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Abstract:
This article argues that class is not simply an economic or occupational category but a deeply embodied, affective, and sticky identity, which is performatively produced and reproduced through repetition, imitation, and everyday modes of being. The article theorises the performative formation of sticky classed identities, with a particular focus on the classing of the unconscious. The first section proposes a new understanding of the ideological formation of the neuroscientific unconscious (rather than the repressive psychoanalytic unconscious in Althusser’s model of interpellation). The following section examines the specific ways in which the unconscious is ‘classed’ (in terms of the role of different capitals, the formation of groups, the force of stereotypes and cultural representations, performances of self, and the production of tastes and desires). The final section critiques dominant policy frameworks in the arts and CCIs—particularly those centred on meritocracy and social mobility—for failing to address the embedded and unconscious ways in which class is produced and maintained. The article argues that even though it may be obscured, class remains an enduring and influential aspect of personal identity, with significant impacts in terms of individuals’ lives, self-perception, and social interactions and arrangements.
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Class(ed) Unconsciousness: The Stickiness of Class
Paul Geary

Introduction: The Stickiness of Class
Formulations of class in contemporary Britain are complex and contested. The classic model of upper-, middle-, and working-class has been challenged by contemporary models such as the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) of eight occupation groupings, and by Savage et al’s seven social classes, which draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu to combine measures of social, cultural, and economic capital (Savage, et al. 2013). Class is complex, involving multifaceted hierarchies of wealth, income, education, occupation, geography, social circle, and cultural values and practices. Class categorisations offer a toolkit for teasing out the different factors associated with class, moving beyond a merely economic formulation to engage with the intersection of discourses, circumstances, and personal dispositions that result in class stratification. To acknowledge this intersectional complexity (let alone the further intersectionality of class with other identity characteristics) is not to fall prey to the continuum fallacy: complex, intersecting continuums that characterize the hierarchies of class do not deny the existence of class itself. Its boundaries may be blurred, but class and its inequalities nevertheless remain. 

Empirical work in the social sciences has demonstrated that class is powerful and sticky, and has significant and far-reaching impacts, especially for those at the lower end of the class hierarchy. In The Class Ceiling, Sam Friedman and Daniel Laurison observe that

class origin shapes who you are in ways that a simple change in circumstances – having more money, a university education or a better job than your parents – will not necessarily erase. This is not to say that people do not learn and change over their lives, and adapt to new situations – of course we do. But this work suggests our early years leave a deep, and classed, imprint. (Friedman and Laurison 2020: 17)

They continue that ‘a wealth of evidence suggests that class origins are “sticky”, and that strongly inherited (yet hidden) resources such as cultural capital may continue to have very long-lasting impacts on people’s career trajectories.’ (20) To describe class as ‘sticky’ is to say that it adheres to, and as part of, an identity, and that it continues to have an impact even with a change in circumstances. This raises the persistent, complex, and significant sticky problem of how class becomes sticky. 

This article will adopt a performative lens to address how class becomes sticky as an identity characteristic. Focusing on class in contemporary Britain, this article presupposes that class is ideological: that it is a socio-cultural, political, and economic system, and one that takes hold of individuals, playing a role in their formation as subjects. The first section explores the role of the unconscious in ideological identity formation, arguing that the unconscious is performatively trained and habituated in ideological discourse, including class. To describe this training of the unconscious as performative is to say that it is framed and trained via repeated acts and experiences within an ideological world of cultural and social norms, representations, and narratives. The second section of the article turns explicitly to the ‘classing’ of the unconscious, examining particular ways in which class comes to bear on the performative formation of the individual unconscious. The final section explores how this framework for understanding the production of deeply classed selves relates to policies and approaches for combatting the inequalities of class in the arts and Cultural and Creative Industries (CCIs). This section offers a critique of approaches framed in terms of meritocracy, quality, and social mobility. 

