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Head Hand Heart 
 

Ross Welcome to Renegade Inc. We can all see that we live in a world of misallocated 

capital, but we also live in a society of misallocated labour. We disproportionately praise, and 

pay, those who work with their heads. Yet when it comes to the people who work with their 

hands or their hearts, well, they end up with crumbs in comparison. So how did the cult of the 

knowledge worker become so pervasive?  

 

Ross David, welcome to Renegade Inc. and also welcome to KAKAnomics, the Norwegian 

meeting place. Head, Hand, Heart: The Struggle for Dignity and Status in the 21st century. 

Unpack that a little bit for us.  

 

David Goodhart The title is kind of part of an explanation of what the book is about. I mean, 

it's a it's part two, really, of my previous book, The Road to Somewhere, which is about value 

divides in rich industrial democracies. The value divides have led to Brexit here, Trump in 

America and so on. And this is sort of digging a bit deeper into the problem of educational 

stratification, cognitive stratification, if you like. And the basic argument is that we have 

allocated too much reward and prestige to one cluster of human aptitudes, those those 

aptitudes associated with cognitive analytical ability, examine passing type skills. And we've 

inevitably diminished some of the other clusters of aptitude, particularly those associated 

with hand and heart, meaning care, emotional intelligence and so on. And that has become 

seriously dysfunctional, I think, both economically but also culturally and politically. I mean, 

a couple of caveats. I mean, obviously, head, hand and heart is an artificial distinction. 

Everything we do, every human act, is a combination of the cognitive, the emotional and the 

embodied. But there are different kinds of jobs in our modern societies that they tend to focus 

more on one of those clusters. The other caveat is that high intelligence is obviously as vital 

as ever for the future of human society. And this is not an argument against high intelligence.  

 

Ross But you're making that demarcation between the three - head, hand and heart. And what 

you're saying is in the first chapter of the book is we've had peak head insofar as actually 

we've given so much focus and so much onus to cognitive workers, knowledge workers, 

arguably, that actually we've left the other two sectors behind. And the other two sectors 

function in the real economy add real value. Talk a little bit about that. What has been the 

societal effect of focusing so hard on bright young things going to university versus people 

who are way more vocational but create incredible value in the real economy?  

 

David Goodhart Well, I think it becomes both economically dysfunctional, particularly with 

AI coming down the road. A lot of the functions that we've expanded higher education in 

many of these countries to fill are no longer going to be there. You're already seeing some 

signs of that. And it's also politically and culturally dysfunctional because, you know, people 

have a range of different aptitudes. I mean, there are some people who are academically able 

and particularly those with the highest academic ability should obviously always use that and 

go into the highest kind of academic functions and universities. But there are a lot of people 

who are of kind of average ability. And what we've done in most of, particularly in the US 

and the UK, is encourage people of average ability to go down the cognitive path rather than 

their parents or their grandparents generation would have developed other kinds of aptitudes, 

which would both give them a better life - you know it's trying to push round pegs in square 
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holes - and the economy is now absolutely crying out too for these lost skills because so 

many school leavers are going into academized courses at university.  

 

Ross You reference somebody in the book who conceals his job. He's a mechanic, earns very 

good money. And the reason he doesn't want to tell people that he does that job, specifically 

women, is that he thinks that they will think negatively of that - the status of a mechanic - but 

earns really good money, can pin a family down, you know, can provide, all those things. 

What's happened? Why have we got ourselves into this snobbery where we look down at 

mechanics and up to hedge fund managers? I mean, surely it's totally the wrong way around?  

 

David Goodhart Well, I mean, finance can serve a useful function.  

 

Ross But it is a massive cost centre. And since 1986 in the UK - the Big Bang - there's been 

all sorts of problems with finance growing to the size that it's grown to.  

 

David Goodhart I agree with that. But I mean you can sort of see because any job that is sort 

of connected to the great Ganges flow of money tends to be - pretty well in all societies - 

better paid than the non finance. And that's a particularly big problem in the US and the U.K. 

