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INTRODUCTION

UNDERSTANDING 
STARMER’S
 LANDSLIDE

There are events that are dramatic and seemingly of huge significance that turn out to be fleabites on the rump of the elephant of history. One of these was Rishi Sunak’s decision to hold the British general election several months earlier than was strictly necessary, on 4 July, against all the hopes and fears of his MP colleagues. This looked like a grotesque misjudgement, made worse by the spectacle of his maverick choice being announced by him without an umbrella during a deluge outside 10 Downing Street. I was standing there, with my friend and ITV colleague Tom Bradby, marvelling on live television about the bathos of the then prime minister being humiliated by the elements as he announced his and the country’s moment of destiny. Everything about it spoke of misjudgement, even of wilful self-harm. But actually, it was resigned realism. The Tories had lost even before Sunak made his big call. Almost nothing of significance would have been different if he’d waited till the autumn. His party’s time was up. 

Uprisings happen gradually, stealthily, and then all at once. We’ve been living through one of those slow but irreversible uprisings in the UK – and in much of the West – for twenty years. It has been characterised by growing mistrust of politicians and what’s seen as the establishment and mainstream. One of its manifestations is that more than 40% of the electorate in the UK didn’t bother to vote in the 2024 election, almost a record low. Another is that Labour led by Sir Keir Starmer reaped its landslide victory from fewer votes than Corbyn’s Labour did in 2019 – 9.7m versus 10.3m – when the party crashed to humiliating defeat. It’s partly why the Tories under Rishi Sunak persuaded just 14% of British adults to vote for them, their worst performance in the almost 200 years of the party’s modern form. And it lies behind 4.1m voting for Reform, a party that is little more than the institutional expression of its populist and charismatic leader, Nigel Farage. This was an election characterised by anger at or apathy toward the status quo, though the distribution of this apathy and anger was differentiated through the generations: according to YouGov, around 10% of 18- to 29-year-old voters backed Reform, more than the 8% who chose the Tory Party; and among those over 70, Labour’s share of those who bothered to vote was 20%, compared with 46% among those aged 30 to 39.

None of this should be a surprise. I have been chronicling the causes of a growing detachment of people from conventional politicians in a series of books, beginning in 2008 with Who Runs Britain?. There is an easy-to-explain and difficult-to-fix economic failure behind the alienation. It is that the gap between rich and poor has widened to an extent that makes social cohesion difficult to sustain, and that living standards for the vast majority have stagnated for at least fifteen years. The record numbers of people who are in full-time work but rely on food banks is one shaming symbol of this failure. Another is the epidemic of robberies that overwhelms the police. Yet another is the inability of a creaking health service to help 2.8m who have signed themselves off work because they are too ill. The way things are run here increasingly suits only a privileged, wealthy minority. Millions of people feel their voices aren’t heard by those in Westminster and Whitehall who make the big decisions on their behalf. Many of them shout and shout on social media, generating a kind of national cortisol spike that debilitates us all. 

After the British voted to leave the European Union in 2016, I said – in WTF? – that the referendum result should be interpreted as a cry to be heard made by millions of the economically and politically dispossessed. They were told by the campaigns to leave the EU – Boris Johnson’s Vote Leave and Nigel Farage’s Leave.EU – that Brexit would give them what they craved: investment in their communities, restored living standards, hope. Very little of this materialised. This is the biggest reason – although Johnson’s conspicuous ethical failings and Truss’s fiscal ones were important too – for why the overriding mood of the country in Sunak’s July 2024 general election was that the Conservatives had to be driven out. When it was disclosed that Tory candidates and officials had placed bets on the date of the election before the date was in the public domain, rather than devoting all their energy to the Tory cause, voters took this as confirmation of an important systemic failure: too many who aspire to be servants of the state are motivated by private profit rather than the public good. 

