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Introduction

We British are, by and large, an orderly people. On one level that’s no great claim to make. It is merely an observation that life on these islands is organised, generally predictable and largely co-operative, rather than chaotic and anarchic. It is orderly, in part, because we need to get along, but also because everyday life is heavily rule-governed. Some of these rules are formal – laws and other regulations – many are informal – the norms and expectations that surround much of what we do. What, we might ask, is peculiarly British about this? Are we distinctively orderly? In one important sense the answer has to be ‘no’. We are similar to a range of other countries we might compare ourselves with – other European nations for example. They, too, are largely orderly – and rule-bound. But in another sense the answer is ‘yes’. And the reason for that lies in the ways in which we are organised. The regularities of life in Britain differ in some ways – some significant, some subtle – from similar things in other countries. This, of course, is merely another way of saying that it is possible to see some cultural distinctiveness in the ways in which we go about things.

It is the way in which we go about things, and the ways in which these have changed, that is our concern here. Our focus is on the patterns of our everyday life, our practices and customs, and our recent history; Britain in the post-war era and some of the ways in which the organisation of daily life has altered. Undoubtedly the post-war period has been one of profound social change. After the privations of wartime, by the late fifties Prime Minister Harold Macmillan said many British people felt they had ‘never had it so good’. The sixties were the time of the so-called ‘permissive’ era. As Philip Larkin wryly suggested, ‘sexual intercourse began in nineteen sixty three . . . between the end of the “Chatterley” ban and the Beatles’ first LP’. The lights went out and rubbish remained uncollected in the seventies’ three-day week, and the final decades of the century were dominated by Thatcherism and, subsequently, Tony Blair’s ‘third way’. We’ve seen entry into and departure from the European Union, the arrival of the internet and social media, and increasingly dramatic climate change. Arguably, we have also been witness to some potentially significant changes in our sensibilities. The feminist and anti-racist movements have sought to shift attitudes toward and the treatment of women and minorities, homosexuality has been decriminalised and gay marriage sanctioned. The most recent round of the annually conducted British Social Attitudes Survey suggested that we had continued to become more liberal where matters of law and conformity are concerned, but also more unequal with greater numbers feeling there was ‘one law for the rich and another for the poor’.1

Not surprisingly profound change prompts debate about what it all means. Is it a sign of social improvement or decay, of moral progress or decline? Certainly we live in times in which there is no shortage of authors offering views on what we’re like and where we’re heading as a nation. If one can identity a general trend among these observers it is that a great many are unenthusiastic about various developments, arguing that things are getting worse in one way or another.2 Whether they are right or wrong about our direction of travel, their diagnosis of what will sell a book is very likely correct. Psychologists have long identified what they call our ‘negativity bias’, in essence the finding that we tend to pay more attention to, and indeed learn more from, bad news than we do good. On a similar but wider canvas the evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker has argued that despite the fact that our lives are getting progressively better, we have great trouble acknowledging it.3 Our seeming predisposition to see the past favourably and to be concerned that we’re now going to the dogs is sometimes referred to as ‘declinism’. According to one historian, the questions ‘what went wrong?’ and ‘who is to blame?’, both of which are characteristic of declinism, have been staples of British conversation for the best part of a century and a half.4 We love nothing better, it seems, than discussing our national decline.

All of which brings us back to British social order and how we perceive it and talk about it. Here, as elsewhere, declinism is not hard to find. The author Lynne Truss, for example, has dedicated a whole book to mourning ‘the apparent collapse of civility in all areas of our dealings with strangers’.5 Truss sees modern Britain as a place which has suffered a dramatic decline in deference, and in which a sense of rights (and possibly entitlements) has clearly trumped any notion of responsibilities. In this view Britain is a country where old-fashioned standards of politeness and manners have progressively fragmented, to be replaced by a confused and confusing new world characterised on the one hand by informality – where seemingly anything goes – and, on the other, by political correctness – producing a minefield where it’s no longer possible to say anything without upsetting someone.