Our economy is rather over financialized. But, yeah, as I say in the book, I mean a bus driver, 

you know, do a highly skilled and responsible job. You know, you're carrying 70 or 80 

people through rush hour to their jobs in central London every morning. You know, why you 

paid half as much as a junior account manager in a city PR firm. You know, these are sort of 

big questions to do with the allocation of of sort of social value. But these things can shift, 

and do shift, sometimes quite quickly.  

 

Ross And a post pandemic world, is this a ripe sort of moment for us to getting back to 

understanding what's fundamental and what's real, what creates real value as opposed to the 

sort of ideals we held before?  

 

David Goodhart I think it will do. I think it has done. A lot of the so-called key jobs were 

jobs done by non graduates. And I think that that can only be a good thing. It's already started 

to kind of equalise status a bit in our societies. And I think the other impulse from the 

pandemic will be a very social democratic one. I mean, we will demand higher minimum 

wages. We will demand better conditions for a lot of the people that were barely visible to us 

before. And rich countries already spend a lot of money on social welfare. But the only route 

is up. I mean, we're going to spend a lot more, partly because we're going to have to be 

prepared in the future for returns of pandemics. We're going have to build in more buffers 

into our system. And indeed, the countries that have done best are those that, either by design 

or by accident almost, have had buffers in their system.  

 

Ross But it's also how we regard workers, isn't it, in the UK? I mean, you quote Camilla 

Cavendish in the book and say, the term 'basic care dramatically understates the work of this 

group. Helping an elderly person to eat and swallow, bathing someone with dignity, 

communicating with someone with early onset dementia. Doing these things with intelligent 

kindness requires skill'. And if you look at, for instance, the Scandinavian education system, 

teachers are held in very high esteem. Not so much here. And same with workers, care 

workers like this. And we've sort of done is in the US and in the UK, as we've praised back to 

the bankers, we've praised the commercial sector, and we've left the hand and heart workers 
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behind saying, 'oh, well, they'll just, you know, get on with it. We don't need to give that too 

much focus'.  

 

David Goodhart I think that's true. But I think, partly particularly the care area, there's been 

a sort of historic bias, sort of patriarchal bias, if you like, instead sort of thinking, oh, well, 

these are just aptitudes that sort of come naturally to women or certain kinds of women, and 

therefore it doesn't have to be rewarded. And of course, don't forget, a lot of these functions 

until quite recently were done in the private domain of the family and now many of them are 

done in the public care economy, looking after old people or young people in creches and 

nurseries and so on. But I think there's a second factor which is the ease of measurement of 

merit, as it were. I mean it's much easier to distinguish in the cognitive field through through 

exams and SATs tests and IQ tests. You know, you can test whether someone is appropriate 

to a job or how able they are relative to somebody else. In care, it's much harder. It's a very 

elusive thing. It's very difficult to measure. And you know, you get this even within nursing. I 

mean, the lowest status for nursing in most hospitals tends to be geriatric care because, you 

know, other kinds of nursing care, you're you're part of some sort of acute care team. It's kind 

of it's exciting. You're saving a life and the outcome is visible and measurable. So, either the 

person dies or they don't. And you are part of a team that achieved that. But, you know, if 

you're in geriatric care and you're just making some poor old lady's life a little bit less 

miserable for a few days, how do you how do you capture that? How do you measure that 

and reward that?  

 

Ross You write that the gap between the richest and poorest regions in the UK is almost 

twice as large as France and three times larger than in Germany. There must be a link 

between the central thesis of your book and the fact that we've got such a massive gap in 

comparison to our European neighbours?  