Rishi Sunak’s and his colleagues’ delusional inability to see and feel the country’s rejection of them was captured in one of the main strands of their appeal to the electorate, namely that voting for one of the smaller parties, Reform or the Liberal Democrats, would deliver an even bigger majority for Starmer’s Labour. When ministers and Sunak started making this argument I was shocked, partly because never before in British electoral history had one of the main parties seemingly conceded defeat weeks in advance of polling day. They thought they would be scaring former Tory voters to return to the fold. Instead, most voters heard Sunak as giving them a practical guide to the tactical voting that would create a mandate for wholesale national change.

The consequence was that under the UK’s first-past-the-post electoral system, we’ve just witnessed the least proportional election result in history, with the mean-average national tariff for each Labour MP being just 23,622 votes compared with 823,524 for each of the five Reform MPs.1 It took thirty-five times as many voters to elect Nigel Farage as Keir Starmer, as it were. If there was an argument for a move to a system of proportional voting, which Kish and I make in this book, this latest election reinforces it, in spades. But this does not make the Labour government illegitimate. Keir Starmer and Labour have a very important and powerful mandate, though a significantly different one from when the winning parties – always since 1945 Labour or Tory – polled well over 40%, and sometimes near 50%, on turnouts considerably above 70%.

Starmer gets this, when he talks about governing even for those who didn’t vote for him and chants, ‘Country first, party second,’ like some kind of calming spell. He and Labour are the most recent and biggest beneficiary of the not-so-strange death of British optimism. But it will poison them and the UK if he doesn’t understand its meaning and consequences. There is a warning for them in Boris Johnson’s rapid transit in less than five years from electoral triumph to powerless spectator as his party sank to crushing defeat. This is an age in which the idea that voters will give ministers the benefit of the doubt is wholly delusional. The maxim for any successful administration has to be ‘Deliver or be damned’.

Kish and I wrote this book, more than a year ago, on that premise. We originally called it Bust? because there is no possibility of sustainable reform without staring the monster of failure in its resentful lantern eyes and working out where to insert the poignard. We need to see and own everything that’s gone wrong in order to build a magnificent gleaming new citadel, not another flimsy shed that won’t keep out the rain. So in this revised edition we are accentuating our proposals for how to run and fix this country. We write as patriots and cognisant that we are not immune to bias and wishful thinking. 

I can’t recall how many times I’ve written and said since the Crash of 2007–8, ‘Don’t waste a crisis’. Well, we have fiddled since the West began its long slump. No more! The 40% of adults who didn’t vote and the 14% who backed Reform do not represent the bankruptcy of consensus, middle-ground politics and our historic democratic institutions, but they are a red flag, a sign that such bankruptcy is nearer than we might like to believe. 

There are warnings of the fate that may await us, from the turmoil in US politics to the racist riots that spread like a virus across England in the summer of 2024. The senseless violence and disorder that erupted in the aftermath of the horrific killings of young girls attending a Taylor Swift dance class during their school holidays in Southport demonstrated just how quickly and dangerously things can escalate in the era of misinformation and disaffection we now live in. Grief and horror at the murder of children was exploited in bad faith by white supremacists – badging themselves as patriots – who propagated the fear that Britain is on the brink of dystopian ethnic conflict. The atrocious acts of a second-generation teenager of Rwandan Christian heritage were maliciously reframed to stoke up wanton violence, that included attacks on mosques, the attempt to burn down hotels housing asylum seekers, the assault of police officers and the looting of shops. These were riots, not protests. 

For Kish and me, both children of immigrants, the racism displayed over those days of thuggery was a personal and painful reminder of past family trauma, namely that Britain of the 1930s and 1960s when migrants of all generations were widely denigrated as aliens to be ‘sent back’. It saw the darkest instincts of a vocal minority no longer hidden in corners of the internet, but displayed with swaggering pride on the streets of our towns and cities, especially in the Brexit heartlands of the Midlands and the North.