This article argues that, even though it may be obscured, class remains an enduring and influential aspect of personal identity, as it plays significant roles in the performative training and framing of the unconscious. Departing from Louis Althusser’s model of ideological interpellation, which is grounded in the psychoanalytic/repressive model of the unconscious, the article proposes a new model of performative training of the neuroscientific unconscious. The economic, social, and cultural hierarchies of class contribute to the formation of the unconscious, which in turn means class has an impact on the experience of oneself in hidden yet influential ways. However, this is not to say that class is deterministic. As psychologist Daniel Kahneman noted, while the unconscious ‘operates automatically and quickly’ and is more influential in terms of personal experience than we often intuitively realize, it nevertheless works in relation to the ‘slow’ thinking of consciousness, where we have ‘the subjective experience of agency, choice, and concentration’ (2012 [2011]: 13, 20-1). Becoming aware of how the unconscious is performatively trained by class both allows for an understanding of the hidden power of class and to find ways (personally and politically) to combat its influence. To counter class and its effects, for the sake of equality, enfranchisement, and agency, requires an understanding of its stickiness, of the pervasive and deep ways in which it takes hold.

The Unconscious and Performative Identity Formation
The unconscious plays a significant role in the production and experience of the self – who a self is and what it experiences. It is part of the self, and yet remains obscured and hidden, working underneath and often directing consciousness. The unconscious plays a role in the production of the ideological and classed self, contributing to the stickiness of class. The way in which this happens has commonly been formulated via Althusser’s interpellation, which itself rests on a model of the self derived from the work of the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. This model is challenged by the emergence of the ‘new unconscious’ – one understood in terms of physical structures, networks, and processes in the brain rather than the repressive drives of psychoanalysis. This section begins with a brief overview of the Althusserian-Lacanian model of the unconscious and ideological interpellation, before proposing a new performative model of the production of the neuroscientific unconscious. The article argues here that key elements from performance (the constitutive role of acts, mimesis, narratives, and temporalisation) can be used to understand the training of the unconscious as a foundation for thinking and performing oneself as an ideological subject. This distinction between the psychoanalytic and neuroscientific unconscious, and how it operates, is important because understanding the ways in which ideology (including class) takes hold of the individual is key to formulating strategies to counter its hold and the inequalities that stem from it.

In Althusser’s ideological interpellation, one is ‘hailed’ into being as a subject by the Repressive State Apparatus (e.g. the government, police, courts, and prisons) and by the Ideological State Apparatus (e.g. religion, education, family, mass communications, culture, and the arts). These institutions and practices form the ideological structure and symbolic matrix with(in) which individuals identify themselves (Althusser 2012 [1970]: 111-2, 123-4). Althusser draws on Lacan’s model of the self to formulate ideological interpellation. Slavoj Žižek writes that the ‘internalization’ of ideology for Lacan and Althusser ‘never fully succeeds’ – there is a part of the self outside of ideology that relates to ideological structures, discourses, and representations and that submits to the ideological order (2008 [1989]: 43). Žižek formulates this as a ‘crack’ (for Lacan) in the full immersion of the subject into an ideological system, where the self is ‘in discord with its contextualized situation’ (2008 [1999]: 72), and the rupture between the ideological edifice and subject who relates to it is repressed in the unconscious. In this model, where there are a whole series of apparatuses addressing the individual as a particular class, the individual nevertheless maintains a sense of discord, a crack, which resists full incorporation into an ideological system. The ideological system remains ultimately separate from a part of the individual, and it is from that position that the subject could find resistance and freedom (if they so desired). 

The problem with this model is that understanding the unconscious as a repressive drive, and positing an experience of the self as a crack in the ideological world, does not appear to align with material, neuroscientific understandings of the brain and the unconscious. The neuroscientific understanding of the unconscious concerns brain-based mental processes of ‘perception, memory, attention, learning, and judgment’, which ‘are delegated to brain structures outside conscious awareness’ (Mlodinow 2012: 16-8). This unconscious deals with thoughts, feelings, and behaviours that are trained, automatic, and beyond conscious control,  (99), which deal with the intake and processing of information about the world (34). The training of the unconscious begins in childhood and continues throughout a whole life  (Hood 2012: xii-xiii). The unconscious generates ‘impressions, intuitions, intentions, and feelings’, often challenged only ‘when an event is detected that violates the model of the world’ maintained by the unconscious (Kahneman 2012 [2011]: 24). The unconscious is trained by experience, generating a model of reality and a worldview (how the world works and one’s place within it), which in turn impacts self-perception, thoughts, feelings, actions, and expectations. Rather than a repressive force, the neuroscientific unconscious is a continuous background to experience and action, and one that has been trained in and by the ideological world.