 

David Goodhart Yeah, I think these things are connected. And I think it's partly because of 

the shift from the industrial to the post-industrial economy, really. Industrial economies, by 

definition, tend to be spread out geographically, partly because, you know, the coal mines 

and the steel mills and the ports and so on are are geographically dispersed. So you used to 

get a geographical dispersion of, particularly, those highly valued kind of middling middle 

pay, middle skill jobs - I mean the sort of skilled manual type, you know, the kind of 

archetypal kind of lathe turner in a engineering factory. I mean, for all sorts of reasons to do 

with natural resources and so on, these jobs were dispersed. In post-industrial economy where 

the main source is knowledge and cognitive ability - the driving force - you tend to see 

agglomeration in big metropolitan centres and you get all these beneficial agglomeration 

effects that economists talk about. So you get everybody, particularly the exam passing 

classes, as it were, pouring into the metropolitan centres and perhaps the university towns, 

too. And those other parts of the country, perhaps, you know, two thirds of the country 

feeling left behind and often actually denuded of its brightest people, too. And this is one of 

the contradictory things in public policy over the last 20 or 30 years. On the one hand, you 

know, we've been talking about, you know, equality of opportunity and meritocracy and 

getting as many kids as possible into higher education. But that also then has the effect that, 

you know, working class towns in in the Midlands and in the north, and places like Mansfield 

and Rotherham, lose every year, you know, 20 or 30 percent of their brightest 18 year olds to 

universities, quite possibly local universities - Sheffield or Nottingham or whatever. But most 

of them don't ever return to where they came from.  
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Ross So domestic brain drain?  

 

David Goodhart Yes, exactly. So you have a domestic brain drain while at the same time 

politicians are wringing their hands about regional inequality. With one hand they're creating 

it and with the other hand they're saying, how can we stop it? I don't want to sort of sound as 

if I'm saying everybody should sort of stay in their place. I mean, there is a kind of balance to 

be had in all of these arguments. And, of course, lots of people will want - from whatever 

social class background - people who want to spread their wings and fly off. And, you know, 

a lot of people find their families or their local local communities are oppressive and they 

want to leave. And that obviously should remain possible. But we shouldn't exclusively 

reward, both sort of economically and culturally in a way, the leavers. And that's what we do. 

And when I started writing the book, I did think that this was rather an idealistic notion in 

some ways, almost a bit New Age - Head Hand and Heart. As I was researching the book, I 

realised that this is not just an idealistic notion. It's almost a necessity, because as I said 

earlier, where AI is coming for the cognitive jobs - and people have still got to do something. 

And we still have this massive demand, and indeed, growing demand as an ageing society. 

You know, we've got the dementia problem. We need, you know, 150,000 dementia nurses. 

We've got all of these demands and indeed many of the jobs that are hardest for AI to take 

over. Many of them are in the hand and heart areas.  

 

Ross In that first half, we sort of saw from a bird's eye view what's happened to the UK, 

what's happened to the labour force, what's happened to the society, and the problems with 

paying and praising the cognitive class, as you call it, so much, and paying almost no 

attention, or very little attention, to those who work with their hands and those who work 

with their hearts. You can't look at that sort of in a vacuum without saying that the abolition 

of unions and the abolition of the Polytechnic universities had a huge role to play in us 

championing the head workers over those who work with their hands and those who work 

with their hearts? 

 

David Goodhart Yeah, that's definitely true. I mean, I describe in the book how I think the 

kind of the part of the surplus that in the past was scooped up by the power of organised 

labour has sort of seeped upstairs to the people in the offices, the various sort of professionals 

in the offices doing marketing or design or whatever. And, you know, I mean, there is a very 

basic sort of economistic version of this story, which is the returns to education have just 

increased and increased and increased until quite recently.  

 

Ross What does that mean - the returns?  

 

David Goodhart Well, the higher income associated with the higher qualification you have, 

and that tended to advantage the highly educated and created further incentives for more and 

more people to get credentialised. I mean, even if you don't use the content of your degree at 

all - and all sorts of studies have been done that show that young people do very little work at 

university and many of them forget, perhaps particularly in humanities subjects, forget most 

of what they learn as soon as they leave. But they're getting this this piece of paper because it 

credentialises them. It means that employers don't have to work so hard in sort of sifting out 

who are the able people that they want to come and work for them. You know, that's enough.  
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Ross An unintended consequence of all this is what the late, great David Graeber talked 

about - Bulls**t Jobs.  