The incendiary role played by the internet and social media requires particular scrutiny. Lies ran wild online and disinformation distributed by far-right propagandists led to an epidemic of hate crime and the destruction of property. As discussed in my last book WTF? we have no useful regulation of social media to at least minimise the lies that undermine social cohesion. Self-regulation? You’re having a laugh: Elon Musk himself, the billionaire owner of X – what used to be called Twitter – shared the inflammatory messages to his 193 million followers, proclaiming ‘civil war is inevitable’. In serving an audience already mistrustful of or hostile towards traditional or ‘mainstream’ media, far-right activisits like Tommy Robinson – who was banned from X until Musk’s takeover of the platform – misrepresent events to incite the prejudices of followers who have faith in them. In a general climate of mistrust, counter – or what you might call ‘truthful’ – narratives from conventional press and television that challenge his and the claims of other sowers of malcontent can be dismissed as the self-serving fake news of a discredited establishment. Little wonder that in chaotic times like these there is an audience for the malign bots of Russia and other hostile states. And when the British establishment itself ignores, minimises or even exploits the mistrust, there is high social cost. Research shows that the use of inflammatory phrases by politicians in high office – Rishi Sunak’s ‘stop the boats’ about asylum seekers crossing the channel, Suella Braverman’s ‘hate marches’ about the pro-Gaza demonstrators – normalises much more toxic and extreme rhetoric deployed by racists.2 Language matters. 

Nothing can justify the scenes we witnessed. But to condemn is not to argue that we can simply lock up the culprits and ignore the causes of alienation that turns especially white men into hooligans with no respect for norms. The riots prove that British exceptionalism to the social fracturing of the rich West is a dangerous myth. The criminal racists are a small minority. But the number of Britons who have lost confidence in the ability of the current political and economic system to deliver for them runs to many millions. Unless they once again feel heard, represented and above all respected, we cannot be confident that our democracy, our way of life, will endure. 

All that said, Kish and I are optimists. Not least because there are looming opportunities to change our politics and ensure economic benefits are delivered to all. As just one example, we are living through a far-reaching industrial and cultural revolution, the age of generative artificial intelligence. It has the potential to transform living standards and public services for the better, if harnessed effectively. Deployment by employers in a socially responsible way would generate significant productivity improvements, or output per person and per hour of work, that would boost real wages. In public services, there would also be huge benefits, from accelerating diagnostics and research in the health service, liberating time for teachers so they can give more personal attention to struggling students, or for police officers to concentrate on solving important crimes, and cutting the cost of admin everywhere. But there could also be a nightmare path for AI, in which it would make millions redundant, where all its efficiency gains are reaped by owners and founders – thus worsening grotesque inequality – and where it would poison public discourse even more than is currently our fate. 

There are two necessary conditions for the good in AI to crowd out the bad. The first is that we have political and civil service leaders less detached from and ignorant of technological and scientific advances. And the second is that we have political and civil service leaders with the guts to reconstruct public services for this new age – including reshaping the welfare and education systems to support the very many people who will need to acquire wholly new skills, who can’t be abandoned as the miners and manufacturers were by Thatcher when heavy industry moved to China in the 1980s. 

For the avoidance of doubt, there is an element of bubble economics in the $1 trillion that Goldman Sachs says will be invested in AI infrastructure in just the next handful of years. But that’s no excuse for the woeful lack of an attempt by political leaders to try to chaperone at least part of that $1 trillion on to these shores. Any prime minister and Chancellor as obsessed as Keir Starmer and Rachel Reeves claim to be about restoring some kind of momentum to the British economy would be more explicitly trying to tap into the huge pools of capital available for projects labelled AI. And if they don’t care to listen to us, it’s a message being shouted at them – predictably though not wrongly – by Tony Blair and his eponymous institute.