To describe the training of the unconscious as performative is to acknowledge the dynamic relationship between material, bodily conditions (such as the predispositions of the unconscious brain structures from the evolutionary heritage of the human) and experience of, and participation within, an ideological world. By inhabiting (perceiving, learning via, and acting in) an ideological world, the unconscious is trained over time in (relation to) that world by experience and action. This is akin to Judith Butler’s performative model of gender: the constitution of an ‘interior’ by means of surface acts – the dramatic acts and ritual social dramas, imitated and played out by the individual, which become ‘stylized’ as an identity (Butler 2006: 189-91). For Butler, performative acts create an identity, rather than the identity existing prior to its acts of articulation and becoming. More than merely adopting and acting out a persona (which would align with Althusserian interpellation – playing a role in response to the hail of ideology), the performative training of the unconscious wires the brain. In Performance All the Way Down, Richard O. Prum explores the performative dimension of biological processes, defining performativity as the ‘playing out of an historically derived role in a social context of other interacting/observing individuals, and as a “becoming” through “doing”’ (Prum 2023: 68). Prum extends performativity to a cellular level outlining the ‘becoming through doing in context’ of biological structures within body. Even the material, biological body is performative rather than an a priori substrate of identity. In terms of the unconscious, we can conceive of the performative training of the material brain via Hebb’s Law – that ‘neurons that fire together, wire together’ (Turner 2015: 35) – or, following Margaret Wetherell, that thoughts, feelings, ‘narratives and interpretive repertoires, social relations, personal histories, and ways of life’ get knotted together through bodily and neurological processes (Wetherell 2012: 13-4). This training forges connections and intuitive feelings and behaviours, embedding the workings of the ideological world as unconscious presuppositions about how the world works, about normative positions and behaviours, and about intuitive ways of thinking and acting.

Notions of performativity often employ the analogy of an actor who performs a (cultural) script in an individual and concrete way. While this is useful, performativity can be extended to include other core components of performance to understand the ways in which is unconscious is trained, and thereby contribute to an understanding of how a political identity, such as a classed self, becomes deeply embedded and sticky. Here, I address three key ideas from performance to explore this unconscious training: mimesis, narrative, and temporality.

One common understanding of mimesis is the imitation of the world as representation in art. According to psychologist Bruce Hood, humans have a tendency towards mimesis; they ‘have been programmed to imitate’ through evolution, as this allows for rapid learning rather than a slower, deliberate process of figuring out from scratch (2012: 44). We mirror others, unconsciously duplicating others’ actions and expressions (46-7), which in turn forges and changes connections and patterns in the brain. Through mimetic imitation, we learn to think and behave by playing out what we observe from others, and this becomes embedded as a normative model of behaviour in the unconscious. As an example, the voice, and modes of expression, are culturally coded by class (referencing geography, education, familiarity with artistic and cultural forms, etc.), and while they can be consciously shifted, individuals can still have an intuitive (i.e. unconscious and unthinking) way of speaking that carries the traces of class. The unconscious predilection for imitation leads to the acquisition and embodiment of cultural capital: the intuitive ways in which (broadly speaking) we think and express ourselves.

As with the example of the voice, that which we imitate is culturally and ideologically encoded, embedded in cultural narratives, which we also imitate and thereby perpetuate. To understand class as ideological is to see that qualities associated with class (economic, social, and cultural capital) are not experienced in isolation, but rather woven into the fabric of a cultural narrative. We draw on cultural narratives to furnish acts and experiences with meaning, which, following Jean-François Lyotard, can be thought as ‘narrative knowledge’: the organisation of learning into narratives, which are transformed into ‘know-how’ and ‘knowing how to live’ (1984 [1979]: 18). Dominant narratives are incorporated into the unconscious and used as a framework for understanding both oneself and others. We make sense of ourselves and others through narratives, themselves often drawn from cultural narratives and modes of representation. Importantly, these narratives frame experience and understanding, and encourage us to ignore those elements we encounter that may not fit in, or may contradict, the established narrative (Hood 2012: 171). Class-based narratives, such as the dignified aristocracy, the self-made middle class, and the ‘salt-of-the-earth’ respectable working class, irrelevant of their actual alignment with the values and life practice of any given individual, circulate as common narratives providing a model to think about oneself and others within a classed system, and provide a potential framework for the production, performance, and reflexivity of the self. 

