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            “Essential reading for all trying to navigate the choppy waters of post-Brexit Britain.”

            – Rupa Huq MP

            “Brexit was a long time coming. Danny Dorling and Sally Tomlinson in the exquisite and timely Rule Britannia get that and know that the responses must be as big, if not bigger, than the tsunami the vote to leave has created. Here is that rich but rare mix of profound analysis and hope for something better.”

            – Neal Lawson, chair of Compass

            “A much-needed mirror through which Britain and what it means to be British is explored with razor-sharp nuance and detail. The book’s contents should form the basis of the humanities curriculum at schools – equipping our future generations with a more truthful and grounded understanding of what Britain really is.”

            – Shaista Aziz, journalist, writer and stand-up comedian

            “Leaver or Remainer, if you think Brexit might affect you or your children or your children’s children, read this book.”

            – Peter Florence, director, Hay Literary Festival

            “The single most important book about Brexit. Meticulously researched and clearly written, Rule Britannia exposes the racism, ideology and narrow self-interest behind the Brexit rhetoric.”

            – Professor David Gillborn, director, Centre for Research in Race and Education, University of Birmingham

            “Absolutely brilliant. Extremely insightful and thought-provoking.”

            – Dimitris Ballas, Professor of Economic Geography, University of Groningen

            “Danny Dorling and Sally Tomlinson’s Rule Britannia makes for essential reading on the connections between Brexit and Britain’s colonial history. It is a highly readable book and, despite the gravity of its content, a joy to read in being replete with humour and anecdotal gems. A re-education in itself, the book convincingly argues that changes to education policy, schooling and curricula are essential to challenging and averting the disastrous consequences of Britain’s imperial nostalgia and ignorance.”

            – Nadine El-Enany, Senior Lecturer in Law, Birkbeck
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            To Bronwen, Danny’s mum, who taught him what the Suez Crisis meant when he was more excited about the idea of pyramids than power games, and to Sally’s children, their partners and her grandchildren, who are all citizens of the world, including Europe.
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1 
            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            Empires, in common with most other historical events, leave behind them after-images … There is no one version of the British imperial myth.

            – Bernard Porter, Emeritus Professor of History, University of Newcastle, UK 20151

         

         Books on Brexit, on how and why parts of Britain voted to leave the European Union, fell hot off the press in late 2016, saw a resurgence during 2017, and then appeared a little more slowly throughout 2018 as the public’s appetite waned and we all became less and less sure of what was happening and what might happen. In the heat of the moment, in the month or the year of the event, emotions are often still running too high to see clearly. Sometimes you have to wait a little time before you can know what really happened.

         Why Brexit? Once you have children, you realise that the answer to ‘Why?’ is never simple. Whatever your reply, the child can almost always ask ‘Why?’ to that. And then, of course, there are the questions of who did what to whom, where, when, how, and by how much. Above all, we want to highlight what will be 2seen as important in retrospect. What was it all about? What did it all mean?

         Jo Cox MP was murdered a week before the EU referendum in June 2016, by a man who, when asked for his name, replied, ‘My name is death to traitors and freedom for Britain.’ Many racist attacks and more killings followed the vote.2 In the aftermath of the referendum, government spending was diverted from health and social care towards paying for Brexit, in ways that will have foreshortened many other lives. So, given some breathing space, an obvious question to ask is whether one reason for a narrow majority voting to leave the EU was partly that we were now finally hearing the ‘language of the unheard’3.

         Those dedicated to recovering national sovereignty, to taking back money supposedly spent in the EU, and removing immigrants, certainly claimed that the referendum was the voice of the previously silent majority, the largely unheard masses.4 Did people feel they had not been listened to sufficiently? Or are there many more explanations as yet hardly explored?

         Some of the dozens of books that were published in the immediate aftermath of the referendum promised the full story of the political manoeuvring that got the UK to this point, and others promised to make sense of the vote, with a couple of tomes focusing on the supposed evils of immigration and Islam. One or two suggested that Britain would eventually not leave Europe5 and even change its mind quickly and choose to Remain, and that it would actually be this that would make Britain great again.6 Others showed signs of their authors adapting and responding to rapidly changing times in interesting ways.7

         This book tells a different story. We have had the benefit of a little more time to stop and think. Here we argue that part of the reason the Brexit vote happened was that a small number of people in Britain have a dangerous, imperialist misconception 3of our standing in the world, and that this above all else was the catalyst for the process leading up to Brexit, especially for those arguing most fervently for Brexit.

         In this book we suggest that once Brexit happens, we will be faced with our own Dorian Gray-like shockingly deteriorated image. Of course, we cannot be completely sure what a post-Brexit Britain will look like until long after we leave the EU, or fail to properly leave, but the flailing, erratic attempts at negotiation to date do not inspire confidence in the dawn of a new British Empire. Looking into the mirror, people often see what they want to see, especially if that mirror is largely angled by a tabloid press and a patriotic BBC telling them what they want to hear. The reality can be strikingly different.

         Here we suggest that in the near future the EU referendum will become widely recognised and understood as part of the last vestiges of empire working their way out of the British psyche. Other European countries had already been shedding their (smaller) empire mentalities immediately following the Second World War, but Britain found it hard to come to terms with the reality that, by the late 1960s, foreign country after foreign country had escaped the clutches of the British – some peacefully, others as a result of ferocious conflicts. Almost all those with any substantial populations that remained colonies by 1969 would gain independence in the 1970s.

         The post-war creation of the ‘New Commonwealth’8 had been much more than a rebranding, although in Britain few acknowledged that point. Despite importing former colonial labour from the late 1940s onwards, Britain began to get into serious economic difficulties once it had lost control of almost all its colonies. But, worse than that, its people had inherited a colonial mentality that would have repercussions for decades to come.

         Images of domination and pride in the empire, illustrated by 4maps with lots of pink on them, adorned classroom walls into the 1960s; often they were still there in the 1970s. Books continued to be written even well into the twenty-first century extolling How Britain Made the Modern World.9 Such writing covered up the real story of how, out in the big wide world, British influence and dominance had diminished. Governments of all political preferences either felt unable to explain this fact to the British population or did not themselves recognise this new reality. Instead, they clung to a pretence that much of the old empire could be held on to by force.

         National Service, by which some two million young men were conscripted into Britain’s armed services between 1946 and 1962, was used to force many young British men to fight colonial wars.10 The experiences of these men shaped the attitudes of their generation. As one RAF flight controller explained, ‘We had Empire Day at school and we all thought empire was a marvellous thing. When Britain chose to give her empire away we were all rather saddened. The colonial people had all the blessings of British colonial rule and look how casually they dismissed them.’11

         When the British public did vote to stay in the European Economic Community in 1975, there was a vague feeling that since the old empire was ‘going, going, gone’, another alliance was better than nothing. Flippantly, people were told that maybe the price of Danish butter might come down. Later, much later, The Brexit Cookbook hit the bookshops with its promise that:

         
            Scotch eggs and trifle built the greatest Empire the world has ever known until the EU forced us to eat Danish pastries and pizza. But now the kitchen tables have been turned. We’ve taken back control and can cook what we blooming well like. So, put down your croissant, stop chomping on your ciabatta and cook something properly patriotic for a change with The Brexit Cookbook!12

         

         5There was also some rejoicing when it was revealed that the television programme The Great British Bake Off was being screened in 196 countries and the format copied for home-grown shows in twenty of those countries. Britain can still offer culinary cultural gifts to the world, it was said!

         It also offers great confusion, not least in the use of the term ‘Britain’. In this book, we adopt the common shorthand of Britain being synonymous with the sovereign state of the UK, but we never refer to Britain as a country. Strictly speaking, Britain is made up of four countries, three of which constitute Great Britain with the fourth being Northern Ireland. If you are already confused or annoyed by this, you are not alone.

