made. This is emphasised by Helen Jewell in
her study of the origins of northern consciousness in England:

in the sharp economic decline of the 1920s and 1930s, and again in the 1980s, the north was
aware of its relatively greater suffering, and the sense of difference surged up into discussion
and literature. Besides George Orwell’s Road to Wigan Pier, first published in 1937, there
was the haunting Love on the Dole of Walter Greenwood, published in 1933, and J. B.
Priestley’s English Journey, published in 1934. The second northern decline emerges from
Beryl Bainbridge’s new English Journey (1984), sub-titled The Road to Milton Keynes.
(Jewell 1994: 4)

These writings are telling stories about places which are sorted, not by how good
or bad living standards were, but by the ability of the writer to travel through the
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Table 3.3 Social class V in 1931 and 1971 (by rank and per 100 people working)

Area rank 1931 rank 1971 rate 1931 rate 1971 change

Highest 10 areas in 1931
Kingston-upon-Hull CB 1 7 27.5 14.3 −13.2
Middlesborough CB 2 12 26.1 13 −13.1
Carlisle CB 3 52 25.3 9.4 −15.9
Swansea CB 4 53 21.8 9.4 −12.4
Yorkshire, East Riding urban 5 154 21.7 5.9 −15.8
Barrow-in-Furness CB 6 30 21.4 10.5 −10.9
Salford CB 7 8 21.2 13.8 −7.4
Bootle CB 9 5 21 14.6 −6.4
Liverpool CB 8 23 21 11.3 −9.7
Manchester CB 10 57 21 9.3 −11.7

Highest 10 Areas in 1971
Bermondsey LB 43 1 17.6 17.8 0.2
Southwark LB 44 2 17.6 16.6 −1
Poplar LB 62 3 17.5 16 −1.5
Stepney LB 61 4 17.5 15.8 −1.7
Bootle CB 9 5 21 14.6 −6.4
Bethnal Green LB 58 6 17.5 14.6 −2.9
Kingston-upon-Hull CB 1 7 27.5 14.3 −13.2
Salford CB 7 8 21.2 13.8 −7.4
Warrington CB 24 9 19.4 13.8 −5.6
Finsbury LB 42 10 17.6 13.5 −4.1

Lowest 10 Areas in 1971
Sussex, East urban 126 220 15.6 4.1 −11.5
Isle of Wight urban 113 221 15.8 4 −11.8
Surrey rural 123 222 15.7 4 −11.7
Eastbourne CB 150 223 15 4 −11
Sussex, West rural 127 224 15.6 3.8 −11.8
Surrey urban 86 225 16.8 3.7 −13.1
Bournemouth CB 143 226 15 3.7 −11.3
Isle of Wight rural 114 227 15.8 3.6 −12.2
Sussex, East rural 133 228 15.5 3.5 −12
Hampstead LB 72 229 17.5 3.3 −14.2

Lowest 10 areas in 1931
Derbyshire urban 220 101 12.1 7.7 −4.4
Cardiganshire rural 221 178 12.1 5.4 −6.7
Rutland urban 222 188 12.1 5.1 −7
Nottinghamshire urban 223 161 11.9 5.8 −6.1
Leicestershire urban 225 166 11.8 5.7 −6.1
Nottinghamshire rural 224 215 11.8 4.3 −7.5
Leicestershire rural 226 207 11.7 4.6 −7.1
Carmarthenshire rural 227 130 11.4 6.7 −4.7
Carmarthenshire urban 228 87 11.3 8.1 −3.2
Brecknockshire urban 229 81 11.2 8.3 −2.9

CB = County Borough
LB = London Borough
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areas they are describing. Jewell quotes only one such story from the 1980s. By
the 1980s, reports on the North–South divide were dominated, not by travelogues,
but by numbers. The kind of sorting process I have undertaken here for areas
in the 1970s and 1980s was just beginning to become common in the 1980s as
computers made the amalgamation and sorting of data relatively simple. Thus lists
of ‘booming’ and ‘failing’ towns could be produced and maps simply drawn and
redrawn until those with the clearest patterns were chosen for production. None
of this was possible in the 1930s and 1940s. The ‘Maps for the National Plan’
drawn in the 1940s were unique creations (Association for Planning and Regional
Reconstruction 1945). Once it was decided that a particular map was to be drawn,
then a cartographer painstakingly drew it.