These cultural narratives draw attention to the temporal dimension of the performative production of the unconscious. Repeated exposure to particular narratives strengthens their role in the unconscious; they become normative if they persist over time. The process of performative becoming takes place over time and through repeated performances. Repeatedly performing or enacting ways of being (thinking, feeling, behaviour) consolidates connections in the unconscious; they become second-natured. Considerations of temporality also point to the role of anticipation, whereby cultural narratives and the unconscious generate expectations that frame what is considered possible (in a broad way, in the short- or long-term) for the life one might lead. This in turn folds back into the present, the choices we make, and what we understand of the narrative progression of our lives, consolidating normative life trajectories. Again, these are not deterministic, and with conscious acknowledgement, reflection, and effort, they can be countered – but the normative pull of the trained unconscious is powerful. Conscious effort is required to run against the grain of dominant narratives and discourses that often become embedded as second nature in the individual unconscious and its model of the world. Over time, the cumulative effect of exposure to the ideological world consolidates patterns in the unconscious, creating unconscious beliefs that ‘this is how the world works’ as a result of repeated experience.

While the Althusserian-Lacanian model posits interpellation as a symbolic ‘hailing’ into subjectivity (and one that is never fully successful due to the repressed ‘crack’ or remainder), a performative approach reframes this process as materially-embedded experiential training. This shift from repression to repetition reframes the unconscious not as a site of hidden resistance but as a field of performative sedimentation. While it is not absolutely deterministic, and can be resisted or reformulated through conscious effort, the ways in which class takes hold of the unconscious demonstrates how difficult this process could be. Class becomes sticky, and thereby continues to wield power and influence even with a change in circumstances.

Classing the Unconscious
In Classes, Erik Olin Wright notes that an understanding of class and consciousness incorporates ‘those aspects of consciousness which are implicated in intentions, choices and practices which have “class pertinent effects” […] on how individuals operate within a given structure of class relations’ (2023 [1985]: 246). This section turns in more detail to ways in which class contributes to the performative figuration of the unconscious and thereby becomes a sticky aspect of identity. In terms of a life lived, class inevitably intersects in important ways with other identity characteristics. Ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexuality, disability, and other categorisations of identity are powerful and important, and they intersect with (and can be stratified by) class. It is beyond the scope of this article to deal with these various intersectionalities. The purpose here is to draw out, and draw attention to, different elements of classed training of the unconscious. Class is significant, particularly in a British context, because (in the Bourdieusian model) it includes the economic, socio-cultural, and educational resources one has available to (per)form a life; it indexes issues of power, agency, values, and socio-political ‘legitimacy’; and it relates to the possibilities and potential of any given life. This section explores how the unconscious operates in relation to resources, experience, and performing the self. It outlines the power of cultural representations, how different forms of capital (in)form the framing of perception, and how artistic and cultural experiences contribute to classed selves. 

Class is a reflection of kinds and degrees of economic, social, and cultural capital. The different forms of capital to which one has access establish the foundational coordinates for the training of the unconscious. Thus, our immersion in particular spaces and forms of culture is related to class position: the kind of art and culture that is familiar, popular or accessible within a given class stratum, as well as the basic access afforded because of wealth and geography. The cultural frames of reference with which we are intimately acquainted are not only externalized signs or symbols of a class position, but they are also part of the framing and training of the unconscious. Familiarity with certain cultural forms leads to a sense of expertise with and in those forms, producing comfort and mastery, as well as inflecting desires and tastes. 

As I have argued elsewhere (Geary 2020), drawing on and extending the work of Pierre Bourdieu, class has a significant impact on our tastes and desires. Our tastes are produced, over time, within class frames; formed around those things with which we are familiar (those things to which we have access), over which we feel a sense of expertise or mastery (resulting from schooling and cultural instruction), and operating within cultures of taste (the exercise of soft power in marking what is a ‘legitimate’ taste and for whom). What we like and what we want are formed within class structures, and become second-natured in the unconscious as seemingly automatic dispositions and behaviours. In both our choices or desires, and attempts to furnish ourselves with explanations for them, the classed unconscious is at work: cultural capital (which is also connected to economic capital) sets the coordinates of taste, familiarity, and expertise in the unconscious, guiding our choices and desires in a potentially self-perpetuating cycle of desire and justification. As with Bourdieu’s correspondence between goods production and taste production (2010 [1984]: 227-241), the production of cultural artefacts and experiences, targeted at particular classes and tastes, generate and guide the very tastes they purport to service. Our personal explanation of, and justification for, these tastes often fail to account for their production, and instead draw on cultural narratives about seeming worthiness or desirability.