         In Rule Britannia, we try to provide an honest appraisal of the importance to the Brexit decision of Britain’s origins; the British Union of separate countries; Britain’s overseas endeavours; the manufacturing of tradition; the establishment and often brutal running of the empire. All this is folded into an assessment of our changing relationship with Commonwealth countries and the story of how badly we treated people from the Commonwealth in the past, even through to the 1970s and 1980s, and, remarkably, still today. Laid out like this, we then see how similar that older racism is to how the British often think of and treat people from Eastern Europe today.

         Both of us saw the racism of 1970s Britain, and sadly, this is not so different today – although it is often a much older group of people who are most racist now. Thankfully, there are fewer racist murders than in the 1970s, perhaps because it is no longer skinheads leading the racist charge but men with a similar lack of hair, now due to age, typing out bile on the comment sections of newspaper websites. So many of those bigoted men today would have been the same age as or might even have been the very same skinheads who were in the National Front in the 1970s.

         6David Cameron still sports a fine head of hair, but he has lost most of what reputation he once had for competence. Despite the continual clamour of complaints he received from his EU-hating opponents, David Cameron did not have to promise a referendum in the Conservative manifesto in 2015. But he and his friends in government concluded it was worth the risk. They could see that if they did not promise the EU rebels their referendum then the Conservative Party might tear itself apart, that the UK Independence Party (UKIP) would take even more votes from the Conservatives, and that Labour might then have gained power in 2015. In the event, UKIP disintegrated, with their votes going mainly to the Conservatives; there was some speculation that erstwhile leader Nigel Farage would stand for a Northern Irish Democratic Unionist Party parliamentary seat.13

         Furthermore, the long Brexit referendum run-up and debate became a useful distraction from the reality of austerity. In any case, once the EU referendum result was declared, David Cameron immediately quit as Prime Minister, with his family wealth of well over £10 million intact.14 He then charged up to £120,000 for speeches15 and re-joined White’s Club, the ‘gentlemen-only’ club he had resigned from on becoming PM.16 He left a woman to sort out the mess.

         In this book we are not arguing that any soft/hard, in/out or maybe position would have been preferable in hindsight. Instead, we want to suggest that Britain will be diminished by the process of trying to leave the EU whichever way it does it, and that there is no welcoming empire, Commonwealth or other set of countries ready to quickly embrace new trading and other relationships with Britain. We suggest that an adjustment like this was always on the cards.

         Partly, if not largely, because of failing to come to terms with its loss of a huge empire, the UK had been ramping up economic inequality since the late 1970s, reaching a point where the gap between rich and poor in Britain was wider than in any other European country. When India, and then most colonies in Africa, 7won their freedom, the British rich found themselves suddenly becoming much poorer. They blamed the trade unions and socialists in the 1970s. To try to maintain their position, from 1979 onwards they cut the pay of the poorest in a myriad of ways and vilified immigrants in the newspapers they owned or influenced, while managing to hold on to some of the pomp and ceremony that their imperial grandparents had enjoyed.

         Something had to break, and, in the end, it was a break with the EU – it was Brexit. It is true that Brexit was partly the language of the unheard – the masses cocking a snook at the demands of their overlords – and there were some who actually believed the propaganda that problems in health, housing and education were due to immigrants, and some who really thought ‘their’ country was being taken over by colonial and EU immigrants, by refugees from anywhere, or even by Islam. But there were many others who voted Leave out of hope. They just hoped for something better than what they had.

         The British had been distracted from the rise in inequality and the consequent poverty that grew with it by decades of innuendo and then outright propaganda suggesting that immigration was the main source of most of their woes. Without immigrants, they were told, there would be good jobs for all. Then they were told, at first in whispers, and later through tabloid headlines, that without immigrants their children could get into that good school, or the school they currently go to would not be so bad. Without immigrants, they could live in the house of their dreams, a home currently occupied by immigrants who have jumped the queue and taken their birthright. ‘We’ (always ‘we’, always ‘us’) need to cap net immigration to the ‘tens of thousands’ and then all will be so much better. All this was said to distract people from looking at who was actually becoming much wealthier and who was funding a political party to ensure that the already wealthy could hoard even more in future. Or, as Alex Massie of The Spectator wrote in 2016: 8

         
            If you spend days, weeks, months, years, telling people they are under threat, that their country has been stolen from them, that they have been betrayed and sold down the river, that their birthright has been pilfered, that their problem is they’re too slow to realise any of this is happening … at some point something or someone is going to snap.17

         

         
            FIGURE 0.1: THE MOST GENEROUS POLITICAL DONORS FROM THE RICH LIST OF 2018

            
[image: ]Note that the text boxes have been added by the authors based on the Rich List data.18

            

         

         9The reality was that Britons had had their country stolen from them, but not by immigrants – by the rich. We illustrate this above with a table taken from the Sunday Times Rich List 2018, showing that many of the rich people listed have donated money to the Conservative Party – a party that over the years has produced policies which have increased economic and social inequalities and given rise to huge injustices, some of which are only now being revealed. Most of these men encouraged a Leave vote. The largest donation, by Lord Bamford, was of £2.48 million.19

         In this book, we include many snippets that make up a jigsaw, such as the table above. Combining all this, we try to explain where the British are now, how they got to this point, and what they can expect from the future. This includes the British problem of tolerating gross inequality, which helped fuel the Leave vote; our lack of sustainable economic growth compared with other developed countries; Britain’s dearth of non-financial exports; and, in turn, the people’s reliance on imports from EU member states.

         We try to explain why the British (and especially the English) have such a dangerous misconception of their national identity, by spending a great deal of the pages that follow focusing on the British education system, which, despite a certain modernisation in recent years, has its roots in nineteenth-century ideas about race and the class system.20 The majority of people who voted Leave were taught what they know of British history in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. We argue that the British education system has helped produce a homogenised and corrupt elite who are often descended from the architects of empire, and who too often make claims for British exceptionalism. They are also easily wrongfooted due to their collective ignorance of, for instance, the importance of the Irish border.

         The first country colonised by the English in 1169, Ireland, turned out to be incredibly important, but there was almost no 10whiff of English understanding of this until late 2017. In December 2017, the Daily Telegraph had to report that one key Northern Irish political party – the Democratic Unionist Party – was refusing to co-operate in Prime Minister May’s dealings with the EU leaders21 and holding out for a hard Brexit with no compromise.22 The Republic of Ireland is, of course, staying in the EU, where, for the first time in 800 years, it may well soon be in a stronger political position than Britain.23 It was not just in Northern Ireland that there was dissent within the Union. Only a little later, on 15 May 2018, the Scottish Parliament refused to give its consent to passing the main piece of UK Brexit legislation.24

         Many British people’s understanding of their empire’s past and their country’s future, and how Britain is now viewed by former colonies and the rest of the world, is largely myth and nostalgia. This misunderstanding has been fuelled by an elitist education system that extols military patriotism, heroic deeds and public service. Britain is still mainly stuck in a mythical past, especially in its history and geography teaching, and this is often reinforced through popular literature, music and film.

         The British may not really think that ‘Britannia [will] rule the waves’ again, as they sing annually on the Last Night of the Proms in London, but in 2016 and 2017 through to mid-2018 it was still considered plausible to have a public debate about how Britain – if it stays as four countries – could be ever ‘Greater’ in future, despite a diminished and diminishing position in the world. There was at that time very little discussion of exactly how the UK currently is supposed to be a force for good in the world. Until very recently, that was so often, as documented in so much fiction and film, just assumed to be the case. Britain could be much better, but it would be folly to equate improvement with greatness.

         Finally, we consider what good can come of all this. Can parts 11or all of the United Kingdom become less racist, hermetic and imperious? Can the British learn to have much greater actual humility, not the faux-humility where they pretend to be humble while harbouring a national narcissism whose time now has to come to an end? Out of the ashes of Brexit could, should, and perhaps will come a chastened, less small-minded, less greedy future. There are good reasons to be hopeful. What we had before was not that great: a set of countries often just too unequal, too bigoted and too chauvinistic for their own good.