In a similar vein, the US-born author Bill Bryson observed a few years ago that ‘Britain used to be a much more orderly and well-behaved society’, but now, ‘the British have become more greedy and selfish’.6 Where, in his first bestselling book on Britain, Notes from a Small Island, published in the nineties, Bryson remarked on the ‘deference and a quiet consideration for others’ that was a ‘fundamental part of British life’, by the time of its follow-up twenty years later he now felt that ‘lots of people are governed not so much by whether something is right or wrong as by whether they think anyone’s watching’.7 Increasingly of course, thanks to the ubiquity of closed-circuit television, it is perfectly possible that someone is actually watching. Indeed, far from witnessing the arrival of some increasingly laissez-faire reality in which standards have broken down, there are those who take the view that we’re now far too minutely governed, subject to too much interference and micro-management by a nanny state. Certainly we’re not short of advice about how to behave. One of the more obvious examples is the proliferation of signage, especially safety signage, that has now invaded many areas of our lives. So extreme has this intrusion become that one author has described it as the arrival of the ‘busybody state’, one ‘defined by an attachment to bureaucratic procedures for their own sake: the rule for the sake of the rule, the form for the sake of a form. Its insignias are the official badge, the policy, the code and the procedure.’ This, claims Josie Appleton, is a world of ‘hyper-regulation’, characterised by signs at the beach which say ‘Beware: uneven surface’ and where staircases are marked with ‘Caution: trip hazard’.8 In her and others’ view we are becoming increasingly infantilised and restricted by interfering and meddling authorities seeking to monitor and manage our lives in ever-extended and fine-graded ways.

Whether one thinks things are getting better or worse, what is clear is that order – the nature of our social fabric – like all social phenomena, does not stand still. It has to be continually produced and reproduced. As we have noted, this involves formal mechanisms such as the law, the police, the justice system and so forth and, crucially, informal systems: primarily social rules, customs and expectations, and the day-to-day oversight of conduct brought about by human interaction. This is precisely the starting point of Orderly Britain. In what follows we will focus on a small number of largely mundane issues, matters that the French author Georges Perec referred to as the ‘infra-ordinary’ and the ‘endotic’ (as opposed to the extraordinary and the exotic)9 – dog mess, smoking, drinking, queuing, public toilets, parking, and the pandemic – as a means of examining British social life and some of the ways in which the nature of the order and ordering of that social life has altered since the mid-twentieth century.

Having said that we are our interested in Britain’s recent past we should acknowledge immediately that we are not attempting a fully fledged social history, or anything like it. Our gaze is not trained on the usual concerns of national politics, our changing economic fortunes, or our shifting make-up in terms of class, race or religion. Rather, we will look at our everyday routines, taking some unusual, or at least less usual subjects as the basis for an examination of our social order. Considering the quotidian and the mundane has the advantage of focusing on matters that involve all of us, more or less directly. By contrast, affairs of state and other matters of standard social histories, though they may have an important impact on us, generally do so only indirectly and often feel rather distant from us. Here, we will explore phenomena which are more or less on the margins of conventional social history and social science, but which form a part of many if not most people’s regular routines and concerns. As such they are matters that help shape our lives and the ways we live them.

One of the ways in which we approach this is to think in terms of social routines. What are our habits and practices, or what William Graham Sumner called our ‘folkways’?10 Have these changed and, if so, how and why? We begin with dogs. The British have had a thing about pets for a long time and as anyone who has had one knows, they bring responsibilities. They need feeding, watering, some need grooming and, crucially, dogs need walking. Now, you may not necessarily think of it this way but dog walking is a socially structured, socially patterned activity. One study, for example, divided British dog walkers roughly into two groups: what it called functional dog walkers, who were doing it primarily as a matter of necessity, and recreational dog walkers for whom the walk was undertaken as a benefit to both pet and owner.11 Clearly, most of us would recognise that taking a dog for a walk is one of the things that a ‘responsible’ owner would do. But, what else? The researchers found that having a dog in public was felt to imply a variety of other responsibilities such as keeping the dog safe and having consideration for others (avoiding confrontations with other dogs; keeping the dog on a lead where necessary). In short, they concluded that rather than dogs simply fitting in with owners’ existing routines, in fact owners’ ‘plans and activities were altered and extended to incorporate the needs, preferences and pleasures of dogs’.12

It is not difficult to see therefore how something as mundane as dog walking is very much patterned and structured. It involves routines which, though practised in various ways, are bounded by sets of ‘rules’ – social expectations about how both pet and owner will conduct themselves. Again, in some cases these are formal – accompanied by threats of fines and so forth – but much more usually they are informal – they are generalised social expectations about, for example, what constitutes ‘responsible’ behaviour by dogs and humans. This leads us neatly to the particular feature of dog walking that we focus on in the book’s first chapter: picking up after pets. This may seem both a commonplace and possibly unpleasant task, but it has social significance, not least that it is a relatively recent development. What we want to ask here is what this development tells us about ourselves and the nature of our daily lives. From dogs and their detritus we move to smoking and drinking. These are matters that have clearly been subject to substantial changes in behaviour in the post-war era, but in which directions and to what effect? Our practices and expectations have changed. The questions we will ask shortly are how did these things happen, and what does it say about us? We’re not here to reach some overall judgement about whether things are getting better or worse. Things are rarely that simple. We simply hope to chart some of the changes we think are observable in post-war Britain and then you can make your mind up about what this says about us and the society we live in. No doubt you already have views about whether people in modern Britain are more or less orderly (more or less civil, freer or more restricted and so on).