The map shown in Figure 3.1 is taken from the publication ‘Maps for the National
Plan’, which was used to provide background information to the Barlow, Scott and
Beveridge reports. It is just one of a series of maps, albeit one of the most detailed.
I have included it here to illustrate how local conditions were still often presented
as being ‘local’ rather than part of a national pattern even by the 1940s when the
map was drawn. The map is based on information from the 1931 census and shows
each administrative county and county borough drawn as a square in proportion to
its employed population. Around the borders of each square the proportions of that
population employed in various industries are shown (and a key is provided around
the top left-hand corner of the map). The map allows the pattern of employment
within a particular area to be studied, but breaks up the geographical patterns across
the country. If areas have problems they are problems of those areas; viewing them
as a problem of particular industries being concentrated across a region is not
possible given this layout.

Contemporary observations of the North–South divide in this period are so
skewed towards being either written or interpreted by the elite that it is extremely
difficult to form a view of what most people at the time felt. I will explore this
problem by looking at the extent to which the North–South divide was expressed
through patterns of voting over the period. For contemporary verbal accounts,
the best source of material is probably that produced by the mass observation
movement and the archives held at the University of Surrey, but even that will
be a very selective set of accounts. Peter Taylor has written widely on regional
divides within Britain and sees the North–South divide as a largely elite southern
construct. Arguing that ‘as a regional label, the North (or North East or North
West) has no meaning except with respect to the rest of England, it is a compass
point not a people’ (Taylor 2001). However, almost all regional constructions
were and are elitist constructions. That the North–South divide was one such does
not necessarily make its actual existence in terms of separating groups of people
with differing life chances any less true. It is just that it was not defined on that
basis. Taylor counts the number of pages given up to describing areas in H. V.
Morton’s (1942) I Saw Two Englands to illustrate the southern bias of the writer
who describes the North as a ‘queer country’.
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Figure 3.1 ‘Analysis of employment 1931’ (Association for Planning and Regional Recon-
struction, Maps for the National Plan (1945))
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One final point to make on contemporary perceptions of the North–South divide
was that they could well have been masked by the huge importance (and growing
consciousness) of social class during these times. What mattered was where you
were in the social rather than geographical order of things. Places were used
by writers to epitomise being in a particular class. Given all this, I think it is
very difficult to argue that there was a strong contemporary consciousness of the
geographical divide which grew during these years and meant that being working
class in one part of England was easier than being working class in another. The
gap between being working class and middle class was so great that that was
what people rightly concentrated on and where the battle for hearts and minds was
fought. It was only later that the material geographical divide began to be realised
more acutely. The North–South divide in the 1920s and 1930s was a fault line
that cut across a social landscape so pitted with the local highs and lows of class
divides that it could be ignored. Only later, when those local divides narrowed, did
its underlying of that landscape become more clear.

Alternative measures of local perceptions: voting behaviour

Other than through the literature that is left, it is almost impossible to reconstruct
a picture of how regional divisions in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s were viewed by
different groups of people at those times. The sources are heavily skewed towards
those very few in society who put their opinions in print. An alternative although
very indirect means of trying to measure the extent to which regional divides were
apparent in the perceptions of people at these times is to look at how people behaved
in an activity in which the majority (at least of men) were invited to partake: voting.

