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For Nadine,

although I never call you by that name



And this our life, exempt from public haunt,

Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,

Sermons in stones, and good in everything.

I would not change it.

William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene 1



 

All right, I can see the broken eggs. Now where’s this omelette of yours?

Attributed to Panaït Istrati (1884–1935)
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

One of the mild benefits – for me at least – of a country endlessly iterating its own muddled thinking is that a book like this doesn’t date too quickly. The hapless morass that is, say, the parliamentary process, or the education system, or the NHS is largely unchangeable, it seems. And the history this book charts remains immutable: we are here, because of all that effortful compromise that has gone before us. Britain is not, and has never been, a country of resets or revolutions, but of contingent decision-making and continuity.

True, the shambolic preamble to and consequences of the Brexit vote – combined with the sleepless scrutiny of twenty-four-hour news and social media – have placed the structures of the nation under fairly unbearable pressure. But the result, thus far, has been the very opposite of decisive change. Indeed, the 52–48 per cent vote in the referendum of 2016 is, if nothing else, a neat symbol of British indecisiveness: even when we do get a moment of constitutional significance, we turn it into an opportunity for stagnation, struggle and self-loathing. And while the case can be plausibly made that Brexit has broken British politics, it has not been able to remake it. ‘Nothing has changed,’ said the Prime Minister to guffaws, after her pyrrhic election in 2017, but in some senses she was probably right.

The purpose of this book, then, remains to enable you – and me, in the course of writing it – to understand how the country is set up to work, or not quite work. Tolerable failure, after all, is perhaps the best-case scenario for British government, indeed any government. And when the failure becomes intolerable, it is useful to know why.

Take the Windrush scandal of the summer of 2018, which happened after the hardback had appeared. British citizens of Caribbean heritage were made to feel like intruders in their own country, not only threatened with deportation, but in some cases actually deported to a land that was no longer theirs – all because of an inept governmental approach to managing immigration. In a year of shambolic politics, it was especially inhuman and inexcusable. I want this book to be useful in coming to terms with events like that. The British relationship with identity and immigration is explored in Chapter 8, which describes the original mistreatment of the Windrush generation back in the 1950s. It also reveals the change in national attitude towards immigrants, from the open-door approach of the 1948 British Nationality Act to the slammed door of the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act. And it discusses more broadly the fraught British relationship with people born in other countries, especially people of colour, which has characterised much of our political debate. That debate is a feature of Chapter 2; how the economics of migration fits in to our financial position comes in Chapter 1. And, of course, the scandal itself was only revealed by pioneering and expensive journalism by (predominantly) the Guardian newspaper, a loss-making part of a media landscape that struggles to exist in the modern world (see Chapter 7 for the full horror).

So, while How Britain Really Works cannot predict future events (and indeed, as we also see in the politics chapter, fortune-telling is a mug’s game played by demagogues, charlatans and economists), it can be used to comprehend them a bit more when they do happen. I hope you find it helpful.

For this edition I have corrected a few factual errors and updated a bit of narrative, but the central tenet remains the same: Britain does not work that well, if we are honest, but it manages to persist thanks to the tolerance and stoicism of its citizens, the forgiving bagginess of its institutions and the lack of consensus about other options. Whether you find that infuriating or reassuring is a matter for you to decide.

Stig Abell

London, January 2019
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Introduction


For’tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,

Carry them here and there; jumping o’er times,

Turning the accomplishment of many years

Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,

Admit me Chorus to this history;

Who prologue-like your humble patience pray,

Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play.

William Shakespeare, Henry V, Prologue



I come from Loughborough. Somebody had to.fn1 It is in the middle of the Midlands, the centre of the country; a provincial town of unremarkable aspect, hollowed-out industry, a university known for sporting prowess, and not much else. My home was near a council estate (where my dad grew up), but sufficiently far up the hill from it for a sense of progress to be observed. We had wide streets to ride bikes on, grassy fields near playgrounds where we could kick a football about or – in later teenage years – pass furtive joints, attempt inept couplings.