Starmer and Reeves are right to prioritise investment, wealth creation and growth in the way they claim to do. They seem to understand that much can be achieved with sticks and carrots to end the twenty-year de facto moratorium on UK pension-fund investments in projects and enterprises that carry equity risk. Their emphasis on accelerating the transition from a carbon-based economy to one based on renewables is also essential. And their promise to delegate much of the economic and educational decision-making to mayors and devolved government should make for more rational decisions and generate a long-promised catch-up of the country’s poor regions, Johnson’s flatulent levelling-up slogans given utility at last. 

But we have doubts, about whether Starmer and Reeves are being too conventional and conservative in their fiscal rules, which constrain public borrowing for investment, and in their monetary rules, which may limit the inflation rate in a way that also excessively limits the potential to stimulate productivity and (that word again) growth. There is also an excessive caution when it comes to taxing both for reasons of fairness and to raise vital funds for creaking public services. As a maxim, they should seek to reduce taxes where they deter productive investment and increase them on assets that can’t be transferred abroad. As the Centre for Economic Policy Research has written,3 the case therefore for an annual levy on the value of land, which represents roughly half of all non-financial assets, is pretty unanswerable.

We are not in these pages trying to write the programme of this or any government. We are saying three things to anyone in power or who aspires to high office. First, never forget how bad it has been and how much worse it could yet get. Second, if you are a prime minister whose instincts are to take the path of least resistance, to do the conventional and traditional thing, to favour caution over leadership, notice how a failure to reconstruct Britain for an existence outside the European single market has left us poorer and in a state of potentially simmering political civil war. Finally, if you read our manifesto, you have our explicit permission to scorn and laugh at much of what we propose, but only if you recognise that the problems we seek to solve are not only real but urgent.




CHAPTER 1

THE POINT OF 
BEING KING

My ninety-two-year-old mum is fortunate to be able to get by on my late dad’s university pension. She lives in a part of North London that is a community of every income and ethnicity. Until she broke her hip and going out on her own became riskier, the local shopkeepers in a street of kebab takeaways and all-night grocers looked out for her. A glue in this community is the nearby Arsenal football stadium, the Emirates. Everyone wants the Gunners to win. There’s pride in a team whose diversity is a mirror to London. When I walk home from the match, store owners and parents pushing prams will ask, ‘How did we do?’ These symbols of our identity matter, where they unite but don’t exclude. We’ll welcome anyone as a Gooner, even those born in Tottenham.

My sister Juliet and I chat about Mum most days. She and my brother Ed are her unpaid carers. If it weren’t for them, Mum would struggle to cope. The risks of independent living would be too great. Jul and Ed are part of the UK’s vast informal social service. There are millions of Juls and Eds, who selflessly support dependents old and young. Usually, these carers are acting on the idea that a healthy family is the corollary of a healthy society, a balance of obligations, duties and rights. As a nation we usually take this unremunerated service for granted. But it is a kind of small miracle. Given the crumbling state of public services, imagine the mess we’d be in if vulnerable people were abandoned by those who love them. These are the people whom the state should reward with knighthoods, damehoods and gongs, not the civil servants and business leaders whose careers have already given them money, status and job satisfaction. Their conviction of an entitlement to this kind of public recognition, in the form of a title, is pervasive and insidious. This country’s values often feel like fin de siècle Paris and Moscow, as chronicled by Maupassant and Tolstoy. Gordon Brown once regaled me with how he had been assailed by the wife of a distinguished politician because the order of knighthood he had been awarded was the ‘wrong kind’ and she knew he was deserving of a superior one. I didn’t fully appreciate there was a hierarchy of knighthoods. It never occurred to me that even all ‘sirs’ aren’t equal. Which would be comic if it didn’t reflect a kind of moral bankruptcy in the privileged class. More than any other modern prime minister, Boris Johnson recognised the magnificent bankruptcy of the honours system, showering them on friends, supporters, political party donors and hosts of lavish weekends away. He gave peerages to a brother and aides barely thirty, and he wanted to give a knighthood to his father. If we saw this kind of thing happening in another part of Europe, we’d describe it as a racket. This is Britain though. 

