
  Preface  

   You ’ d go dancing, you ’ d go to the nightclubs and things and 
you ’ d be dancing with a guy and he ’ d say, ‘Oh there ’ s nothing 
happening in Peterborough and in London we do this, and in 
London we do that!’ And I ’ d say, ‘Oh the road you came in on, 
you can just turn your car around, you can go out on it again! 
Lovely to see you …’ But it used to wind me up that, you know, 
I ’ m happy you ’ ve got a job and I ’ m happy you ’ ve got a house 
and I think you ’ re lovely because I ’ m obviously dancing with you 
 but  stop saying [chuckles] that London ’ s better.     (Fiona Dawson)  1    

  Because the Italians for the daughters, oh the daughters they 
mustn ’ t talk to a young man if the mother and father didn ’ t know 
anything about it. And we moved here and [my husband, who was 
Italian] kept saying, ‘Oh no we ain ’ t staying there, with all them 
…’ He used to call them foreigners. I didn ’ t. To me everybody ’ s 
equal. But to him, ‘No,’ he says, ‘We ain ’ t having it,’ he says, 
‘No way. We ’ re moving. She ’ s not having a foreigner…’ and all 
this and all that, ooh all the rigmarole.   (Alicia Vendenthoren)  

 In the UK ’ s ‘Brexit’ referendum on European Union (EU) membership 
held in June 2016, ‘immigrants’ and ‘immigration’ were central to 
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debate. After the event, it was ‘immigration’ that was understood 
by many to have lain at the heart of the majority Leave vote. A 
central and explicit cause of this was the ‘freedom of movement’ of 
people across borders  within  the EU. Often implicit, and subject to 
much hype and innuendo, was the idea that large-scale immigration 
of non-EU nationals, particularly Muslim men, was likely if the UK 
remained within the Union. Racialisation of black and brown citizens 
of the New Commonwealth in the 1950s and 1960s as ‘immigrants’, 
culminating in Enoch Powell ’ s infamous ‘rivers of blood’ speech in 
1968, had turned ‘immigration’ into a racialised signifi er, even though 
the majority of international migrants entering Britain in the 1950s 
were white.  2   And it is because of this association that darker-skinned 
British people are still routinely asked the notorious ‘Where are you 
from?’ question by white people self-identifying as ‘locals’, followed, 
if the response is not considered suffi ciently far-fl ung, by ‘No, where 
are you really from?’      3   

 The extracts I started with from Fiona and Alicia complicate this 
way of thinking. Both were resident in the English city of Peterborough 
in 2011, when they recorded life history interviews with me. Just a 
few years on from the 2007–08 fi nancial crisis, the subsequent bailout 
of the banks and the start of what would become a decade of govern-
ment austerity and falling real wages, this was a time when ‘immigrants’, 
along with unemployed benefi t recipients, were increasingly being 
framed in sections of the print media as responsible for the country ’ s 
ills. The narrative applied to the hundreds of thousands of non-British 
EU nationals who had travelled to the UK for work since the accession 
of eight central and eastern European countries to the EU in 2004.  4   
It also referred to people who had entered the country from outside 
the EU, in spite of what became offi cially labelled as the creation of 
a ‘hostile environment’ for immigrants and the further tightening of 
already restrictive immigration policies for nationals of non-EU 
countries. 

 Yet Fiona ’ s ambivalence about newcomers to the English provincial 
city of Peterborough in the above quotation focuses on the arrival of 
mostly white British  Londoners  during a period in the 1970s when 
the expansion of Peterborough through the building of satellite New 
Towns was at its height. Alicia, who had moved from Belgium to live 
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with her English mother-in-law in the countryside just to the east of 
Peterborough twenty-fi ve years earlier, and whose second husband 
had come from Italy to work in the brick manufacturing industry in 
the city, relates, without irony, how her Italian husband portrayed 
newer arrivals from South Asia as ‘foreign’. It seems that being an 
‘immigrant’ was becoming easier to disaffi liate from for Italian people 
who had previously experienced racialisation and were now constructing 
themselves as white and ‘local’. In contrast, Sabriya, a Kurdish woman 
who moved to Peterborough from Iraq in 2007, celebrates the city ’ s 
international mix:

  [In Kurdistan] there is no different people. Not like England. 
What I like in England is here you can fi nd a good mix of people 
… Because where I live here, if you see my neighbours, if I told 
you my neighbours, one is from Poland, one is from India. There 
is from Portugal I think, the other is from Italy. It ’ s mixed! 
(Sabriya Hama)   

 Far from a ‘local’/‘migrant’ binary based on bounded ethnic and/or 
national identity categories, therefore, these examples suggest a range of 
residential movements, over varying distances, both within and across 
the borders of the nation-state.  5   The length of time someone stayed 
in a new location following a move also varied. Travelling Showman 
Charles Wood remembered a regular pattern of short-duration moves 
during his 1950s childhood. He emphasised his dislike for the periods 
when his family would stop in one place for a week or more:

  We would be here … from October until Christmas, at Peter-
borough in a yard. And they just pulled the caravans in the 
yard and lived in the caravans until like I say, Christmas, and 
we ’ d do Norwich Christmas Fair and then King ’ s Lynn Mart 
and then Wisbech … then Peterborough, then we ’ d go on to 
Wanstead Flats, and then we ’ d go into the other side of London, 
like I say, Dartford and then round there. So no, I mean what I 
used to hate was … well I say hate, I didn ’ t like, was when we 
used to go to different places and they ’ d put me in school for 
a week!   
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 This book makes four key interventions. The fi rst is to argue that 
a rethink of how the terms ‘immigration’, ‘migration’, ‘immigrant’ and 
‘migrant’ are imagined and conceptualised is long overdue. Moreover, 
a biographical approach that moves away from a local/migrant 
dichotomy could help to unite people on the basis of common humanity, 
and also draw the sting from popular nationalist renditions of ‘white 
British’ as the familiar norm around which other people ’ s identities 
should be defi ned. 

 The second, equally important, intervention of this book is to contest 
the idea that being at ease with racialised difference is characteristic 
of a so-called ‘cosmopolitan elite’, out of touch with ‘ordinary’ (often 
a euphemism for ‘white’) working-class life. On the contrary I argue 
not only that there is an economic and political elite which uses its 
power to  reinforce  axes of racialised difference (for example through 
promoting negative images of Muslims in the print media and online), 
but that, in certain spaces and at particular times, non-elite people of 
all backgrounds show themselves to be at ease with such difference.  6   
The ‘cosmopolitan elite’ vs ‘indigenous white working class’ argument 
is dangerous because it reproduces and perpetuates a racialised hierarchy, 
the logic of which is that being both ‘white’ and working-class automati-
cally qualifi es a person as native and entitled to national belonging,  7   
whereas, by implication, black, Asian and minority-ethnic people are 
excluded from working-class identity, and thus, in an environment 
characterised by racisms, remain doubly marginalised. There is a 
geography to this framing too – a cosmopolitan orientation is portrayed 
as  metropolitan:  more likely to be found in residents of big cities than 
in those who live in small cities, towns or rural areas. Further, because 
of the association of ‘cosmopolitan’ with ‘elite’, responsibility for the 
rampant growth in inequality of wealth and income, falling real wages 
and the crisis in housing (especially in the south-east of England) 
which makes both renting and buying feel unaffordable to a generation 
of young adults, is displaced from purveyors of neoliberalism and 
austerity and becomes racialised. Rather than making visible the causes 
of contemporary economic injustices, the promoters of the idea of a 
‘cosmopolitan elite’ obscure them by pointing the fi nger at ‘immigrants’, 
a term which, as we have seen, is assumed by many to include British 
black and Asian people and other racialised minorities. This also plays 
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to a politics that reproduces, and draws down upon, imperial nostalgia. 
As Stuart Hall put it,

  Few strategies are so successful at winning consent as those 
which root themselves in the contradictory elements of common-
sense, popular life and consciousness. Even today, the market/free 
enterprise/private property discourse persists cheek-by-jowl with 
older conservative attachments to nation, racial homogeneity, 
Empire and tradition. ‘Market forces’ is good for restoring the 
power of capital and destroying the re-distributionist illusion. But 
in moments of diffi culty, one can trust ‘the Empire’ to strike back.  8     

 Fiona, Alicia, Sabriya and Charles, and the dozens of other Peter-
borough residents whose narratives are drawn on in  Stories from a 
migrant city , recall individual experiences of  provincial  life in England 
in the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries that, taken together, 
show how ordinary it is to be at ease with difference.  9   This is not a 
romantic portrayal. There are negotiations and confl icts, including 
physical and psychological violence. For example, Alicia speaks of 
how ‘foreigners’ moving into the area where she and her family lived 
caused them to move to another part of the city. Like other studies 
of non-elite cosmopolitanism in contemporary Britain,  10    Stories from 
a migrant city  shows how it exists alongside ongoing racisms. 