         Briefly, the chapter outlines below illustrate our views of what has happened and may happen to these divided countries of a no longer United Kingdom. Other people will have different views. But you are unlikely to have heard the arguments made in this book put together in quite this way before – with the benefit of a little more hindsight.

         CHAPTER 1: WHY BREXIT?

         Whatever the final outcome of the Brexit vote, Britain’s place on the world stage will likely be much diminished in the process. Already, Britain, and especially its politicians, has been losing face in so many ways, with Theresa May pleading for more respect from other European leaders in September and October of 2018. At home, social services were falling apart due to austerity cuts, with death rates rising among infants and the elderly since 2014. State school budgets were being slashed. Fewer homes were made available to those who needed them; street homelessness rose rapidly and growing numbers of children were spending each Christmas in bed and breakfast accommodation, an entire family in just one room. Some long-promised money was found for the NHS on its 70th anniversary date in June 2018, but even then Mrs May couldn’t then say where it would come from. In hindsight these were desperate times.

         12By the time you read this, the claims and counter-claims about Britain’s greatness that were so much the norm in 2017 and 2018 should have greatly diminished. This rhetoric was never going to improve the image of Britain in the eyes of much of the rest of the world’s people, who looked at us, sighed, shrugged and waited for us to grow up and get over it. But there has been an upside. The British have been learning a great deal about themselves as a result and there is so much more to learn. Above all else, we need to recognise how firmly Britain, and even Brexit, has had its roots in the British Empire.

         In this introductory chapter, we provide a considered and illustrated analysis of the Brexit vote. The Scots and Northern Irish mostly did not vote for Brexit, and neither did most Londoners, nor the majority of the young. What did these four groups have in common? Perhaps it was a rather different understanding of British history: less jingoistic, more realistic. And who were most of the unheard who could only express their anger at the current system through the referendum? How badly off were they, where did they live, which social groups were they from? How did men and women differ in their voting, and why? Read Chapter 1 to find out – it is staggering how little of this part of the story is well known.

         CHAPTER 2: BRITAIN’S IMMIGRANT ORIGINS

         In Chapter 2, we point out some of the myths, revisit Britain’s actual immigrant origins, including the immigrant origins of its royal families, and briefly explain why the British began setting up colonies and trading posts, which included an infamous global slave trade and the looting of India by the East India Company.

         We include a new map of the empire showing the dates of acquisition and independence from empire, using circles to show the respective population size of the colonised countries. We note 13the nostalgia for empire, picturing Chris Patten looking with concern at his daughter’s tears as Hong Kong was returned to China in 1997. The ‘Mother Country’ has for decades been becoming less and less important to the rest of the world. All of Britain’s social classes, whatever their views and votes on Brexit, are going to have to adjust to new realities.

         The chapter ends with an image of Britain’s contribution to the EU Border Force on the Greek island of Lesbos and asks: how did it come to this? How did we come to think that sending a warship to the tiny Greek island of Lesbos was an appropriate response to families fleeing Syria to seek asylum? Who might have wanted such a picture to be broadcast? In whose interests was it to make it appear as if the UK was under threat from mass migration of people with darker skins or different religions?

         CHAPTER 3: FROM EMPIRE TO COMMONWEALTH

         Chapter 3 looks at some of the beliefs and myths underlying British imperialism, which from the mid-nineteenth century onwards were bound up with social Darwinism – beliefs that the white Anglo-Saxon ‘race’ was superior to all other races and peoples, and that hierarchies could be constructed of inherently superior and inferior groups of people. Just at the height of the power and spread of the empire, it was Charles Darwin’s half-cousin Francis Galton who tried to provide a ‘scientific’ basis for selective breeding. A young future psychologist, Cyril Burt, sat on the ageing Galton’s knee as a boy (he lived nearby). Later, as the empire became a Commonwealth, Burt supported spurious theories about IQ and ability, his influence unfortunately extending to the 11-plus examination in the UK via the notion that some children are genetically superior in ‘educability’ to others. It is also unfortunate that our leading Brexit politicians and their advisors also believe that they are much superior in intellect to others. And it is 14intriguing just how many of them are white but were born in the less-white parts of the former empire, or are closely connected to people once high up in the outposts.

         Despite the passing of the age of empire and of the most virulent British supremacist rhetoric, the search for Galton and Burt’s superior golden children goes on in Britain today in a way not seen in any other country on earth. We show the distribution of students admitted to Oxford, the university with which we are both most closely associated today. Many of the elite politicians that Oxford and other ‘top universities’ produce still denigrate poor people, despite accepting, when asked, that their degree of poverty – even when in work – is intolerable. Many British politicians still blame families for their children living in poverty, or not doing well at their often-underfunded schools.

         When politicians urge people to be ‘a bit more patriotic’, they do not understand that many people do not want to be patriotic about a country that treats its working and unemployed people so badly, that holds out so little hope to its underprivileged young people, and that currently has a Prime Minister who has assured us she would be prepared, if necessary, to agree to a nuclear war, and (unlike almost all other countries in the world) is prepared to waste billions of taxpayers’ money to be able to do so. We end this chapter with an image from a century ago, from 1918, that is worth bearing in mind today. The prevention of future world war was one of many reasons for nurturing a community across Europe that developed into the European Union.

         CHAPTER 4: HIGH INEQUALITY AND IGNORANT POLITICIANS

         Chapter 4 suggests that it is not such a good idea to appoint Foreign Secretaries whose judgement is so lacking that they quote from a racist poet while at a sacred Buddhist shrine, as Boris 15Johnson did. The past couple of years have revealed that it is essential to more fully understand Britain’s imperial past if we are to understand what Brexit is most deeply about. So many of the British have never really understood why they were once so rich, and so find adapting to becoming normal very difficult. Many racist Victorians helped conquer and make money out of imperial countries – Cecil Rhodes in South Africa and Rhodesia being the inescapable example. They were often just ‘men of their time’, but their influence lingers on.

         It is worth also noting that Britain’s universities are still an attractive destination for students from Europe and around the world, but this may change as fees, funding, visa problems and racism deter overseas students.

         School and university rankings dominate government thinking in Britain, as part of a national introspection. Britain is not good at thinking about itself except in competition rather than cooperation with other people and countries. In reality, Britain currently has a very poor record when it comes to investment in health, housing, education and other indices of inequality when compared to other European countries, all of which have recently made greater social, health and economic progress than Britain has.

         CHAPTER 5: THE FANTASY AND FUTURE OF FREE TRADE

         In Chapter 5, we begin with economists and their arguments over free trade. A large number of British economists, both past and present, have extolled the notion of free trade, but mostly when it has been in England’s favour, preferring protectionism as soon as this does not seem to be the case. Those who casually assume that no trade under EU rules can bring big benefits under World Trade Organization (WTO) rules do not know their trade history. The Brexit-supporting group Economists for Free Trade need to have a greater understanding of trade, while other groups are 16hampered in their efforts by our own politicians, who appear to be not only ignorant of our past but suffering from a crass disregard for standards of decency. The pro-Brexit Initiative for Free Trade, for instance, could have done without the then Foreign Secretary turning up to its launch to claim that Libya would be a great tourist destination ‘once they had cleared the dead bodies away’.

         The British are still seen as being good at banking, although there are some caveats when they require the government to bail them out. But we note that banking, unlike mining and farming, can be done anywhere, not necessarily in the City of London. The British were good at arms dealing, especially from the mid-nineteenth century, when the empire was expanding. The arms trade, often with countries whose governments have many recorded human rights abuses and few moral qualms, will sadly probably continue. Services will continue to be many times more important than manufacturing, despite promises of a future high-tech manufacturing bonanza. The British may also continue to be good at spying, since espionage is needed more than ever now in the digital wars now beginning around the globe.