Through imitation, the unconscious is trained by the classed worlds we inhabit. We embody practices and dispositions derived from cultural capital, including ‘gesture and posture, as well as styles of dress, etiquette and manners’, modes of language, vocabulary and grammar, and levels of familiarity with theoretical, conceptual, and abstract thinking (Friedman and Laurison 2020: 14-5). These become habitual, unconscious bodily and cognitive practices and dispositions. They are part of what Bourdieu termed ‘habitus’: the shaping of the individual via group culture, and the transformation of a social system into concrete, meaningful practices of the self. Class habitus is ‘the internalized form of class condition and of the conditionings it entails’, which is ‘converted into a disposition that generates meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions’ (Bourdieu 2010 [1984]: 95, 166). 

Class habitus figures in the kind of self that can be produced, particularly in terms of its flexibility and possibilities. Beverley Skeggs argues that the ability to explore a range of modes of self (and to have the agency to engage in modes of self-authorship) is ‘premised upon the availability of, and access to, discourse and cultural resources’ (2004: 20). Skeggs frames this as the relation ‘I can, therefore I am’, which is intimately grounded in access to recourses and various forms of capital (139). The disenfranchised and those of lower socio-economic status are seen, in this regard, as somehow fixed, while the more affluent can be fluid and shift their identity or self-presentation; they have the conceptual, cultural, and material resources to enable and support various modes of self-presentation and self-cultivation. The unconscious is trained in its expectations and worldview by those things (ideas, materials, contexts) to which it has access, and the ability to be fluid, flexible or changing is reliant on trained dispositions, and the availability of resources to realize choices. To be trained to take on the disposition that one can be whatever one wishes to be, which frames the unconscious to be flexible rather than essentialist in its own processing of identity, is itself predicated both on the availability of various forms of capital to realize those aspirations, and also emerges more and more strongly as a disposition the more one’s (un)conscious is freed from considerations of necessity. This is precisely not to say that essentially only the affluent can cultivate different modes of self; rather, it is easier for those with material, conceptual, and cultural resources to support and enable the exploration of a variety of life and identity possibilities.

Our cultural experiences play a significant role in shaping the brain and the unconscious. Bruce Hood observes that it is likely that our brains are attuned to ‘the experience from our environments’ and that they might actually lose ‘the ability to process experiences that we do not encounter’ (2012: 19). Class impacts the kinds of cultural experiences to which we have access or with which we are familiar. These experiences train the unconscious in terms of what is familiar or normal to us, what and how we are able to understand. This has significant ramifications, and not just in terms of familiarity and comfort. Leonard Mlodinow documents how ‘The world we perceive is an artificially constructed environment whose character and properties are as much a result of unconscious mental processing as they are a product of real data.’ (2012: 50) He continues that the unconscious ‘smooths over’ gaps in perception, producing a seemingly ‘objective’ image and understanding of the world that is, nevertheless, a product of unconscious production based on expectations resulting from previous experience (50, 76). For example, the way we look at a painting involves a gaze that has been trained by class experience (knowledge of art history, different kinds of comparative reference points). It is not that these frameworks are retrospectively applied to make sense of a neutral or ‘pure’ visual experience, but rather than frameworks, contexts, language, and dispositions shape the very act of perception itself.[endnoteRef:1] Expectations and frames of reference, derived from experience, which itself is the result of the conditions of economic, social, and cultural capital, play a significant role in how we perceive and understand the world, and the cultural artefacts within it. [1:  As Bourdieu notes, ‘the ideal of “pure” perception of a work of art qua work of art is the product of the enunciation and systematization of the principles of specifically aesthetic legitimacy’, which are the result of class (2010 [1984]: 22). And Mlodinow draws attention to how perception is unconsciously enacted – that perception must be considered an ‘illusion’ because the unconscious is continually compiling an image of the world by filling in gaps and generating perception in relation to expectations and context (2012: 45-51).
] 