In the bartering for influence, power and public recognition, Adam Smith’s invisible hand is wonky. The market for the prizes of status and recognition is inefficient and irrational. There is, still, grotesque systemic bias. The children of assimilating upwardly mobile Ashkenazi Jews from London’s East End, I acquired the remorseless ambition and thick-skinned confidence. My sister didn’t. But she had the brains. Therapy may help me properly understand the origins of this difference. It hasn’t so far. Juliet chose to be a chef and was brilliantly creative, until she chose to leave the kitchen. I chose my more visible career in journalism and television. Absent a less sex-and-gender-skewed power structure, her voice in the public space would be louder than mine. I’ve experienced a fair amount of antisemitism in my life, but mostly I thank my lucky stars to have been born a white male Baby Boomer. It could have been a good deal worse. And when Kish tells me about the racism that almost became mundane for his parents and grandparents, my sense of privilege is reinforced. So when Juliet rings me, it’s frequently to make sure that I am seeing the world as intelligently and sensitively as she does.

Mostly, Jul laments how the country seems to have become less fair and kind than what we expected of it when we were growing up in the 1970s. The day after the coronation of Charles III, she was fuming that three volunteers in Soho, so-called ‘Night Stars’ authorised by Westminster Council to patrol streets at night and protect the safety of women, had been arrested a couple of nights earlier. They were carrying rape alarms. And rather than accept their explanation that these are the tools of their philanthropic trade, the police assumed they were anti-monarchy saboteurs, intent on setting off the sirens to panic the horses during the gilded parade. It was as though the agents of the state have lost trust that anyone can be public-spirited. 

The previous September, the days around Queen Elizabeth’s death had a similar sense of unreality and madness to a death in the family. That was true for those of us who work in the Palace of Westminster and in the media. On the morning of 8 September 2022, there were rumours around Parliament that the Queen had suffered some kind of seizure. I spoke to a number of privy councillors, the senior politicians who are supposed to be the monarch’s advisers on the deployment of the royal prerogative. They were flustered, anxious for news, not unlike characters in a Shakespeare play. It is on days like this that the constitutional reality – that she is head of state, endowed with the formal power to make or break elected governments – reveals itself in all its momentous significance. There was concern in Parliament greater than I have experienced when general elections are called. This was, of course, partly because of fondness for the only monarch many of us have known. But it was also because the constitution was about to face a test stiffer even than the transfer of power just days earlier from a disgraced prime minister, Boris Johnson, to one chosen by just 81,326 Tory members, Liz Truss. There weren’t riots on the streets that the country would have a new political leader in the absence of a general election. The legitimacy of Truss replacing Johnson rested on the perceived legitimacy of a Queen who anointed the new prime minister in the ceremony known as ‘kissing hands’, which was at Balmoral Castle on 6 September. And Queen Elizabeth’s authority rested on more than seventy years of service to the United Kingdom as monarch. It could not be taken for granted that her son, the soon-to-be Charles III, would have anything like the same authority. And if he didn’t, then what?

The Queen died shortly after 3pm. In a very British way, we at ITV – and I assume throughout the rest of the media – knew, but obeyed the convention that we wouldn’t reveal until there was an official statement ‘from the Palace’. Hilaire Belloc’s ditty still captures something of the relationship between established power and the press:

You cannot hope to bribe or twist

Thank God! the English journalist:

But seeing what the man will do

Unbribed, there is no reason to.