         CHAPTER 6: HOW NOT TO TREAT IMMIGRANTS

         This chapter suggests that there is a long history of British governments and the British public being hostile to immigrants, despite the fact that many past and present politicians have immigrant origins. In the nineteenth century there was some toleration of richer expatriates, mill-owners such as Friedrich Engels and his author friend Karl Marx, and the young Michael Marks, who set up a shop with his friend Thomas Spencer. But the Aliens Act in 1905, intended to restrict Jewish immigration, translated a dislike of foreigners and immigrants into official policy.

         The creator of Sherlock Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle, was undoubtedly a racist and helped fund an organisation that tried 17to prevent Jewish immigration and wanted to ‘stop Britain being a dumping ground for the scum of Europe’ – sentiments which appeared to resonate in the EU referendum.

         Although in the twentieth century all political parties colluded in anti-immigrant legislation, the classic ‘nasty’ remains Enoch Powell and his Rivers of Blood speech – although we note that in his Wolverhampton constituency the River Tame was actually flowing with industrial waste and dead cats, which he was apparently not bothered about. Powell was also a fervent believer in national sovereignty and was anti-European, and he would have been delighted with the Brexit vote.

         CHAPTER 7: IMPERIALLY ROOTED EDUCATION AND BIGOTRY

         In Chapter 7, we document the current sorry bunch of politicians that have put Britain in the mess it is now in. The country is facing one of the most important decisions in its history, but it appears to be led by people whose overwhelming self-interest, hypocrisy and hubris surpass the record of most other politicians in Britain’s very long parliamentary history (and there have undoubtedly been some rotten ones).

         We make no apology for naming names and checking the backgrounds of these people, whose record may be dubious but whose callous disregard for the condition of their country, its people and the greater good has been becoming clearer by the day. Their stories should be recorded as part of the history of Brexit.

         In contrast, we also write in this chapter about Clement Attlee, Churchill’s Deputy Prime Minister during the Second World War, who was derided as unimpressive and untalented before he took office in 1945 and created a welfare state and healthcare system which rightly made Britain the envy of the world. To use the collective noun, the present disappointment of politicians 18have gone a fair way to reversing all that, and Britain is becoming more of a joke than a country to be envied.

         CHAPTER 8: A LAND OF HOPE AND GLORY?

         Penultimately, in Chapter 8, we begin to sound a positive note by pointing out that Britain is not on course to create another empire. We claim that what went wrong with Britain was largely a product of being led by people who did not want to contribute to the general good of the country. Many went to schools which had been designed to produce men who could run an empire. These schools are still instilling feelings of superiority today, but with no empire to absorb the urges that creates. A small coterie of mainly rich and privileged people mouthed slogans about improving social mobility while producing policies that actually ring-fenced the wealthy and made most of the population poorer. After the Brexit referendum, these people tried to convince us that it was poorer northern Labour supporters who swung the vote to leave the EU, whereas it was huge numbers of Tory voters in poorer Tory areas voting Leave that did it.

         Was it, as Robert Peston so eloquently wrote, that people wanted to give a bloody nose to these posh boys who had created so much more inequality to the benefit of only a tiny few? Or was it the many other reasons put forward so effectively by the Leavers: too few good employment opportunities, too many immigrants, loss of border controls, European courts very occasionally having the effrontery to suggest (usually correctly) that our courts were not being just? What about the retired in Spain, the borders with Gibraltar and Ireland, the Channel Islands and other tax havens – had Brexiteer leaders done any homework on those? How good is a tax haven when your country becomes poorer and an outcast from where the action is? Or were a few people, who had a lot of money to spend on securing the result they wanted, not thinking 19about that and just wanting to be in the limelight and have the opportunity to indulge in splendid jingoism?

         CHAPTER 9: WHY NOT BREXIT?

         We think Brexit is a disaster, but there may be silver linings to the huge dark cloud. We revisit the map created by Freddy Heineken, the Dutch beer magnate who envisioned a Europe of seventy-five regions – which unfortunately did not quite give Yorkshire its perennial wish to be independent! We end by suggesting that Britain can build on its reputation as a reasonably successful multiracial and multicultural set of countries, maybe a bit battered now but improving, including with a royal dual-heritage marriage.

         In or out of the EU, there are things the country can be good at, but we cannot be ‘Great’ in the way we were once so great at domineering. Britain cannot be top dog again. However, the British might even learn that not being top dog does not actually matter, and in many ways it can be preferable to be more normal. As it says on the lid of this little tome: Brexit is about the end of empire, and that, above all else, should give us hope for the future because at some point we really do have to begin to come to terms with who we are, what we are worth and where we have come from. Brexit could be the reality check required. 20
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            CHAPTER 1

            WHY BREXIT?

         

         
            The years of the long recession have brought with them a nostalgia for a time when life was easier, and Britain could simply get rich by killing people of colour and stealing their stuff. All of this is made possible by lies: the lies many of us were told about what our great-grandparents were up to in India, the lies we told ourselves when we decided not to look too closely, the lies we told the peoples we subjugated: Britain is a country built so firmly on deceit, dishonesty and backstabbing that the symbol on our national flag is not just a double-cross, but a triple.

            – Adam Ramsay, March 20171

         

         What is to be done? Do we just have to somehow get through ‘Brexit: the death agony of empire’ and eventually come to our senses?2 Let’s work our way backwards and then forwards again to try to get to the answer. Back in 2016, Theresa May promised a patriotic red, white and blue Brexit, but what we are getting is the pink, cream and aquamarine version. At first, May had been positively gung-ho about what Brexit would achieve for Britain. She had been following on David Cameron’s lead when, in 2011, he had claimed he had ‘an opportunity to begin to refashion the EU so it better serves this nation’s interests’.3 So why such 22a patriotic initial stance, and then such a desperate climbdown? Almost two years after the Brexit vote, she was writing apologetically in the Sunday Times: ‘Trust me: I’ll take back control but I’ll need your help.’4 She still promised to take back control of our borders, our money, our laws, our trade, our social and tax policies, but now she claimed that Brexit would be an opportunity to develop relations with fast-growing nations around the world, ‘and in doing this we will put the values that make us great as a nation at the forefront: openness, tolerance, diversity and innovation’. ‘As a proud Unionist and Prime Minister of the whole United Kingdom,’ she continued, ‘I am clear that … there will be no hard border between Northern Ireland and the UK’ and, paradoxically, possibly no single market and customs union. Theresa May’s tragedy is that she wanted to remain in the EU but was forced to implement some kind of exit. A tragedy for the UK may be that some of those in government (for it was the government who proposed the referendum) had no intention of explaining to the public what the EU did or did not do, and the vast majority of the general public are only just beginning to find out.

         Throughout and shortly after the Brexit campaign, it was pointed out by a few of the most prescient academics, when commenting in their blogs, that ‘present in the discourse of some of those arguing for a Leave vote was a tendency to romanticise the days of the British Empire, a time when Britannia ruled the waves and was defined by her racial and cultural superiority’.5 That, at least, was the thinking that was gathering strength as to why the UK may choose to leave. But, at the time of the vote, its result was simply greeted with shock by most media commentators, and explanations centring on empire were largely ignored. Why Brexit? Why now? Why had the electorate of the United Kingdom voted on 23 June 2016 to recommend ending the state’s membership 23of the European Union? Two years after the UK joined the European Community in 1973, it confirmed its membership in a referendum, with 67 per cent of those who voted opting to stay in. By 2016, the proportion in favour of remaining in the EU had dropped to 48 per cent, a fall of nineteen percentage points. Why this shift in opinion?