 

David Goodhart Yeah. I mean, there's the work by Phil Brown and Hugh Louder on so-

called Digital Taylorism, I think is very interesting in this. Even prior to AI we still have the 

routinization of a lot of functions that once did actually require a fair amount of of cognitive 

judgement. The classic example of this is the bank manager. The bank manager who used to 

decide whether to lend the bank's money to local individuals or businesses on the basis of his 

or her knowledge of the local businesses and used their judgement based on years of 

experience.  

 

Ross And also looking at their character and saying, can these people pay this back and are 

they honourable. But now we've got computer says no.  

 

David Goodhart Exactly. You've got an algorithm that now essentially makes those 

decisions. The algorithm might be challenged by a potential borrower and the bank manager 

may still be necessary in those circumstances. And as you say, there's some economists even 

argue that one of the reasons for the decline in productivity is the fact that we have created 

this huge cognitive bureaucracy. And the American economist, Robert Gordon, who's done a 

lot of work on productivity, points out that productivity has been declining in many of the 

richest economies on the planet at the same time as we've never been investing more in elite 

research universities. Now, I mean, that's not to say we should stop investing in these 

universities, but they clearly are not a panacea. Or they're also creating something else at the 

same time, which may be this sort of class of people who are almost piggybacking on the 

really useful sort of higher cognitive functions and people that obviously we still require. But 

there's a sort of middle and lower levels of people who are sort of piggybacking on their 

prestige and perhaps even their pay uplift.  

 

Ross So those layers who are piggybacking the elite cognitive functional type, that's where 

the bullshit jobs occur often? And also that's the drag on productivity, isn't it?  

 

David Goodhart Yeah, I think it is a drag on productivity and it's also potentially politically 

destabilising. I mean, revolutions are usually made by disappointed members of the loosely 

privileged classes. You know, usually if you think of Robespierre or Lenin. I mean, I'm not 

saying we're in a prerevolutionary moment, but it creates, you know, a class of people who 

are very dissatisfied because they've been given expectations of comfortable and well-paid 

professional employment. And, as I said earlier, they're effectively doing the same jobs that 

their non graduate parents might have done in some relatively lowly administrative function. 

And that is partly to do with the changing nature of technology and the way the economy 

now functions. But we've got to adapt. We've got to get off this this treadmill of sending 

more and more people.... We're sending more and more people over the top, as it were - to 

use a first world war analogy - into these lower paid, lower status cognitive functions, that in 

any case are not really going to be there in five or 10 years time.  

 

Ross So give us three things that we can do now when we start to think about dignity and 

status, because that's in the tagline of the book, What can we do? Is it is the first thing to 

actually differentiate between the head, the hand and the heart workers and begin to give 

them equal credence?  
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David Goodhart I don't think we should be naive about this. I mean, I would regard myself 

as kind of broadly social democratic in political instinct. I'm not an extreme egalitarian. I 

think we do need meritocratic selection, particularly for top jobs. But there are a lot of jobs in 

the middle and the bottom end of the of the labour market that are very valuable, that we have 

undervalued. And I think we're beginning to see that. I think the pandemic has helped in that 

respect, partly, as I say, through the noticing a lot of how important a lot of those jobs were. 

And indeed, it's also put the care economy, the heart economy - which obviously includes a 

lot of cognitive jobs. You know, if you're a medical consultant, you're very much kind of 

head and heart, probably more head than heart in some ways. But it's because it's placed that 

the centre of national attention - I mean, they're always important, but now they're kind of 

super important - is that you've seen recruitment into nursing in the NHS increasing. 

Extraordinary fact. We have 690,000 registered nurses in this country, only 350,000 of whom 

are actually working. So almost half of the registered nurses are not working as nurses. We've 

got 300,000 in the NHS and another 50,000 split between the private sector and adult social 

care. And one of the reasons I think they're not working is because of the extraordinary levels 

of stress and responsibility that is required. So a lot of these people will be women who have 

been nurses and left to have a family and then never came back.  

 

Ross So the first thing is awareness and understanding what we've got out there which we 

could bring back in. What are the other couple of things jumping out of the book that you 

either changed your mind on or you would take action on today to solve it?  