Deference has been under siege for years. But it is not vanquished. I was instructed by my ITV bosses to install myself in the road in front of the door to 10 Downing Street, to deliver my reflections on the implications for the new prime minister of the death of the Queen. There was a practical problem though. I had come into work in a suit and tie that were far too cheerful, and my more sober ones were at the cleaners. So I frantically tried to obtain a dark suit and a black tie. Then, when I got to Downing Street, wearing the black tie, the programme editor panicked. If they came to me live, before the formal announcement of the demise, but after we’d already reported she was gravely ill, viewers would see the black tie and fear the worst. So there was then a frantic search for a tie that was sombre but not uniformly black. It was as though the whole constitutional confidence trick – the conceit that there is a rational basis to the role of the monarchy – would be imperilled if any of us made a false move.

My attitude to the British monarchy is very much like my attitude to my Jewishness or religion more widely. I am a sceptical agnostic about rabbi and king, rather than a militant atheist or principled anti-monarchist. I don’t find it easy to celebrate a system in which a billionaire white landowner should by dint of birth be head of the state I am proud to call home. And the spectacle of our elected representatives fawning to the new King is uncomfortable. I worry about what this manifestation of the advantages of inherited power and wealth must do to the motivation of children growing up in poverty in jobless households. If I look at other democratic models, an electoral system for the head of state is not necessarily or always associated with more stable and less corrupt systems of democratic government. America’s democracy – in the wake of the storming of the Capitol on 6 January 2021 and the attempted assassination of Donald Trump on 13 July 2024 – looks more vulnerable than ours. But simply by being a woman in the man’s world of the latter half of the twentieth century, and by winning trust and respect from almost all she encountered, the story of Elizabeth II is a much better look for the United Kingdom than Charles III can ever hope to paint. Most of this is not his fault. He didn’t choose his biological sex. And some, though not all, of the intense scrutiny he’s received all his life, even from the lackadaisical journalists of Belloc’s rhyme, has largely revealed someone with human rather than unforgivable frailties. But it means neither he nor we can assume his constitutional position is unassailable.

On coronation day itself, 6 May 2023, I was surprised therefore that Juliet bought a commemorative coronation teddy bear for Mum, with Charles III’s crest on its paw and sporting a purple bow tie, from the Sainsbury’s supermarket across the road. It turns out this was a triumph. Because Mum – though never a sentimentalist or avowed royalist – loves the bear and carries him everywhere. The actual King can only dream of inspiring such devotion. What struck Juliet about the supermarket where she acquired Charles Bear was the emptiness of the shelves, coronation kitsch aside, and she asked the store manager what was going on. He told her that the incidence of theft, even of basic stuff like washing powder, had increased so much that the shop had a policy of keeping the shelves sparse till the security guard arrived later in the day. It was a commercial response to pilfering that is on the rise. 

No one shoplifts detergent and cleaning products for kicks. People were stealing because they were desperate, caught in the vice of stagnating incomes and soaring prices of the basics of life, from electricity to bread and milk. There has been a starkly differential impact of this inflation on businesses that have pricing power and people on low incomes with no negotiating power. Just days earlier, Sainsbury’s had announced ‘underlying’ annual profits of £690m, at the top end of expectations, from a 5% rise in sales. This was slightly down on the previous year, but almost a fifth higher than before the Covid-19 pandemic. In the year to 4 March 2023, the remuneration of the chief executive, Simon Roberts, was £4.95m, an inflation-busting rise of 26%, during what was for most of the country an acute cost-of-living squeeze. It was 229 times the pay of a typical or median Sainsbury’s employee. Over at bigger Tesco, the chief executive, Ken Murphy, earned £4.44m, a fall of 7%. Murphy earns 197 times the median pay at his massive supermarket company. The very British backdrop to this weekend of gilded coronation pageantry was inequality that is more extreme than in most of Europe.

The coronation was a moment to take stock of who we are. It didn’t happen. Our leaders indulged in predictable platitudes that fought against the evidence of our eyes and ears. Then prime minister, Rishi Sunak, put out a statement that there would be ‘a vivid demonstration of the modern character of our country’, and ‘a cherished ritual through which a new era is born’. The leader of the opposition, Sir Keir Starmer, wrote in the Daily Telegraph that: ‘this weekend, an estimated 300 million people will tune in from all around the world to see Britain crown a new King. As they watch those pictures, they will see a national celebration. This is our country at its finest – enjoying our history and our traditions, while raising a glass to the future.’ Both said what they assumed King and country would expect to hear from them. Original thought was in short supply. 