 The book ’ s third intervention is to further push back against 
contemporary reactionary analyses and prescriptions through its use 
of Doreen Massey ’ s concept of place. Place here, following Massey, 
is seen as relational, multi-scalar, porous and built on the sediments 
of the past.  11   No single provincial city can be said to be like any other 
or stand in for all non-metropolitan places in the national territory 
as a whole – a point made powerfully in Joe Kennedy ’ s  Authentocrats .  12   
However, as I will explain in  Chapter 1 , in-depth engagement with a 
particular place can allow for understandings of more general processes. 
Throughout the book I will return to two major questions about place 
posed by Massey: ‘to whom does this place belong?’ and ‘what does 
this place stand for?’ These questions invite an approach which is 
both analytical and political, something in keeping with Massey ’ s 
orientation as well as my own.  13   
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 Place is considered at the levels of neighbourhood and of city. 
Contestations over a particular neighbourhood in the early 2010s are 
shown to have anticipated the emphasis in the national referendum 
debates over Brexit on ‘taking back control’. Here again immigration, 
and who comes to be seen as an ‘immigrant’ (and who does not), are 
crucial to the outcome. Through a local-level investigation of ‘to whom 
the place belongs’, the book brings to light recent arrivals’ lack of 
political representation. Alongside this it shows how whiteness is drawn 
on as a source of power and a way of legitimising assertions of ‘localness’ 
for those seeking to resist change in the demographic composition of 
the area. Behind this analysis lie questions about the nature of citizenship 
and, in particular, whether the notion of  urban  citizenship can or 
should be advocated as a means of enabling a city ’ s residents to live 
alongside each other with mutual respect and dignity, even in the face 
of divisive and hierarchical  national  (and international) discourses 
and policies. 

 A relational view of place must include the effect of the place on 
places beyond. In addition to the oral history narratives at its core, 
 Stories from a migrant city  also refl ects on four books written by 
Peterborough residents and published towards the end of 2016. This 
engagement with Peterborough ’ s effect on the wider world brings the 
discussion back to the question of ‘what does this place stand for?’, 
and connects it with that of ‘to whom does this place belong?’ through 
a consideration of the denigration of the cultural products of ‘ordinary 
places’. 

 Understanding changes in capitalist work through the workplace 
stories of current and former workers is the fourth key intervention 
made in the book. The predominant forms of capitalist employment 
for new arrivals to Peterborough changed over the period between 
the 1950s and 2010s. They included manufacturing, especially in the 
earlier decades,  14   food production and processing throughout and, 
increasingly in recent years, warehouse employment. The decade 
following the 2007–08 fi nancial crisis saw a continuous year-on-year 
decline in average real wages for workers across the UK. Workers like 
Agnieszka Sobieraj, interviewed in the summer of 2017, complained 
of increasingly stringent sets of demands at food factory and warehouse 
workplaces – such as ever-higher targets, tightly policed breaks and 
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job insecurity. Here, she recalls working conditions in a fruit-processing 
factory soon after her arrival in Peterborough from Poland in the 
2000s.

  Then on the line as well you fi nd people with similar sense of 
humour, you laugh I think. Actually, I remember this as a great 
time, the atmosphere, because we were in such a bad situation, 
it was summertime, we were wearing a lot of winter clothes 
because in the factory the temperature like fridge temperature, 
eight degrees, runny nose, I don ’ t know, they ’ re not nice some 
of the people who work there, they weren ’ t nice, and you just 
try to do something in opposite just to keep yourself alive and 
happy, and I remember atmosphere was great.   

  Stories from a migrant city  builds on John Berger and Jean Mohr ’ s 
seminal  A Seventh Man ,  15   using an expanded concept of the workplace 
that incorporates journeys, recruitment and dwelling spaces, as well 
as sites where work was performed. Like Berger and Mohr, I explore 
the interplay between the changing political economy of capitalist 
work and individual worker subjectivities. As the extract from Agnieszka 
Sobieraj ’ s interview suggests, this provides insights into workers’ agency, 
creativity, humour and resistance in ever harsher workplaces. At the 
same time, the book provides an account of racial capitalism:  16   in 
Peterborough in the 2010s, people racialised as ‘migrants’ staffed many 
agency-supplied warehouse and industrialised food supply jobs. The 
biographical approach reveals continuities (the use of agencies, tem-
porary working and being bussed to work outside the city) and changes 
(the intensifi cation of work and ever more ‘agile’ workplace require-
ments)  17   in relation to workplace experiences remembered as far back 
as the 1950s. 

  Stories from a migrant city  thus critiques hegemonic narratives of 
nation and belonging and re-examines capitalist work through engage-
ment with people ’ s stories about life and work in one small provincial 
city. The book is organised around a reframing of ‘immigration’ and 
key questions about place as viewed from the Brexit era. Each of the 
fi rst fi ve chapters opens with a quotation (and in most cases more 
than one quotation) from one of the narrators’ stories. The fi rst chapter 
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begins by locating the book within a wider body of work exploring 
bottom-up approaches to cosmopolitanism and the related concept 
of conviviality. It sets up the idea of the Brexit era as defi ned by the 
period of austerity since the 2007–08 fi nancial crisis and fed into by 
longer-term processes including neoliberalism, de-industrialisation, and 
the residue of colonialism.  18   The chapter also critiques the deeply 
divisive and reactionary analyses that emerged on the back of the 
referendum and introduces the reader to Peterborough and to the 
research project that led to this book. It fi nishes with a summary of 
the remaining chapters.  
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