Our focus then is on some of the cultural characteristics of the British, or what the renowned anthropologist Clifford Geertz referred to as a people’s ‘oddities’. A focus on such features Geertz thought was a potentially instructive way of learning more about a society,13 and it is in this spirit that we take a few of Britain’s everyday routines, looking at how they’ve changed in the post-war era, in the hope they might shed some novel light on old questions of what kind of society we are. At heart the general topic is far from a new concern. Writers since at least Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century have sought to understand what holds us together and enables an otherwise loose collection of individuals to function as a social group. In the nineteenth century, with industrialisation and urbanisation in full flow, analysing the construction of social order was one – indeed perhaps the – fundamental overriding concern of the social sciences. Here we examine the ordinary and everyday – picking up after pets, drinking, smoking, queuing and so forth – as a set of social routines, involving established practices, social expectations and more formalised regulations. Each of them has changed in some manner in the post-war period, offering us a vantage point from which to consider our recent history, our social practices and our social order.

We should note that our choice of subjects can also be seen through the lens of social problems. By ‘problem’, we are not implying some objective or measurable difficulty. As the American sociologist Joseph Gusfield observed many years ago, human problems don’t spring up fully formed into our consciousness. Not all things we experience as painful become targets for action, nor do they necessarily hold the same meaning for everyone or at different times. When talking of social problems, therefore, we are referring to things that have become defined, socially, as matters that we have collectively begun to view as being in some way detrimental to our collective well-being. This process is by no means straightforward, and often involves struggle and conflict between different groups, these groups frequently making very contrasting claims or assertions.14 Successfully defining something as a social problem has very significant potential consequences, encouraging us to think about the ‘problem’ differently, to begin to respond to it in new ways, and to modify our behaviour for what is thought to be, or is argued to be, the communal good.

Considered in this way, ‘social problems’ from dog shit to double parking raise a host of interesting and potentially revealing questions. How do things become defined as a problem? When do these ‘problems’ generate political salience and become prominent? Who – which bodies and groups – are involved in more or less influential ways in the process by which they become identified as problems? How are problems validated and what are the claims that underpin their emergence? Put simply, how do we justify their status as a problem? In one form or another, many of the subjects in this book have come to be seen as problems, or have come to be associated with problems, that are in need of tackling. We will look at what happened in each case and what it was about it, or perhaps matters linked to it, that provoked the reaction it did, and what the consequences were.

So, we’ve established that our subject-matter here is partly about some of the changing routines of life in post-war Britain and that many of the subjects, in differing ways, can also be viewed as involving something eventually thought of as a social problem. Problems imply the need for intervention and regulation and raise questions of freedom, restraint, constraint, control, civility and conformity. In consequence this book is also necessarily a study in social control. Now, in some respects ‘social control’ is a rather vague term. Used in its most straightforward way, it is a narrow or limited expression that refers to formal and coercive means such as the police, the courts and so forth. But it also has a wider meaning which refers to all those other, less formal means that help ensure predictability and stability in social life, not least the group norms and social expectations that guide our conduct. As we will see through our various illustrations here, in some respects it is often the case that it is the informal means of control that are dominant. This is not in any way to suggest that formal social control is unimportant. Rather, as long observed, it is more that the two often act in concert: the power of formal sanctions often relies on less formal underpinnings and, in turn, the boundaries that are regulated by informal controls are signalled and symbolised by more formal ones.15 Consequently, in looking at how we use varying means to regulate social behaviour, and to manage and organise the pattern of our daily routines, further questions are raised about the balance between these different modes of control, and how particular strategies of control come into being in the form and at the time they do.

We began writing this book before the outbreak of COVID-19 and its profound consequences. This extraordinary pandemic continues to have a dramatic impact on everyday routines and practices, and it is impossible to ignore. In the context of the matters raised in this book we can see the pandemic as a massive social experiment in the disruption of the everyday. As such it offers a unique opportunity to explore further how and in what ways Britain has remained orderly. At the end of the book, having explored dog mess, drinking, smoking, queuing, toilets and parking, we finish by looking at the COVID-19 pandemic and how it played out in its first year or more. What was the impact on daily life, on our social expectations and social relations? Does it reinforce the lessons in the book or does it require us to modify our view of the nature of our social order? In many respects we think that when we reach the end of our journey post-war Britain will look both a more complex place and a more ordered one; one that has seen some very substantial changes in social practices, some significant changes in attitudes, all occurring within a web of rules, regulations and social expections that in many ways are quite radically different from those that existed a half-century or more ago. As we’ve said, our first step on this journey is to consider how we manage the issue of dog shit. Naturally, we must tread carefully.
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