The 1918 general election was the first to allow all men in Britain (and Ireland)
to vote. It resulted in an overwhelming victory for the coalition of parties headed
by David Lloyd George. The major party in that coalition was the Conservative
party. Party politics at this time were thus complex. However, for the purposes
of assessing the size of regional disparities in voting I have simply reconstructed
the present-day party labels of candidates at the general election. This has been
done in Table 3.4 for each of the ten general elections of the period, showing
the proportion voting for candidates of each party in England and Wales. In 1918
almost all of the Conservative candidates stood as coalition candidates. The Labour
vote shown includes votes for the Independent Labour Party and some socialist
candidates where they were not opposed by Labour candidates. The Liberal vote
shown includes both coalition and non-coalition Liberals to allow comparisons
with later years.

The period saw a strong Conservative vote weakening only in 1923, 1929 and
1945, a strengthening Labour vote and the decline of the Liberals. There was no
significant nationalist vote in Wales in this period, which is telling when compared
to the present day and when thinking about how regional divides are perceived.
Most importantly, the table tabulates separately the votes counted in the North and
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Table 3.4 Voting patterns in England and Wales 1918–1951

England
and Wales Con% Lab% Lib% Nat% Other%

1918 41 26 28 0 4
1922 41 30 28 0 2
1923 39 31 30 0 1
1924 48 33 18 0 0
1929 38 37 24 0 1
1931 59 31 10 0 0
1935 50 39 10 0 1
1945 39 49 10 0 2
1950 43 47 10 0 0
1951 48 49 3 0 0

North
1918 33 31 32 0 4
1922 34 36 29 0 2
1923 34 36 29 0 1
1924 43 39 18 0 0
1929 33 43 23 0 1
1931 54 37 9 0 0
1935 45 43 10 0 1
1945 36 54 9 0 1
1950 39 52 8 0 0
1951 43 53 3 0 0

Divide
1918 −8 5 4 0 0
1922 −7 6 1 0 0
1923 −4 5 −1 0 0
1924 −5 5 −1 0 0
1929 −4 6 −2 0 0
1931 −5 5 0 0 0
1935 −5 4 0 0 1
1945 −3 4 −1 0 −1
1950 −4 5 −1 0 0
1951 −4 4 0 0 0

in England and Wales, and expresses them as proportions of all votes counted at
each election. These proportions are then subtracted from the national proportion
to show to what extent the North voted differently from England and Wales as a
whole.

What Table 3.4 shows is that, contrary to current popular perception of the
period, support for the Conservatives strengthened in the North between 1918 and
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1951. It was always lower than in England and Wales as a whole, starting at 8 per
cent lower and ending at 4 per cent lower. However, this regional divide is small
compared to what came later in the 1970s and 1980s. Secondly, the table shows
that as the Labour Party grew in popularity its slightly higher level of support in the
North had to fall slightly. For a party that began almost exclusively in the North of
England and Wales to be receiving only 5 per cent more of the popular vote there
in both 1918 and 1950 is quite at odds with the folk history of Labour told most
often today. Thirdly, apart from in 1918 (when many Liberal candidates would not
oppose Conservatives standing in the South for the coalition), there is no signifi-
cant difference in Liberal voting North and South. Lastly the proportion of elec-
tors voting for other candidate groupings did not differ regionally over this period.

What, then, was the geographical pattern of voting at this time if it was not one
of stark regional divides? To begin to answer this question I have taken one election
from each decade of this period below and conducted the same simple sorting of
areas as was done above for socioeconomic measures at the time. To save space
I have not listed all the top and bottom-ranked seats, but simply comment on the
extremes to show how there were strong pockets of voting for parties in places that
we might not now imagine were such strongholds.

The general election of 1918

At the start of the period the Conservative’s third safest seat was in Lancaster, and
their fifth and eighth safest were in Cheshire. Issues such as Home Rule in Ireland
influenced local voting (against Catholic minorities in the north of England) far
more than any reflection of a North–South divide. The Liberals had two of their
safest seats in the South. Labour at this time held all but one of their ten safest seats
in the North. Seats which were unopposed have been excluded from this analysis –
if these were included Labour would have held all their safest seats in the North.
Note also that in places such as Durham, Consett (where Labour received their
seventh highest vote), Labour polled fewer votes than did the Liberals. The party
of ‘the North’ was still so weak in this period that not one of its top ten seats in
terms of votes could fairly be called safe.