We had nearby poverty, but also a prevalent sense, to my naive awareness at least, of a town that was coping, holding itself together in its own unexceptionalism. It has often been a political bellwetherfn2 for the country. Loughborough voted Tory in the early years of my life (symbolising the Middle England of Thatcher), before defecting to Tony Blair in my teens. It has subsequently returned to the Conservatives. Like most provincial parts of the UK, it voted to leave the EU (by around 8 per cent). After I had left, it got its first Starbucks, its first Nando’s, its first sex shop. The middle of the middle, of the muddle. A symbol of the subject of this book.

I am the last of the pre-internet generation. I got my first mobile phone in my twenties, my first email address when I went to university.fn3 Of course, like you, I am now saturated by information, overwhelmed by it, my life controlled by technology, a world of bright screens in the dark, of tweets and thirty-second videos, of data and detail hurtled at my head just faster than my capacity to absorb it. It was not ever thus. When I was growing up, a search for a fact meant my dad, with furrowed brow, looking for a book in the house somewhere. A belief, sometimes mistaken, in authority. Don’t worry, this is not going to become a Luddite dirge about modernity (although it may come close at certain points): there is now more knowledge accessed more easily by more people than ever before, and that is a good thing. We are living in a new age of the autodidact: expertise is within our grasp more readily than at any time in human history. This book could not have been written, for example, without all the government materials now available only a click away.

But I still feel lucky enough to have had the opportunity to fall in love with books, in a way that – despite their and my efforts – my children will never have. Books were a finite resource for me: there was a limited number of them, and no Kindles or implausibly cheap paperbacks zoomed in by Amazon to replace them. One of my favourites was something called The Reader’s Encyclopaedia, edited by a man called William Rose Benet. It was essentially an abbreviated guide to the most important aspects of world literature from the beginning of human memory to 1965 (when my edition was published). A joyously subjective, ramshackle selection of information.

If I had thought about it, I would have thrilled at the use of the definite article (The Reader) and the placement of that apostrophe; it was an encyclopaedia for just one reader: me. Everything about the book bespoke hard-earned knowledge. The first entry is about Jeppe Aakjaer, who – as I think we all recall – was a Danish poet and novelist at the turn of the twentieth century. He is followed by the biblical Aaron, Shakespeare’s Aaron and Aaru (‘in Egyptian mythology, the fields of Aaru are the abode of the blessed dead and of the gods’).

I have the book still before me, its spine cracked, its pages sepiatoned, displaying the scars of effortful use. My dad gave it to me when I graduated with a degree in English literature because I had used it so much as a child, thrilled (as I still am) by the exotic range of authorised learning at my fingertips. I mention this as it has provided the inspiration for the book you have before you now.

Because although information about Britain is everywhere, it is also sometimes hard to find, to interpret and to absorb. There are plenty of books about different parts of it (and I will recommend some of them along the way), but not an obvious place that has centralised and collated information useful to anyone who wants to think about what sort of country Britain has really become. We are now all growing up in a maelstrom of detail without the opportunity to pause to understand it. I want this book, if possible, to provide that pause. To be the reader’s encyclopaedia of Britain for one reader: for you, for me.

The idea came when I realised that, while I am party to as much news as anybody, there were lots of stories I recognised but did not entirely understand, heard all too briefly but lacked the time to comprehend fully. Our national conversation is full of events, individuals and ideas that we often take no trouble to explore properly: bond markets; the Suez Crisis; the Malayan Emergency; the rise in prison numbers; inflation; fluctuating immigration figures; the Profumo affair; PISA scores; the Beveridge Report; PFI; legal aid; National Service; the Windrush generation; the post-war consensus; Rivers of Blood; devolution; the Irish question; Black Wednesday; the changing class system; OFSTED; social care; the case of Baha Mousa; the Maastricht Treaty; hypothecated taxes; the gender pay gap; the banking crisis; Universal Basic Income; National governments; the Munich Agreement; low inflation; deficit and debt; EFTA; OECD; AV; the SDP; and so on, and on. I knew of many of these things, but not much about them. And yet they seemed important; I wanted to have them explained as clearly as possible.

Now I am no Disraeli,1 whom we’ll meet shortly and who said, ‘Whenever I want to read a book, I write one’, but I was attracted to the idea of finding a way of answering many of the nagging questions that exist when it comes to Britain. This is my attempt to do that.