While we like to think that we perceive and judge people as individuals, often we unconsciously utilize social categories and stereotypes in our perceptions and judgements of ourselves and others. Stereotypes are a form of classification, rendering a set of traits and qualities as a figured image. They arise from exposure to cultural representations, which are incorporated into our unconscious mental schema of the world, and produce an unconscious bias in our perceptions and thinking. Stereotypes of the working class are often dismissive or derogatory, such as ‘the dangerous outcast’, dirty, wasteful, degenerate, irresponsible, and lacking culture and agency (Skeggs 2004: 3-4, 94). But they can also be superficially celebratory–as hard-working, grounded, as ‘salt of the earth’–though these still carry a patronising quality. Figurations of the affluent or the middle class also utilize stereotypes, including restrained or pretentious, mobile, flexible, culturally omnivorous (23, 144), and confident in deploying ‘the required attitude of sincerity, irony or self-reflection’ while occupying different cultural positions (Tomlin 2020: 261). These stereotypes inflect our perceptions, and thinking about the competencies, of others. When we identify someone as of a particular class, the unconscious fleshes out the image of the other using the stereotype and common cultural representations. While this is not absolute, and there is the possibility of resisting or subverting dominant representations and stereotypes, their ubiquity means they are a significant factor in encounters with others.

Representations can become powerful forces in shaping and framing unconscious attitudes, ways of thinking and behaving, and reinforcing group identities. The unconscious has a tendency towards clear categorisation, transforming subtle or nuanced differences into distinct classifications, on the basis of which we are vulnerable to act (Mlodinow 2012: 148, 156). Conventional representations of class model classed group identities, furnishing the unconscious with a framework for understanding oneself and others as part of a group. In order to fit into groups or classes, individuals tend to ‘adopt increasingly extreme positions that they feel represent the group, which in turn drags the group further towards that position’ (Hood 2012: 136). Representations of what constitutes the practice of identity within a group become heightened as a way of performing one’s place as part of the group, which subsequently engenders mirroring and imitation. As such, those cultural representations of what it is to be a classed self have a force when an individual identifies (implicitly or explicitly) with that class and the dynamic of the group. 

Once class-based representations and group identities are internalized, they can foster unconscious preferences and biases. We unconsciously form expectations of others based on these figurations of identity and on stereotypes. These expectations are unconsciously enacted in our modes of communication with others (forms of language, tone of voice, body language, facial expressions, etc.), and there is a tendency for others to fulfil those expectations (Mlodinow 2012: 113). In an unconscious feedback loop, stereotypical representations can inform expectations, which are unconsciously projected onto others, who in turn can unconsciously fulfil those expectations. 

Class contributes to the performative training of the unconscious through the kinds of worlds to which we have access, and through cultural representations, categorisation, and narratives. This plays a role in the hidden and powerful continuation of classed identities and their ramifications. As Friedman and Laurison have shown, figurations of class lead to unconscious biases in favour of one’s own class, which are often mistakenly experienced and justified as a judgement of ‘merit’ (2020: 25). Foregrounding the unconscious dimensions of classed identities is important for highlighting just how deeply and pervasively class takes hold, and how it frames our sense of self in ways that are hidden, obscured or in ways about which we are only partially aware. Daniel Kahneman states that we often believe we understand our own internal thoughts, feelings, and decisions, assuming our internal experience is conscious and causal, whereas more often, ‘Most impressions and thoughts arise in [our] conscious experience without [our] knowing how they got there’ (Kahneman 2012 [2011]: 4). Indeed, in quotidian experience, when asked to explain our choices and desires, while we might believe we are engaging in introspection, we fail to take account of unconscious processes, and so we utilize explanations from ‘a repository of social, emotional, and cultural information we all share’ (Mlodinow 2012: 191). In this way, cultural narratives and representations take on considerable force, as we reach for them to explain and justify our experience, in a way that itself is unconscious, misunderstanding the other unconscious processes and drives that are generating our sense of self and experience. Representations, stereotypes, and narratives of class can furnish the unconscious with concrete ways of being, guiding behaviour in advance, and providing frameworks for self-reflection and justification.