I asked Starmer in an ITV interview what exactly it was about the anointing of a billionaire landowner as head of state and head of the established church that appealed to someone like him, whose party was created to promote equality and to battle unfair privilege. ‘It’s the sense of our country coming together,’ he said. ‘It’s a symbol of hope for our country … People desperately need that hope and that sense of togetherness. And I agree with them. I think most people are fed up with the politics of wedge, wedge, wedge, divide, divide, divide, let’s split people up.’

As part presumably of his preference for balm over ‘wedge, wedge, wedge’, Starmer could not bring himself to express outrage after the police arrested those who wanted to exercise their right to protest against the coronation and others wrongly identified as a threat to the processing cavalry. All he could bring himself to say was that the police had to learn from their mistakes, as new powers they’ve been given to limit disruption from protests ‘bed in’. He’s right that culture wars and identity politics are eroding our common purpose, the fabric of community. But fealty to the monarch is perhaps the oldest extant form of identity politics in the longest-running of culture wars, that of ‘my country is better than yours’. We must be able to be more creative when healing the fractures in our nation than simply to wave a Union flag as a gold carriage glides past. 

Labour shares with Sunak and the Tories an appreciation of the putative benefits of the UK’s constitutional monarchy, convinced it glues us together, gives us a sense of belonging and displays a marketable image to the world. These are the justifications you’ll also get if you ask one of the various new artificial-intelligence chatbots to make the case for a constitutional monarchy such as Britain’s. They are not profound. 

Across the world’s democratic nations, other constitutional models are available, but with everything feeling so fragile, our leaders are terrified even of having the debate about whether we should move to an elected head of state. Nor do they seemingly question the monarch’s role as head of an established church, even though it represents an identification between state and church that is surely incongruous in a country of so many faiths and none. Their refusal even to think about whether inherited privilege is an appropriate constitutional model is problematic, when we have just blown £100m on a coronation binge of processions and dressing up, during an epidemic of mental ill health and acute stress among those who can’t pay for food, rent and heating. Meticulously rehearsed processions and glittering swords distract from a country that is failing in many different ways. It’s circuses instead of bread. At the end of coronation day, my ITV colleague Paul Brand wrote, ‘it was a moment of competence and celebration, the likes of which Britain has seldom enjoyed in recent troubled years.’ He was right. The complicated choreography of marching, fly-pasts and sword-bearing went off flawlessly, if dampened by overcast skies. But the idea – seemingly promoted by both Sunak and Starmer – that this kind of ‘competence’ is going to arrest our national decline is worrying. It can’t.

Here is the nutshell. We are living through technological and economic shifts over which we have limited control. There is a global race for leadership in industries that are being invented or totally reconstructed by artificial intelligence. The winning nations will be those that attract the brainiest people, the expert knowledge and the capital. Now think of the coronation as a £100m global advert or marketing exercise. Ask yourself if a single additional pound of investment in UK tech or life sciences venture would be triggered by televised pictures of a sixty-seven-year-old white male Old Etonian archbishop placing a jewel-encrusted crown on the head of a seventy-four-year-old white male alumnus of another fee-paying school, who’d first been anointed in ‘holy oil’. What message is being sent when the new King’s brother, Prince Andrew, kitted out in the robes of the highest chivalric order, the Garter, was given a front-row seat, after having paid £12m to settle a rape accusation (which he denied)? The chaotic negotiation of Brexit and the budget crisis of the autumn of 2022, when Liz Truss was prime minister, damaged the UK’s reputation for legal and constitutional stability, and depressed investment flows to the UK. Why would advertising to billions of people that power and money in the UK is an accident of birth reverse that?