         Brandishing the campaign slogan ‘Vote leave, take control’, the Leave side in 2016 secured a narrow majority (1.3 million), 51.9 per cent of the 33.6 million who voted. Some 13 million registered voters did not turn out at the ballot boxes, and, on top of that, a further seven million eligible adults were not even registered to vote in 2016. They were disproportionately ‘the young, flat-dwellers, especially renters; members of ethnic minorities; [and] recent movers’.6

         Many people chose not to register to vote for a wide variety of reasons, mostly not laziness. Some fear debt collection agencies, whom they know are allowed access to the electoral register, even including access to those who request anonymity on the public roll. Others may think they are likely to be living at an address for only a matter of months, or they are partly homeless, such as staying temporarily with a friend, so they can hardly register to vote where they currently sleep. In London alone, there were 225,000 people aged 16–25 ‘sofa-surfing’ in other people’s homes in 2016 and many hundreds, at times thousands, sleeping rough on the city’s streets.7

         People who were poorer or younger were not most likely to vote Leave; they were most likely not to vote at all. Most of those who did not register to vote, or did not vote if registered, were of an age or in social and economic situations that would have made it likely they would have voted Remain had they had a vote and used it. Then, on top of that, the voting figures do not include the millions of mainland EU citizens and British sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds who were not allowed to vote 24because of earlier political decisions to dismiss their legitimate interest in the outcome. Young people aged sixteen and seventeen had been allowed to vote in the Scottish independence referendum in 2014, but were excluded from the EU referendum in 2016.

         It was initially reported that it was younger people who voted overwhelmingly for Remain. Some 73 per cent of voters aged 18–24 were reported to have done so, according to Lord Ashcroft’s exit poll. But then, when the turnout figures became known, it turned out that this apparently high figure represented only around a quarter of all 18–24-year-olds, as only a third of people of that age voted on the day (see Figure 1.1). There was controversy over this estimate, with some evidence later suggesting that 64 per cent of young people claimed to have voted, as compared to 90 per cent of older electors who said they could recall voting in the referendum.8 Of course, this recall data is not reliable: apparently far more people can remember voting than actually voted in June 2016!

         Given that turnout among the young tends to be low, it will certainly be the case that the youngest age groups had the largest proportion of non-voters. Figure 1.1 suggests that 64 per cent of 18–24-year-olds abstained, which in turn reduces the total share of the electorate voting for Remain in that group to 26 per cent, with those who voted Leave representing 10 per cent of all those aged 18–24.

         Once turnout is factored in, it becomes clear that it was not the young who were most in favour of Remain, but people aged 35–44. In fact, as a share of the electorate, fewer young people may have voted Remain than even those aged 65 or over! This is because so many of the young did not vote, or could not vote because they were not registered.

         Where there is a clear age gradient, however, is in the proportion voting Leave, which rises steadily with age. Figure 1.1 makes this very clear. 25

         
            FIGURE 1.1: VOTING BY AGE GROUP IN THE 2016 EU REFERENDUM

            
[image: ]Data from Lord Ashcroft Polls combined by the New Statesman with information from Sky Data.9

            

         

         What is remarkable is how little is known about what actually happened, almost three years after the event.

         In total, just over a quarter (28 per cent) of the entire UK electorate decided not to vote in the 2016 referendum. This 26is lower than in general elections, where in so many constituencies voting is practically pointless, but not that much lower. The turnout could well have been a decisive factor in the final result, partly because there were so many non-voters and partly because those who chose not to vote are thought to have been more likely to choose Remain. Electors were less likely to vote in areas where Remain support was revealed, in retrospect, to have been strongest.

         However, it is worth remembering, before worrying too much that just a few factors could have drastically changed the result, that a victory for Remain, unless massive, would only have been temporary. There would have been call after call for a second referendum following a narrow Remain win. As much of the rest of this book explains, those who most wanted Britain to leave the EU, and had the money to help make that happen, were not especially influenced by ideas of democracy or fairness. They believed in destiny. They desperately wanted Britain to leave. But even they were shocked that Leave won on the first attempt. In a way, it was a little too early for them. They were not prepared for their victory, and did not know what to do with it. So why (and where) did they win?

         The regional distribution of the vote is shown in the next graph (Figure 1.2). The geographical distribution of votes across the regions and countries of the United Kingdom is shown here as it compares to the UK average. Abstentions were highest in Scotland and then London, the two parts of the UK that were most strongly Remain. The next highest number of abstentions were in Northern Ireland, the other part of the UK best known for having a majority vote Remain. Had turnout in London and Scotland been nearer the UK average, this story would be very different; at the very least, the events of today would all have been delayed by a few years. 27

         
            FIGURE 1.2: VOTING BY REGION IN THE 2016 EU REFERENDUM

            
[image: ]Data provided by the Electoral Commission on turnout by vote by country and region.10

            

         

         Abstentions were lowest in the south-east, but there Leave and Remain were neck and neck. Next lowest were abstentions in the south-west (Leave majority), the east (largest majority vote for Leave), and then the East Midlands and West Midlands. In short, the Leave vote was ‘got out’. There is much more that was not clearly seen in the immediate aftermath of the vote. For instance, in great contrast to the surprise expressed at the time over its Leave majority, Wales was actually the least unusual part of the UK, with its shares of Remain, Leave and abstentions being almost equal to the total UK shares. The south-east, in contrast, had a much lower proportion of people abstaining than average. 28This is still not widely understood almost three years after the referendum itself.

         Figure 1.2 shows the extent to which people in Britain were more or less likely to vote Leave, vote Remain, or not turn up, all as compared to the UK average. The measure on the horizontal axis is the share of the electorate in each region or country as it differed from the UK average proportions. The regions and countries are ordered from those in which abstention rates were the lowest – the south-east of England – to the area with the highest proportion of abstentions – Scotland. It is now believed that abstentions were highest in the three regions and countries where people were least likely to support Leave partly because people there more often thought the result was a foregone conclusion.

         If you are going to remember one fact from this chapter, then remember this: because of different levels of turnout and numbers of registered voters, most people who voted Leave – by absolute numbers – lived in southern England. Furthermore, of all those who voted Leave, 59 per cent were middle class (often labelled as A, B or C1), and only 41 per cent were working class (labelled as C2, D or E). The proportion of Leave voters who were of the lowest two social classes (D and E) was just 24 per cent. One of us published these statistics not long after the vote, in the British Medical Journal,11 but that did little to quell the middle-class clamour to try to ‘blame the working class’.

         Middle-class Leave voters were crucial to the final result. This was because the middle class constituted two thirds of all those who voted, partly due to their higher turnout rates. However, voters’ class or region mattered less to the overall result than the personalities of those who led the campaigns. Within two weeks of the Leave win, Boris Johnson, Michael Gove and Nigel Farage had all given up their immediate UK political leadership ambitions or had been forced to by others. The repercussions of the 29outcome were as unexpected as the result itself. No one, especially Vote Leave campaign director and all-round political strategist Dominic Cummings – of whom we say more in the chapters that follow – had the ability to foretell the future in early 2016.

         Immediately after the event, most commentators quickly realised that the vote in June 2016 would become a divisive element in the United Kingdom’s politics for years to come. Thus, it was surprising that there was not a closer examination of the voting patterns. Such an inspection is essential to make more sense of the underlying divisions in society that need to be both understood and addressed. Close examination of the vote is also vital, if we are to know the likely future route of politics in this country. At the time of the result, many people wondered whether it was down to complacency among life’s winners, and particularly in those areas where it was most assumed that Remain would prevail. So, was it complacency that led to this outcome?

         It is possible to see the result less as a protest vote and more as the result of five key factors: a particular lack of voting in London; a relatively low turnout in Scotland; a similarly low turnout among the young; the denial of the vote to those aged sixteen and seventeen; and the exclusion of those who had the most interest of all in the outcome: the citizens of Europe who lived in the UK but were not born in the UK. Increasingly, new interpretations of the result see it as telling the British, and everyone else living in Britain at this time, about what was really going on in these islands, and most importantly what was in many people’s minds and imaginations; especially in the minds of those who were allowed to vote, were registered to vote, and were inclined to vote.