The general election of 1924

Four of the safest ten Conservative seats won at this election were situated in the
north of England: Hyth, Staffordshire Burton and Westmoreland, and a further seat
on the northern side of the dividing line (Birmingham Mosely). Three of the safest
Liberal seats – Bristol North, South and Devonshire Tiverton (following what was
one of the worst-ever elections for them) – were held in the South. Again only
Labour had all of its safest ten seats on one side of the divide: the North. However,
looking in more detail at the votes it is apparent that two of the three highest
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Labour opposition votes to the Liberals’ best performances were in the south of
the country. Similarly the share of the vote for Labour when it stood against the
Conservatives in their strongest seats in 1924 was not that different between the
southern and the northern constituencies.

The general election of 1935

Three of the top four safest Conservative seats were held in the north of England
after the 1935 election was fought (Newcastle North, Yorkshire West Riding and
Yorkshire North Riding – Ripon). Seven of the top ten Liberal seats were now in
the South. And, again, Labour was the only party to hold it its safest seats on the
north side of the line. The Labour vote opposing the Conservatives was higher
in both Reigate and Richmond in Surrey than it was in all the seats in Yorkshire
and Newcastle where the Conservatives did so well. However, where Labour was
winning seats (almost all in the North) it was now doing so with increasingly huge
majorities. The North–South divide was becoming apparent in voting – but only
clearly in the voting for the party which represented those who were not to hold
power for the subsequent ten years.

The general election of 1945

Half of the Conservative’s safest ten seats following their huge defeat in 1945
were held in the north of England (admittedly not any of the safest five). Four
of the Liberal’s safest seats were held in the South, as they became a party of
enclaves rather than areas. And still Labour’s strongholds remained all in the
North. However, at this election we also begin to see a regional divide in Labour’s
opposition. In three of the northern seats where the Conservatives still did well,
Labour gained a third of the votes whereas they gained less then a quarter in the
five southern Conservative strongholds. The North–South divide in voting could
be seen to be settling in, but a decade and a half after the stark socioeconomic
difference depicted in Tables 3.1 to 3.3, and the Labour vote in the North was only
4 per cent higher than that in England and Wales overall in 1945.

The general election of 1951

As the Conservatives’ regained power they still held half of their safest ten seats in
the North (South Flyde, Knutsford, Sheffield Hallam, Ripon and Crosby). However,
by 1951 only one of the Liberals’ top ten seats was in the South (Dorset North).
Labour completed their unbroken record of all their safest seats being north of the
dividing line. It would be a few decades yet for the whole of the North to largely
reject the Conservative Party. Locally, by 1951, it was still seen to be in the interest
of people to vote by their area more than by their region.
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Concluding comments

Analysis of the 1951 census provides the most compelling evidence that the North–
South divide closed rapidly between the late 1930s and late 1940s. For example,
unemployment fell dramatically and the distribution of people working in different
occupations became a little more even. To me, however, the most compelling
evidence is to be found in the stark reduction in inequalities in health when the
late 1930s are compared to the early 1950s (Dorling 1995: 164). However none
of these sources were used at the time to show the divide shrinking. Instead it was
evidence from one heavily surveyed northern town, York, which provided the most
striking contemporary account and was taken at that time, rightly it would seem
in hindsight, to apply to the nation as a whole. York was surveyed by Seebohm
Rowntree in the late 1930s at which time he identified three key factors causing
poverty in that city:

Our inquiry showed that 31.1 per cent of the working-class population were in receipt of in-
sufficient income to enable them to live in accordance with the above standard [of living], and
so are classified as living under the poverty line; . . . Three-quarters of poverty is due to three
causes: 28.6 per cent is due to unemployment, 32.8 per cent to the fact that workers in regular
work are not receiving wages sufficiently high to enable them to live above the poverty
line, and 14.7 per cent are in poverty on account of old age. (Rowntree 1941: 456–7)

In simple terms the great reduction in unemployment and the establishment of wage
boards and better old age pensions after 1945 contributed significantly to solving
the three primary causes of poverty that Rowntree identified. It is interesting,
however, to look back at what else he said would be needed when writing as the
Second World War started and to think to what degree the war itself helped achieve
the infinitely harder task he saw: To raise the material standard of those in poverty
may prove difficult, but to raise the mental and spiritual life of the whole nation to
a markedly higher level will be an infinitely harder task, yet on its accomplishment
depends the lasting greatness of the State’ (Rowntree 1941: 477).

Regional and local planning also, of course, grew in strength during the late
1930s and became a real possibility with the advent of war and the infrastructure
for planning that it created. However the precursors for planning were laid well
before 1939 and their impetus was as much concern about the unwanted effects
of sustained growth in the South East. It was not simply altruism that led those in
power in London to introduce measures that mainly benefited the North. They did
not wish to see mass migration from North to South continue:

The immediate effect of the financial crisis of 1931 was to bring about a reverse for housing
and planning schemes, and at one time to threaten a real return to pre-war conditions. In
the long run, however, it produced a new set of concerns which strengthened the economic
aspects of housing and town planning. Strong disparities in regional growth connected the
outward spread of London not to sloppy social thinking, but to the depressed regions of the
North. (Yelling 2000: 489)
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In 1950, Rowntree repeated his survey of York. The results, although contested
since, were remarkable. A tenfold reduction in poverty was found in this northern
town. It is hard to fault the reasons that Rowntree cited then as being pivotal. But
it is telling that it was a study of one place that led to much of the acceptance of
the fall of the North–South divide at this time:

That the number of persons in poverty has fallen between 1936 and 1950 from 17,185 to
1,746 is obviously in itself a cause of great satisfaction. But even these figures do not fully
represent the improvement that has taken place, for a study of the examples given above
shows that even when persons were in poverty in 1950 their suffering was less acute than
that of persons in a corresponding position in 1936. This qualitative improvement is of
course due primarily to the welfare measures that have alleviated poverty even when they
have not been able to cure it. (Rowntree and Lavers 1951: 66)

Contemporary thinking during the 1930, 1940s and 1950s was based on local
studies or on much delayed national findings. The majority of influential national
reports were produced during the war and the lag between their findings and the
data they used was remarkable. For instance the Barlow Report of 1940 reported
on a situation some twenty years after the beginnings of the polarisation. During
the 1920s regional experiences tended to polarise in terms of wage rates and
unemployment levels. This was revealed in the Barlow Report on the distribution
of industrial population which highlighted a distinction between the declining outer
regions of industrial Britain, affected by structural and cyclical unemployment in
export-orientated staple industries, and the more prosperous regions (Reeder and
Rodger 2000). The North–South divide narrowed rapidly. It was generally only
after it had narrowed that the extent of the divide was well noted. In some ways it
took the divide to open up again in the 1980s for its previous widening to be fully
acknowledged. The story of the North–South divide in the 1920s and 1930s is as
much, if not more, a story of what came to be fully realised some fifty years later.
It was happening on the ground then – but not in the general consciousness. This is
evident both in what was written at the time and in the politics of the time, which,
save for the regional rise of the Labour Party, did not reflect well the regional
socioeconomic polarisation of those times. The heyday of the North–South divide
came long after the event itself.