Implications for Arts Policy
To understand class as a sticky quality of identity and experience, resulting from the performative training of the unconscious, exposes the deep ways in which individuals are ‘classed’ and the deep embedding of inequalities. It can lead to ideological classed discourse being experienced as something second-natured. It can appear as seemingly transparent and taken-for-granted dispositions, tastes, modes of thinking and feeling, and ways of being, which skim over, ignore or do not acknowledge the ideological production and reproduction of class in intimate and personal ways. This has significant impacts in all arenas of British socio-economic and cultural life, embedding and reproducing class-based inequalities. In the last decade, particular attention has been paid to class and socio-economic disadvantage in the arts and the Cultural and Creative Industries, including in sociological research, reports commissioned for political parties and governments, and as a concern for Arts Council England (ACE).[endnoteRef:2] ACE’s 10-year strategy for 2020-30, Let’s Create, includes explicit reference to socio-economic backgrounds and class (2021: 4, 6, 9), recognising ‘class and socio-economic background as barriers to opportunity’ alongside other protected identity characteristics (67). This is a departure from ACE’s first 10-year plan for 2010-20, which contained no mention at all of class or socio-economic background (2013). This final section of the article addresses some of the issues that emerge in recent work on class and the CCIs from considering class as an unconscious, performative, and sticky identity. In particular, this section addresses potential deficiencies in common approaches to combatting class inequalities, notably notions of social mobility, and questions of excellence and quality in relation to meritocratic discourses.  [2:  Recent sociological work on class, the arts/CCIs, and access and engagement includes O’Brien, Laurison, Miles, and Friedman (2016), Oakley, Laurison, O’Brien, and Friedman (2017), Brook, O’Brien, and Taylor (2020), and Brook, Miles, O’Brien, and Taylor (2023). Key studies for political parties and the government include the Acting Up Report for Labour (Brabin, De Piero and Coombes 2017), the AHRC-funded Panic! report (2018), Alma Economics’ report for the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (Alma Economics 2023), and the Making the Creative Majority report for the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Creative Diversity (Comunian, et al. 2023).
] 


ACE’s most recent delivery plan, aligned with priorities from the Starmer Labour government, discusses breaking down barriers to ‘make sure there is no class ceiling on the ambition of young people in Britain’ (2024: 7). The focus on combatting the class ceiling is not about challenging class itself, but ensuring that class is not a barrier to (individual) ambition. Social mobility is about the move from class origins to class destination, and was praised by the Panic! report as being related to ‘social justice, openness and equality of opportunity’ (Brook, O'Brien and Taylor 2018: 16). However, as political philosopher Michael J. Sandel argues, ‘Breaking down barriers is a good thing. No one should be held back by poverty or prejudice. But a good society cannot be premised only on the promise of escape.’ (2021 [2020]: 224) 

Addressing the inequalities of class through discourses of social mobility is insufficient. Social mobility does not necessarily challenge or reconfigure, for the individual, the deep, unconscious, sticky, performative production of the classed self. It can frame the lower classes as ‘deficient’ and in need of betterment, rather than valorising a diversity of tastes, art, and cultural practices. It perpetuates class distinctions themselves, as individuals move between classes rather than challenging and changing the hierarchical class system itself, which structurally condemns some people to be at the bottom. Even when economic and material circumstances change for the individual, it takes time and work for classed cultural identities to shift (if and when that does happen). Katie Beswick observes that the symbolic markers of class persist, even when individuals might be reclassified due to instrumental (economic) measures (2020: 268). Indeed, upward social mobility can lead to feelings of being an ‘imposter’ and has the potential for lingering feelings of guilt of shame around betrayal of one’s roots. And the less discussed, but still notable, downward social mobility can mean that the deep production of a privileged self (and its associated dispositions) may continue to yield social, cultural, and economic benefits even in less privileged environments and circumstances. Discourses of social mobility invariably focus (and put the onus) on the lower ascending upwards, often through the accumulation of the cultural capital of the privileged. As Liz Tomlin has observed, those of lower socio-economic status are ‘often located as receivers or beneficiaries of someone else’s idea of culture, rather than as agents who are granted the capacity and resources’ to produce and shape their own cultural forms and practices (2020: 252). 

In Let’s Create, ACE seemingly counter the notion of some cultural forms being privileged over others, stating that they ‘do not believe that certain types or scales of creative activity are inherently better or of greater value than others’ (2021: 47). However, in seeking to support ‘quality’ work, they implicitly position themselves as part of a meritocratic framework. Yet, because class is a key element in framing what counts as merit or quality in the arts, there is no pure notion of quality or merit outside of considerations of cultural, economic, and social capital. The deep embedding and performative training of cultural capital (understanding and experience of art and culture, frameworks of the good or of quality) become second-natured, an intuitive perspective on the world, and so reproduce themselves in reflections on the quality of work. ACE explicitly acknowledge that, while judgements about quality are ‘complex and open to debate’, nevertheless ‘in the end it will be the Arts Council’s responsibility to use our experience and expertise to make the judgments that determine those decisions’ (2021: 47). ACE reserve for themselves (which means the classed people who read and assess funding applications) the right to be the arbiters of quality. While they do allow applicants to gather and submit their own contextual evidence of quality (ibid), and ‘factor in discipline-specific notions of excellence’ (Arts Council England 2022: 5), it is still ACE making the judgments of what constitutes quality (even in this reflection on others’ evidence of quality – a meta-analysis position). The framework for excellence or quality, which underpins decisions regarding funding, support, and resourcing of work, inevitably implicates the training and experience of the one who judges, thereby making the ‘meritocratic’ a measure of the implicit or explicit values and cultural capital of ACE workers. 