         In late 2017, four economists, Federica Liberini, Andrew J. Oswald, Eugenio Proto and Michela Redoano, examined newly released detailed survey data on the Brexit vote.12 They concluded that unhappiness with life did influence the vote, but that ‘the key channel of influence was not through general dissatisfaction with 30life. It was through a person’s narrow feelings about his or her own financial situation.’ They also found that the result was not entirely caused by the old. As they said in conclusion, looking at the carefully selected and weighted sample of voters they had to study: ‘First, despite some commentators’ views, Brexit was not caused by the attitudes of old people. Only the very young were disproportionately pro-Remain.’ The analysis of their samples differs from that reported in Lord Ashcroft’s exit poll (used in Figure 1.1 above), but it is worth noting that, when ignoring turnout and just concentrating on the exit poll, the greatest variation in support for Remain is between the youngest group (73 per cent) and the next youngest (62 per cent). Those in older age groups were far less positively Remain. And overall the young were not enthusiastic enough to outweigh the rest. But the result was close enough on that particular day for many variations to potentially have reversed the outcome.

         Later in this book (in Chapter 6), we present more evidence that it was middle-class voters in Middle England areas that predominantly voted for Leave in the largest absolute numbers – the numbers that mattered. However, the paper written by these four economists also suggested that it was that subset of voters who were most likely to affirm that financially they were finding it quite difficult or very difficult to get by, who were most likely to vote Leave. As the economists explained, ‘Feelings about income were, in these data, a substantially better predictor than actual income.’ It was not the poor voters but the averagely off voters who felt poor that mattered most. A huge amount of research has now found that people on average incomes in very economically unequal countries, such as the UK, tend to fare badly and feel especially hard done by as a result of that economic inequality.13

         A year earlier, two political scientists had produced interesting results that differed in some important ways. Matthew Goodwin and Oliver Heath wrote a paper for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 31entitled ‘Brexit vote explained: poverty, low skills and lack of opportunities’. They did this in August 2016, just a few weeks after the vote.14 They used data from part of the British Election Study: in particular, that collected from 31,000 people questioned via the internet. These people were asked how they thought they would vote in May and June of 2016, each being asked to speculate on their own behaviour just a few weeks before the actual poll was held.

         What Matthew and Oliver found of most importance was a very strong interaction effect whereby people with university degrees or A levels who also lived in more affluent areas were 30 per cent more likely to say they would vote Remain than that same group of people who were living in poorer areas. They also found an effect of income and poverty, but it was not as strong as this interaction effect. The interaction effect meant that two things had to be in place for someone to be very likely to vote Remain: they had to both have good educational qualifications and live in an affluent area. Affluent people with many qualifications living in poorer areas, it transpires, often saw more clearly that all was not good in Britain in 2016.

         At this point, it helps to introduce a map (see Figure 1.3). The map of the Brexit vote (whatever the projection used) is remarkable because it does not look like any other map of Britain’s electoral or social geography. For a start, Scotland clearly had a different enemy to worry about. For the Scots, the dominant institution taking away their sovereignty was based in London, not Brussels. Scotland was solidly Remain without any area of great exception. That is why every area in Scotland in the map below has a dot in it. The cartogram shown below resizes each voting area according to the total electorate living there. This helps explain why the outcome was frequently, but wrongly, blamed on the working class in the north of England; a traditional map makes the north look so much larger than it really is. 32

         
            FIGURE 1.3: VOTING BY LOCAL AUTHORITY AREA IN THE 2016 EU REFERENDUM

            
[image: ]Areas voting majority Remain have a dot placed in them, with the strength of the vote shown by shading.15

            

         

         The next thing to point out is just how few areas voted for Remain. The proportions of people who voted Remain in Remain 33areas were much higher than the proportions of people who voted Leave in Leave areas. The map is drawn with area in proportion to population. It reveals that most areas of England and Wales voted majority Leave (areas with no dots in them), but only narrowly so. In the north, the exceptions are few and far between: the university towns with the most students – Newcastle, Lancaster, Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester – voted Remain. More areas stand out in the south, with central London, Oxford and Cambridge as the summits of Remain. However, even there, parts of suburban London were majority Leave, all around Oxfordshire was majority Leave, as was almost everywhere west and south of Swindon, bar the university towns of Bristol, Cardiff and Exeter.

         You might look at the map and think it was poverty that mattered, but there are many very poor areas in London that voted solidly Remain, as well as much if not most of Liverpool and Manchester. Similarly, there are some areas with quite low rates of poverty, in Essex in particular, that were solidly Leave. It was not deprivation ‘what done it’. On 25 June 2016, the brilliant academic and analyst Alasdair Rae showed that the correlation between voting Leave and constituency deprivation indices was just 0.037.16 It was barely positive. In other words, there was very little evidence that the more deprived an area was, the more likely its residents were to vote Leave.

         There are many other interesting analyses as to who voted in the referendum and why. One theory that hit the headlines suggested that fat people were responsible. Peter Ormosi, an Associate Professor of Competition Economics at the Norwich Business School (University of East Anglia), posted a blog on the London School of Economics website at the very end of June 2016 entitled: ‘The weight of Brexit: Leave vote is higher in areas of higher obesity’.17 Peter reported correlations of 0.80 (very high in comparison to the deprivation correlation of 0.037). He then speculated that because ‘neurotic people are more likely to have 34[eating] disorders’, then it is possible that the correlation he found reflects those neuroses. Not surprisingly, this did not make him very popular in certain circles. As one voter retorted: ‘I am quite trim and voted out of the undemocratic EU ruled by unelected commissioners.’18

         On 30 June 2016, ITV reported the news as ‘UEA research claims link between obesity and Brexit voters’.19 On 1 July, the Daily Express ran the headline ‘Outrage after academic says Brexit voters were probably FAT’,20 reporting that ‘the jibe is the latest insult fired at leave voters already labelled “stupid” and “Little Englanders” on social media sites’. No newspaper asked why the correlation was so high and what it could really be telling us. Areas in which people tend to be thinner are often very similar to each other in many other ways.

         Peter Ormosi managed to produce one of the best examples of why correlation is not causation. He used public health data to suggest that the more obese people there were in an area, the more the area voted Leave.21 Many other analyses showed that the fewer immigrants there were in the area, the more people voted to leave, in both working- and middle-class areas. The village in the Cotswolds where the trimmer one of the two of us lives was very much pro-Leave, for example, and is home to almost no immigrants from overseas. So, was a part of this correlation due to immigrants being more likely to be thinner than the more settled, more sedentary population? But immigrants from the EU did not vote at the referendum; they were not eligible. So skinny Spaniards and svelte Italians were not themselves going out to vote Remain to make these correlations so strong.

         The very strong relationship between the number of local immigrants and the likelihood of an area voting Leave was also shown to have mattered greatly very early on. On 18 July 2016, the appropriately named Mario Cortina Borja, Julian Stander and 35Luciana Dalla Valle wrote a brief but highly informative paper titled ‘The EU referendum: surname diversity and voting patterns’. In it, they included a figure showing that in both England and Wales the more people there were in an area with unique names, the fewer Leave voters there were; but in Scotland there was no such relationship. Areas with many people having a unique name tend to be areas of high immigration from a disparate set of places of origin.22 We will return to the geographical clues in the vote, as to what mattered most in terms of local influences, in Chapters 6 and 8. Here, we turn back to the national campaigns.

         The national media matters. In May 2017, a study was released of the 14,779 newspaper and magazine articles that had mentioned the referendum in the run-up to the vote over the final ten weeks of the campaign. It concluded that:

         
	Coverage of immigration more than tripled over the course of the campaign, rising faster than any other political issue.

            	Immigration was the most prominent referendum issue, based on the number of times it led newspaper print front pages (there were 99 front pages about immigration, 82 about the economy).

            	Coverage of the effects of immigration was overwhelmingly negative. Migrants were blamed for many of Britain’s economic and social problems – most notably for putting unsustainable pressure on public services.