Why should you listen to me at all? It is a perfectly reasonable question,fn4 especially amid these postmodern times in which – as we shall see – notions of any form of authority have been understandably undermined. ‘People in this country have had enough of experts,’ said Michael Gove (who will pop up in Chapter 4, on our education system) in 2016, and there was a germ of a point beneath his cynical populism. The great banking crash of 2008, set to stultify our economy for decades, constituted – as we confront in Chapter 1 – a colossal failure of expertise, of hubris for the few that swiftly, and lastingly, became nemesis for the many. Any survey of decision-making in Britain over the last few centuries easily avoids being a celebration of the triumph of the especially competent.

This book is not written from the perspective of an expert, then, but continually from the perspective of someone in search of the basis for any expertise: knowledge. My qualification is perhaps no more or less than my persistent curiosity. I am not a trained journalist (and I’ll explain a bit more about my career in Chapter 7), but I have spent many years around the twin businesses of politics and media: both machines based around using information in the pursuit of power. I have run a press regulator; I have advised companies seeking to avoid terminal crisis, as a public relations consultant; I was the managing editor of the Sun, the largest tabloid newspaper in the country; I hosted a phone-in show on LBC, Britain’s main talk radio network, for three years; I now edit the Times Literary Supplement, a journal that joyfully devotes itself to discovering the answers to esoteric questions. I have had a muddle of a working life, but that perhaps befits someone now attempting to analyse the muddle of this country.

So is there a presiding theory, a philosophy that binds the nation together? I am tempted to quote the screenwriter William Goldman, who was asked about how Hollywood really works: ‘Nobody knows anything … not one person in the entire motion picture field knows for a certainty what’s going to work. Every time out it’s a guess and, if you’re lucky, an educated one.’

Britain is a bit like this: nobody in charge really knows anything; they are simply moving from crisis to crisis, punctuated by occasionally transitory success, before being buffeted by circumstance once more. In turn, our structures and institutions have developed in haphazard fashion, a series of accretions and amputations, bits woven together and then pulled apart, new grafts on old scars. It is an organic mess, of sorts. Indeed, when we consider this country, we are like Charles Darwin2 again:


It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting around us.



If anything, this book will seek to define the laws that have acted upon our own tangled bank of Britain: the laws of economics, justice, equality, collaboration and aggression. But I am less optimistic than Darwin, who largely believed that things got better according to a plan ordained by God. There is simply no omniscient, benevolent guide in real life.fn5 The story of modern Britain is one of progress in parts, but also stasis and stagnation in others, nostalgia and retrospection elsewhere. I am part of a generation who may not be better off than its parents, and will bequeath a troubled country to its own children, who may be presented with greater challenges still.

We have, in this United Kingdom, an economy that will produce no real wage-growth for more than a decade, has millions working but in poverty, a health service buckling under increased demand, an ever expanding prison population, an unequal education system that fails working-class white boys, a justice system that over-prosecutes black people. This is presided over by a political process that is only concerned with the contingencies of a short-term electoral cycle, and is becoming increasingly polarised between extremes of left and right, between nationalism and multiculturalism, globalisation and isolation.

In 2017, amid the cloacal murk of political social media, a term of mild abuse grew up: ‘the centrist Dad’. It represented fun poked by those on the left (the Corbyn crowd, understandably ebullient at the electoral success of their movement) at those in the middle of their party, the Blairites, the ‘moderates’ whom they had left behind. Now I have nothing to do with internal Labour Party angst, hold no particular candle for Blair, and have no tribal allegiance whatsoever. But I thought to myself: I’m from the middle, I’m a father; what’s wrong with being a ‘centrist Dad’? And this book, if not a clarion call for centrism, at least stems from a fundamental belief that we need to understand both sides of any argument, that we can recognise the benefits of different perspectives, and that we should understand where points of dispute meet. We are in the middle of a mess, a muddle, and the centre might be the best position from which to understand that.

In that spirit, each chapter will cover a different aspect of British life: the economy; politics; healthcare; education; the military; law and order; media, old and new; and our shared sense of national identity. Hopefully, each will be an explainer, a chance to consider the individual issues that affect our every day. But there is a connection between all the sections, too. This is not – or tries not to be – a book of abstractions; it is a book about the consequences of decisions in the real world. John Ruskinfn6 said this back in 1860: ‘Among the delusions which at different periods have afflicted mankind, perhaps the greatest – certainly the least creditable – is modern economics based on the idea that an advantageous code of action may be determined irrespectively of the influence of social affection.’