In The Tyranny of Merit, Sandel notes some key issues with meritocratic approaches to combatting inequality, which are applicable to arts policy. The very meritocratic framing itself leads to what Sandel describes as the politics of social hubris and humiliation (2021 [2020]: 145). Social failure to achieve funding can be experienced as a humiliating personal failure to be ‘excellent’. This can increase the pressure on artists or organisations to replicate the work of others who do receive funding, believing resourcing to be a marker of quality.[endnoteRef:3] Here we see the ‘market forces’ that intersect with notions of quality or merit; meritocracy often relates to the market logic of competition (116-7), with value assessed according to the supply and demand of skills and talents (135). Skills and talents index the accumulation of cultural capital, which itself relates to economic capital (the ability to afford training schemes, for instance, or access to private arts education). Focusing on economic growth and returns on investment, Sandel argues, is a technocratic approach that avoids difficult debates about morality and the good (211-2). ACE itself notes that quality includes ‘return for investment’ (2022: 8). In this way, the potential for merit, quality or excellence implicitly indexes class and the accumulation of capitals, and the later measure of merit, quality or excellence includes a market-based model of ‘supply and demand’, which, as discussed earlier, invokes already-classed tastes. As an approach, meritocracy is not neutral, and in various ways both indexes and reproduces classed cultures and identities. [3:  As I have argued elsewhere in relation to class and taste, ‘the amount of funding an artist or show receives and how that translates into ‘production values’, the institutional stamp on a poster, the inclusion in an institutional programme, the scale of a show and size of space in which it is hosted or housed all contribute to instruction in taste by providing markers of the worthiness of a given cultural product or event.’ (Geary 2020: 284-5)] 


To meaningfully address class inequalities in the arts, policy must move beyond the limitations of social mobility’s promises of escape, and flawed ideas of merit. Recognising class as a performative, affective, and historically sedimented identity requires a shift away from policies that treat it as merely an economic position or a measure of occupation. Alternatives could include: universal access to a range of cultural and artistic institutions; ensuring that everyone, irrelevant of class position, receives a diverse arts education; redistributing decision-making powers over funding, for instance through a peer review system akin to UK research funding decisions; developing evaluative frameworks that resist dominant, classed constructions of artistic value; supporting works that challenge or change normative or stereotypical modes of representation; and resourcing arts projects that bring together people from different class positions. The latter can harness the playful, exploratory role of the arts to create spaces for collaboration, for understanding one’s own production as a classed subject, and to explore alternative forms of self and of artistic practice. Only by confronting the structural, symbolic, and sedimented dimensions of classed selves can arts policy begin to challenge, rather than reproduce or consolidate, the inequalities it purportedly seeks to counter.

Conclusion
Class is a sticky aspect of identity because it performatively trains the unconscious, meaning that classed ideas, discourses, and practices become second-natured as hidden frameworks for thinking and behaviour. It plays significant roles in how we perform ourselves and how we think about and relate to ourselves and others. It can be deeply internalized and perpetuated in ways that work outside of explicit conscious awareness. Through imitation and repetition, cultural representations and narratives of class take hold and inflect our experience. The learned ideological model of the world has a hidden and powerful role in the production of seemingly immediate, transparent, and meaningful experience. Class is not deterministic, and there is the possibility of conscious resistance or reconfiguration. However, the deep and sticky ways in which it takes hold requires a concerted effort to combat – both through conscious personal endeavours and the pursuit of socio-economic changes to the systems and structures within which we are positioned and trained. Understanding how class is performatively transformed into an identity opens space for critiquing common modes of combatting class inequality in the arts and CCIs. Social mobility and meritocratic approaches can offer some interventions, but they fall short of addressing the deep and sticky production of classed identities and inequalities. Acknowledging how class takes hold is foundational for conceiving of policies that combat its influence. It is only by doing this that the full force and hidden influence of class can be exposed and countered, and the stickiness of class can start to be dissolved.
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