            	Specific nationalities were singled out for particularly negative coverage – especially Turks and Albanians, but also Romanians and Poles.23


         

To maintain support for Leave requires maintaining fear of immigrants, but how will that be done as net immigration begins to fall?24 36

         CONCLUSION

         What has happened since the referendum? Almost immediately, support for Leave dipped below Remain, but not by much. At the very end of 2017, polling company BMG revealed that Remain had only managed to draw ahead of Leave in February of that year, almost ten months after the actual vote. However, BMG’s head of polling Michael Turner pointed out that ‘digging deeper into the data reveals that this shift has come predominantly from those who did not actually vote in the 2016 referendum, with around nine in ten Leave and Remain voters still unchanged in their view’.25

         What really lay beneath all this? As Ian Jack pointed out in early 2018, we now know that in January 2016, ‘43% of British people believed the British empire was a good thing and only 19% a bad thing, with 25% believing it was neither. Furthermore, 44% felt that Britain’s history of colonialism was something to be proud of and only 19% felt it should be regretted.’26 It was not that Leave voters were fat. It was not that Leave voters were poorer, or more stupid, or cleverer. It was that they thought quite differently on many issues from most Remain voters – especially Remain voters with a degree or A levels who lived in more affluent places where all was relatively fine.

         Statistical analysis is never enough. We need to know to what extent ideology and understanding played a part. How might those understandings change in the years to come as we learn more about ourselves and our history, and as Brexit – in whatever form it takes – changes our position in the world? We may learn more about gender from the vote, about how British men and British women differ, especially in middle age. As Ipsos MORI pointed out, ‘A very small majority of women voted to remain, while men voted to leave. The biggest gender differences were among the AB social class and among those aged 35–54, among 37both of whom women were eleven points more likely to vote to remain than men.’27

         What is it that most differentiates middle-aged men from middle-aged women? Could it be that the men are more frustrated with their lot for some reason? What mattered was not the reality of who was faring worse, but who felt that they were faring worse than they deserved. Men and women in the past were educated very differently from each other. Men were routinely taught that they deserved more than women: better jobs, higher pay, more respect. Or maybe women tend to be more riskaverse? Leaving the EU would be a big step into the unknown.

         Some men are, of course, delighted with the Leave vote, especially those who played a large part in bringing about the result. One of those is Dominic Cummings, the so-called mastermind of the Brexit campaign, set to be played by Benedict Cumberbatch in a Channel 4 television drama about the referendum to be aired just before the actual departure in March 2019. We will see more of Cummings later.28 The 29 March point of departure is now widely predicted to be a day of reckoning, regardless of what transition deals may or may not be agreed by then. As one academic put it in spring 2017, ‘Articulating and responding to the divisions that were laid bare by the events of 2016 will be the primary challenge of tomorrow.’29 Tomorrow has arrived.
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            CHAPTER 2

            BRITAIN’S IMMIGRANT ORIGINS

         

         
            The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland came into being in a series of treaties between its constituent nations, England and Wales in 1536, with Scotland in 1707 and with Ireland, thus formalizing its long-standing occupation, in 1801. Not dissimilar to other nation states, its creation involved political, administrative and imaginative efforts.

            – Tariq Modood and colleagues, 20121

         

         INTRODUCTION

         British history is currently greatly contested and that long-running debate partly explains the Brexit referendum.2 There was an ancient Roman province called Britannia, but its female personification, the goddess Britannia, had disappeared as a symbol in Britain for almost 1,500 years until she was revived shortly before the 1707 Act of Union.

         In the fifth and sixth centuries, following the fall of the Roman Empire, what we now call England was carved out by immigrant warlords to make tribal territories. A few were Saxons. Others were Vikings, Angles, Jutes, and Danish kings, who fought each other repeatedly.

         39Rather than never (never never) being slaves, as the chorus of ‘Rule Britannia’ implies, many ancient Britons were slaves of the Romans, the Vikings and the Danes and then for many centuries they were vassals of the feudal Normans. Much British land is still owned by the invading families who were clustered around William the Conqueror in 1066. A Dutch stadtholder replaced the King of England in 1688. However, it was not long before British emigrants began invading other countries – though of course they never saw themselves as immigrants when they did so.

         The British Empire beyond these islands was built up by an immigrant people, who, as they took control of more and more provinces overseas, began to create and embellish yet more patriotic myths about those from ‘home’. Then, as the empire declined, these myths of Great Britain lingered on and were further bolstered to help those trying to hold on to a greater and greater share of a shrinking national pie.

         IMAGINATIVE EFFORTS

         Tariq Modood is putting it politely when he talks of ‘imaginative efforts’. In October 2017, the then leader of UKIP, Henry Bolton, claimed that ‘in certain communities the indigenous Anglo-Saxon population is nowhere to be seen’. Like so many of the most fervent supporters of Brexit, Henry was born in an outpost of the former empire, Nairobi in Kenya. He is a former lance-corporal of the Royal Hussars. He has also worked for the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, including in Afghanistan.3

         A few months before Henry Bolton made his Anglo-Saxon claims, the Odinist Fellowship wrote to the Church of England demanding reparations for the oppression of the Anglo-Saxon nation by Christianity. The Odinists believe in the god Odin, and that Anglo-Saxons migrated to become the dominant group in 40Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries. This, however, is untrue. As Duncan Sayer, a Reader in Archaeology, explained in 2017:

         
            In the US, this mixed-up medievalism is associated with the white supremacist alt-right who use Anglo-Saxon and Viking motifs. But archaeological research, which examines ancient DNA and artefacts to explore who these ‘indigenous’ Anglo-Saxons were, shows that the people of fifth and sixth century England had a mixed heritage and did not base their identity on a biological legacy. The very idea of the Anglo-Saxon ancestor is a more recent invention linked closely with the English establishment.4

         

         Sayer went on to explain that it was not until the sixteenth century, as the myth of Britain was beginning to be established, that the term Anglo-Saxon was used at all. Those who lived in the British Isles were a far more mixed bunch than simply being mainly Anglo-Saxon. However, the Anglo-Saxon myth later became politically useful, especially during the First World War, to try to downplay anti-German sentiment over the German (British) royal family – they were also Anglo-Saxon and so apparently just like ‘us’. On the Anglo-Saxon myth, Sayer concluded:

         
            Today, the term Anglo-Saxon is a convenient label for those opposed to future immigration. While it collectively describes some post-Roman and early medieval culture, it has never accurately described a biological ethnicity nor an indigenous people. The DNA evidence points to an integrated people of mixed ancestry who lived side by side. Anglo-Saxon ancestry is a modern English myth – the English are not descended from one group of people, but from many and that persists in our culture and in our genes.

         

         41All this is not ancient history. In Oxfordshire in the 1970s, all state school children were required, once a year, to build Anglo-Saxon houses out of lollipop sticks, with fake thatch on top made from straw. (Shrewd parents kept the model house stored away so that the next sibling could tart it up and bring it into the school in a later year.) Returning to Oxfordshire a few years ago, with young children, one of us was amazed to find this myth-making about the ethnic origin of the English is still continuing, as if nothing had been learnt since the 1970s. To this day, Oxfordshire school children still make an Anglo-Saxon model house every year so that they can imagine some fictional history to relate to; though today, of course, most of the parents of those children, if not the children themselves, never came from the county of Oxfordshire – they are migrants, mostly from elsewhere in the UK, increasingly from elsewhere in the world.

         It is time we packed that ‘Anglo-Saxon’ house away for good.

         THE LAST THROES OF EMPIRE THINKING

         Our contention is that the EU referendum showed up the last throes of empire-thinking working its way out of the British psyche.5 We suggest that Britain had only joined what became the EU in the 1970s because the old British Empire had fallen apart. Country after country had won independence and escaped from the control of the British by the late 1960s. No one had explained to the British that Britain had become rich by exploiting the land and labour of colonised countries.

         From the mid-1970s onwards, Britain began to get into serious economic difficulty, worse than the crises in other countries at the time because of the double whammy of no longer receiving what was in effect tribute from so many colonies that had so recently been trapped in the empire.