We should, in other words, examine the mess that comes from the policy. Ruskin is a bit of an inspiration for me, actually; a man endlessly gripped by the need to explain, to find out more. And this book is – I suppose – gothic in a way he would have recognised: full of excrescences and moving parts, preserving the marks of its working methods. I have tried to answer questions that occur to me, to include rather than remove, to add details that interest me, in the hope that this will provide a coherent enough picture to interest you.

At the end of the book, instead of giving a bibliography in the manner of an academic work, I thought I would suggest some good fiction to read, which very broadly touches upon the areas I have covered in the preceding pages. We all, in the end, enjoy a good list. The novels I recommend do not provide a definitive guide to the country, of course (indeed some of them come from other countries, but touch on universal issues). They are not all serious, and many are unlikely to give you any facts to cling on to. They skew heavily towards my own reading preferences, inevitably: the Victorian greats; the modernists; and – above all – P. G. Wodehouse, the writer who has given me more pleasure than any other, who still acts for me as a bulwark against mental unrest. Taken together, though, they will, I hope, give you – as they have me – something else: joy, fascination, despair, distraction, grounds for thought.

One of the authors whose books thankfully appeared in my Loughborough home was the genially brilliant travel writer, Bill Bryson, an American who has repeatedly tried to understand Britain, and thus something of a presiding spirit for me as I write. He might act, if only for a moment, as a counterbalance to my sense of gloom about this country. This is from Notes from A Small Island (1995):


Here is a country that fought and won a noble war, dismantled a mighty empire in a generally benign and enlightened way, created a far-seeing welfare state – in short, did nearly everything right – and then spent the rest of the century looking on itself as a chronic failure. The fact is this is still the best place in the world for most things – to post a letter, go for a walk, watch television, buy a book, venture out for a drink, go to a museum, get lost, seek help, or stand on a hillside and take in a view.



If this is still the case, as we shall see, it is more by luck than design. And it also refers to a very different country to the Britain of today. Since Bryson was amiably musing in 1995, his thoughts focusing on the distinctly analogue experience of being alive, the following (digital) developments have taken place to alter the world fundamentally, and our experience of our nation within it: broadband; Wi-Fi; blogs; Bitcoin; email; Google; Amazon; Uber; Facebook; Twitter; Wikipedia; eBay; Spotify; WhatsApp; YouTube; Snapchat; Kindle; iPods, then iPhones, then iPads. I am probably missing quite a lot there, too.

Technology affects our sense of identity: how we see ourselves, and how we see our relations with others. We now can become more tribal with more people, share ideas democratically or segregate ourselves defensively; unshackle our lives from the demands of the workplace or chain ourselves immovably to our professional existence. Our children are developing differently as individuals, never home alone or free from peer pressure; always being guided towards the limitless stores of distraction and danger that are available friction-free to them.

It is not a coincidence that this surge in connectivity is disrupting industries (the media – as we shall see in Chapter 7 – being an excellent, but not an isolated, example of this). It is not a coincidence that our collective mental health is changing, and for the worse. There is something approaching a pandemic of mental breakdown in Britain at the moment, small-scale tragedies that, taken together, represent large-scale policy and resourcing problems. It is easier than ever to do many of the basic things in life, but we are becoming unhealthier at the same time as we do them (or have them done for us). Prolonged existence is, perhaps, not an unmitigated boon. We live to endure an epidemic of fatness, chronic ailments, loneliness and anxiety. Britain has to accommodate us as we do so.

Taken all in all, then, this felt like a reasonable time to consider the state of the nation. Our country feels like a gigantic experiment, conducted on the fly, with no control, and no clear sense of where we are going amid the chaos. But it is also a product of its past, and its past decisions on how to educate us, care for us, imprison us, fight for us, divide and unite us. Over the next few hundred pages (and couple of hundred footnotes), I will try to establish how Britain really works, how we got to where we are, or at least give you the information to help you make such a judgement. And if you hate it, you can always tell me on Twitter, and make both of our lives a misery for a fraction of a moment.
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