What surprised me most in writing this essay was the apparently fruitless
time I spent searching for contemporary commentaries on the divide. No doubt I
would eventually have found useful extract after extract to point to contemporary
observers noting aspects of the divide occurring at the time. The reports of medical
officers for instance, or the speeches of particularly astute politicians. However,
apart from this being a very partial picture, such a portrayal would have missed
what most importantly was not generally being said and written about regional
disparities in England at that time.

Instead, from work in libraries, I gained a very different picture of the 1920s and
1930s from that which I had expected of this period. I read numerous publications
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about the growing need to protect rural England and many books were published
celebrating the different regional traditions of England but making no reference to
geographical disparities. Much of what I read bordered on fascism. Eugenics was,
of course, in vogue and where this reared its head in the writings of these times the
concern was with immigration and/or the lower classes and their reproduction –
but never with geographical differences. Because of the lack of comment on geo-
graphical divides I moved on to the next book or paper in my list, making no note
of the last, in a search for people at the time who recognised what the statistics
I had uncovered had in their turn revealed to me. Much that was written about
England in the 1920s and 1030s simply did not show an awareness of regional
disparities.

What this suggests to me is that, to a large extent, we both as individuals and
as society at large tend to find what we are looking for and what we are used to
seeing. I am used to seeing regional divides and so I find them when presented
with data from the 1920s and 1930s. I find the divide to be staggering because it
is greater and more clear-cut than divides that I am used to measuring. I am not
too surprised to find it because much of what I have read was written in the 1980s
and 1990s and talked about the divides of the 1920s and 1930s. It is only when I
look back at some of what was written then, or at how people tended to express
their political desires through their votes, that these divides are less apparent. In
many ways it is the legacies of the sharp North–South divide that have led to its
securing its place in history folklore. Its legacy is clearly seen in the political party
that grew up in its wake and came to be the main contender for power against the
Conservatives in the latter half of the twentieth century. Yet that political party’s
votes were most regionally polarised generations later. Its legacy is seen in the
deaths of people from heart disease a lifetime after similar patterns were seen in
the deaths of infants who never had the time to develop heart disease. Its legacy is
seen in continued reliance on manufacturing two generations after its decimation.
We would, perhaps, not be talking or writing about the North–South divide of the
interwar years had its legacy not been so important.

At the start of this essay I said I would consider the implications of these
observations for contemporary work on regional disparities in England. What is
happening today that we are not commenting upon because other issues appear
to be more important or because they do not fit into our traditional concerns? We
are certainly talking about a North–South divide now, but we have been taught to
spot that and almost to expect it. However, most current social research concerns
the poor and how they are geographically located. When the numbers of people
claiming various types of unemployment benefit decline in the North we think the
divide may be falling. Other than in measuring trends in house prices we still do
not tend to look at the changing fortunes of the rich. Were we to do that today I
suspect we might find the North–South divide as strong as ever. We also tend to
continue to rank areas at one point in time, rather than to look at trends over time
between places – particularly over long time periods. If we were to project forward
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the changes seen in different places over the last thirty years, rather than be too
concerned with the impacts of, say, the latest budget, I think we would again find
a strengthening North–South divide.

Overall living standards would have to become a great deal worse in England if
social divisions between places were to reach the levels they attained in the 1930s.
Perhaps the most important lesson that can be learnt from this brief retrospective
is that divisions deepened when they were not being watched. For regional divides
to grow to unprecedented proportions required an indifference to the geographical
divisions between the life chances of people living in different areas that is difficult
to comprehend today. It can be found, but in the United States rather than in Britain.
If you want to see one arguable legacy of the divide click on the Labour Party’s
website. Unless the site changes greatly in the next few years, or unless there is a
major economic recession, you will find a button entitled ‘what have Labour done
in my area?’ Click that button and you will be presented with at least three dozen
statistics relating to life in your parliamentary constituency. An enduring legacy of
the 1918–51 period (and its reversal 1951–71) may be that large parts of the country
will not be abandoned so blindly again with the effects of that abandonment being
recognised so late. But then again, it is easy to alter a website.