         When others are forced to buy your expensive goods rather 42than making their own or buying from cheaper countries, they are paying tribute. When you destroy the textile industry in one continent, after enslaving people from a second continent and forcing them to pick cotton in a third continent to be woven in Manchester, all to make a profit, you are receiving tribute. Your wealth is built up through great military power and controlling a monopoly. Nations can become addicted to receiving tribute and addicted to the idea of not having to do very much to be rich. Then, when the former colonies are no longer forced to buy your Manchester cotton, nor all your other empire produce, the flow of tribute ends. The attempts to reboot tribute via a banking ‘Big Bang’ eventually failed. In the November 2017 Budget, it was revealed that national debt would not return to 2008 levels until 2060 (and that’s assuming there are no further recessions)6 and British families were experiencing ‘the longest period of continuous falls in disposable incomes in over 60 years’.7

         Whatever kind of Brexit occurs – hard, soft, or even a cancellation and staying in the European Union – Britain will be much diminished by the Brexit process. Already the British have lost face in a multitude of small ways. More additional money had to be found to pay for Brexit in the November 2017 Budget than could be found for the NHS.8 On the same day as that Budget, we also learnt that Britain would lose its special place on the International Court of Justice for the first time since the court’s inception in 1946.9

         The arguing and making of claims and counter-claims about its national status has not improved the image of Britain in the eyes of much of the rest of the world.10 But there is an upside. The British may well learn a great deal about themselves as a result of what they are going through. Not least that Britain, and even Brexit, has its deepest roots embedded firmly in the ashes of the British Empire.

         43It is not hard for modern-day Britons to be a little confused over who they are or where they have come from. Many were born abroad but are now British. Even more have at least one parent who was born abroad, and yet more have at least one grandparent who was an immigrant. Thanks to the British Empire, London is now the most ethnically mixed large city in the world.11 It is the real global melting pot – the biggest of big apples.12 New York pales in comparison, yet celebrations of Britain’s multicultural global supremacy are few and far between. There are, for instance, no British national museums devoted to immigration or to the empire and its associated atrocities.13 In contrast, there are many museums devoted to, or touching upon, slavery in Britain, the largest being in Liverpool. The slave museums may be popular with some benefactors because of the Conservative myth that their MP William Wilberforce abolished slavery in 1833. It was hardly abolished as far as the living conditions of many slaves were concerned, but a lot of slave-holding families became exceedingly rich from the compensation Wilberforce helped to arrange.

         In the USA, people’s histories of immigration are celebrated and the birthplaces of both parents and grandparents are recorded in American census forms, but this is not the case in Britain. This is partly because the empire was once seen as a single indivisible entity: individual countries of origin within the empire were considered irrelevant. Exact numbers are therefore hard to estimate, but very few people will have only British ancestors stretching back to pre-empire days.

         The Parliament of Great Britain came into being when the Act of Union between Scotland and England took effect in 1707. Before then there was no Britain, at least not as we know her today. Britain’s namesake, Britannia, the goddess, first appeared on Roman coins around 119 ad but disappeared as a symbol on coins in Britain for almost 1,500 years until she was revived shortly 44before that Act of Union.14 (In 2017, a particularly warlike Britannia was designed by Central St Martin’s student Louis Tamlyn to grace the royal mint’s five-ounce gold coin. Following the Brexit vote, the worth of the gold in the coin rose to almost £8,500 as the value of the pound dropped.)

         
            
               FIGURE 2.1: THE BRITANNIA 2017 UK FIVE-OUNCE GOLD PROOF COIN

[image: ]Reverse design by Louis Tamlyn, a student at Central Saint Martins: ‘Britannia is arguably the oldest and most famous symbol of Britain’. We are grateful to the Royal Mint for permission to reproduce this image.15

            

         

         It is worth thinking a little more deeply about why the symbol of Britannia was revived shortly after 1707, the purposes for which it is used today, and just how important the empire was in creating what we think of as today’s ‘British’ identity – which has so little to do with the island of Britain. As the BBC explained in 45February 2018, ‘Modern Britons trace just a small fraction of their ancestry to the people who built Stonehenge.’ This is due to a very effective, almost rampant, continuous immigration. That process of constant immigration involved virtually the entire replacement of the ‘indigenous’ population around 4,500 years ago by one of the first of so many invasions.16

         Today, Britannia is a patriotic symbol that can be used to create a largely artificial sense of nationhood and of the rightful position and destiny of the peoples who now live in the British Isles. In short, Britannia is used for propaganda and the creation of a myth. This deception is at least 300 years old. For instance, every statement in the song ‘Rule Britannia’, penned a few decades after the Act of Union, is untrue:

         
            
               When Britain first, at Heaven’s command

               Arose from out the azure main;

               This was the charter of the land,

               And guardian angels sang this strain:

               ‘Rule, Britannia! rule the waves:

               Britons never ever ever will be slaves.’

            

         

         Britain has an incredible legacy of myths, tales and songs used to spin a national myth that is very different from the reality. Later came ‘Jerusalem’, the song that became known as the unofficial anthem of Britain. It was adopted by Women’s Institutes in the 1920s. Three eminent composers had a hand in putting William Blake’s 1804 poem to music in 1916. ‘Jerusalem’ was intended to stir up patriotic feelings during and after the First World War.17 It is not an ancient song. It was a poem revived and recast when it was thought that a renewed sense of patriotism was required. Again, we suggest you ask what the logical answer to each couplet is: 46

         
            
               And did those feet in ancient times

               Walk upon England’s mountains green?

               And was the holy Lamb of God

               On England’s pleasant pastures seen?

               And did the Countenance Divine,

               Shine forth upon our clouded hills?

               And was Jerusalem builded here,

               Among these dark Satanic mills?

            

         

         The answer to each question in the lyrics above was and remains ‘No’. What Blake actually intended his poem to be about can be debated. He certainly mentions the terrible injustices faced by the enslaved workers in textile mills – those ‘dark Satanic mills’. However, during the First World War, it was interpreted as being triumphant. King George V wrote that he preferred the song to the national anthem and in March 2016, on its centenary, David Cameron suggested it should take the place of ‘God Save the Queen’. He was not joking.

         BRITAIN’S IMMIGRANT ORIGINS

         The Angles were a Germanic tribe who invaded what became known as the ‘land of the Angles’. The Jutes and Saxons, two other Germanic tribes, also invaded. Saxon and Danish kings then fought each other repeatedly. Eventually, Cnut or Canute (1016–35) imposed taxes and married a Norman lady. Four kings later, Harold was defeated by William the Conqueror in 1066 and all the ‘English’ (not British until much later) royal families thereafter were of Norman French, Dutch or German extraction.

         The Normans, whose main base was in France, expanded their empire into Ireland, colonising that province in 1169. Then, in 1282 under Norman (English) King Edward I, they conquered Wales, annexing the principality. Ever since then, the heir to the 47English throne has been titled the Prince of Wales, deliberately denying the Welsh their own dynasty. But the English were also subjugated. The rulers of England were not English; they did not speak English but French. They did not look like typical English people of the time, who were more often blond; the elite generally had dark hair.

         The Normans and their friends who controlled the land of the Angles (Angle-land, as in Eng-er-land) in the centuries after 1282 tried repeatedly to invade and conquer the Kingdom of Scotland. And they repeatedly failed. Henry VIII married his sister to the Scottish king, but it took two more centuries to secure the 1707 Act of Union with Scotland. There had been attempts before to combine England and Scotland, but all had failed. Much later, the Victorians would try to rename Scotland ‘northern Britain’, which took myth-making a step too far; it never caught on.

         So why was the Act of Union finally successful in 1707? It was not due to an English liking for the kilt, which in fact only came into its own after the Act passed. Indeed, Parliament considered banning the kilt in 1715 as ‘on a windy day, or going up a hill or stooping, the indecency of it is plainly disclosed’.18 No, the answer is that there was finally something worth coming together over – and that something was the new empire that was being created overseas. War at home was too costly a price to pay when it became clear there were such great spoils to be won abroad. Initially those spoils were realised by raiding Spanish galleons; later by the taking of colonies. A little greed can lead to much evil.
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