 

David Goodhart I think the over-academization of what happens in secondary schools...I 

mean, I'm very much in favour of the kind of Michael Gove type reforms. I think he has 

reintroduced some rigour into the system. And it is partly about having proper behaviour in 

schools. It's partly about teaching rigorously, often in old fashioned ways. I mean, some of 

these amazing kind of avant garde traditionalists, the Mossbourne's and Michaela's in London 

have absolutely amazing results. And, particularly Michaela, has absolutely excellent art and 

music. You can teach things that are often regarded as sort of soft subjects. You can teach 

them really rigorously. You can teach them just like you teach biology or French.  

 

Ross I'm so delighted that you said things that are regarded as soft skills, because often when 

people say to me, soft skills are excellent but... You say, well, what are the soft skills? And 

when they start to describe them, they are exactly the skills you need to run a business, run a 

family, manage people, whatever it might be.  

 

David Goodhart You know, sort of carpentry and sort of metal work and those kinds of 

things have almost disappeared from the secondary school curriculum, I think in the in the 

US, too. I think it's called Shop Class in the US. And because of the demands of the 

university sector, which is where the schools are overwhelmingly focused, these things have 

no value and so they've fallen by the wayside.  

 

Ross So bring those back in?  

 

David Goodhart I think every child should leave school with one non-academic skill and 

perhaps they should do it off site. They should do it perhaps at local FE college or perhaps 
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with kids from other schools. And there might be an opportunity to mix people up a bit from 

different classes and ethnic groups and so on, I think something like that would be helpful.  

 

Ross So the first thing is awareness firstly of this problem and stopping sending people, as 

you put it, over the top into career cul de sacs. Second thing is that children should be leaving 

school with at least one non-academic skill, preferably not done on campus.  

 

David Goodhart Yeah.  

 

Ross Third thing, last thing.  

 

David Goodhart One of the advantages of the German apprenticeship system, about 50 

percent of school leavers still go into an apprenticeship in Germany. I'm an admirer of the 

German system. I worked in Germany for three years as a journalist. It's a great place, but I'm 

also quite sceptical about what we can borrow from it. Obviously, the apprenticeship system 

there has deep cultural, historical and institutional roots. So we can't just adopt it here. We 

have to build our own version. But one of the good things about the German apprenticeship 

system is that all classes do it. So somebody like me, my kids, could easily be doing an 

apprenticeship in Germany. I might have one kid who's at university, one kid who's doing an 

apprenticeship, whereas here middle class kids go to university if they can't think what to do. 

In Germany, they would often do an apprenticeship. If they can't think what to do. And you 

then you've got a kind of meal ticket to life. You know, you have a skill under your belt. A 

lot of middle class, even upper middle class young Germans do apprenticeships. I mean, the 

equivalent here might be that it becomes more respectable. When people from high status 

backgrounds start not going to university, but becoming artisanal bakers - I mean, that may 

seem a slightly silly and trivial example - but I think that would actually, when multiplied 

thousands and thousands of times, that starts to send signals and people just start to sort of 

see things differently.  

 

Ross So the first thing is awareness of head, hand, heart. The second thing is that children 

leaving school with one non-academic facet, vocational skill, if you like. And then lastly, is 

the return of German style apprenticeships. Is that about right?  

 

David Goodhart Well, I think it's a status question relating to craft, manual and caring 

functions.  

 

Ross So creating people who are active in the real economy?  

 

David Goodhart Yeah.  

 

Ross Many people would vote for that.  

 

David Goodhart Yeah.  

 

Ross Congratulations on the book and for also taking on such a huge topic. You dedicated it 

to your children and also said hopefully this is the only thing of mine that they'll read. They'll 

do quite well to read this, wouldn't they? Because how old are they?  
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David Goodhart Well, actually they're all in their 20s.  

 

Ross But what's coming down the track for them is exactly what you're talking about, isn't it?  

 

David Goodhart It is, yeah. And I thought this book, because it's a kind of more graspable 

sort of theme. I mean, the very title is Head, Hand, Heart it's something that they will be 

affected by in their own lives, already affected by their own life.  

 

Ross David Goodhart, thank you very much for your time.  

 

David Goodhart Thank you.  

 