If you are in the business of trying to finance or create the new business opportunities created by artificial intelligence, how likely are you to deploy your money or know-how to a country whose people have just been asked to pledge in unison as follows: ‘I swear that I will pay true allegiance to Your Majesty, and to your heirs and successors according to law’? There’s a place for hocus-pocus and irrationality in life, but surely not as the brand image that any nation wishes to present to the world? The risk is that the UK is seen either as a national version of a Disney-style theme park or as a benighted theocracy. Nor is it likely to appeal to the talent in countries where British imperialism meant oppression and enslavement for their predecessors. 

For a UK that’s in trouble – too short of political inspiration, economically stagnant, unable to properly fund vital public services, befuddled by the self-righteous screams in a cultural civil war – the coronation was displacement activity. And perhaps the biggest cost of the monarchy is how we relate to it, because we use it to reinforce self-defeating British exceptionalism, our sense of being special. It’s an opioid that traps us in the lazy thinking and complacency that stops us confronting and fixing our practical problems. We need to analyse dispassionately the challenges we face and why the belief in progress is in such short supply. We should not hide from our problems under an ermine robe. 

Despondency is greatest among those with their whole lives ahead of them. A poll of 18-to-25-year-olds by Savanta for Peston, my ITV show, revealed that almost two-thirds of young people have little or no trust in politicians, and that 61% expected to be no better off than their parents during their working lives. Their pessimism is well grounded. Even though there was much greater unemployment when I was entering the workforce in the early 1980s, social mobility was greater, and general economic prospects were better too. Today’s generation is the first since the Second World War to know nothing but a crash followed by stagnation. 

If, by some miracle, you are not worried about the future, about how things aren’t getting better and won’t get better, if you have total confidence in our leaders, then this book isn’t for you. But it matters why hope has vanished. We desperately need to restore it. The inheritance of and the prognosis for the UK and the West are disappointing. Growth and living standards have been stagnating for fifteen years.1 There has been a relentless worsening of inequalities, stemming from structural changes to the economy that disproportionately reward the wealthy. There are threats to our livelihoods and even to our existence from climate change, from real and incipient pandemics, from the hostility of states whose values are different from ours, notably Russia and China, and from the technological revolutions of artificial intelligence and quantum computing. But it’s not all danger. The opportunities from AI and from fixing climate change could also be transformative in a very positive way. To seize the benefits, we have to open our eyes to the dangers. Although historical comparisons can obscure as well as enlighten, the nearest analogous decade is the 1930s. That’s because of the scale, nature and complexity of the challenges. It took a world war to purge the world of Nazism and fascism, and to initiate the slow and steady proliferation of market-based democracies, as Martin Wolf chronicles in The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism. Today the confidence and solidarity that underpin a sustainable democracy are daily denuded by the lies that proliferate on social and mass media. Don’t assume our way of life is safe. 

The United Kingdom may disintegrate if we don’t urgently reinforce the economic ties that bind, and if voters were to decide that Westminster is irredeemably incompetent and opt instead for narrowly focussed nationalism in all four nations, including England. Culture wars that sow mistrust between ethnicities, genders and sexualities could yet become white hot. The foundations of the state, trust in democracy, are not immutable. 

One of the most important ties that bind, the late Queen, has gone. It matters whether the new King can show leadership on the question of whether we can rehabilitate Britain as a place where doing your bit, working hard and playing by the rules will deliver a decent income and home. Is this even possible for a white man in late middle age who inherited his title, hundreds of millions of pounds in property and his role as head of state? On the Nixon-goes-to-China principle, that the biggest breakthroughs are sometimes delivered by the most unexpected people, he could surprise us. If he’s not thinking hard about the responsibilities of a head of a state in an era of potential national fracture, we may be in difficulties, and he may be in even worse trouble. 
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