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This book is dedicated to my wife Nicola and her late mother Julie, both of whom have been paragons of how to transcend difference to connect with people from all backgrounds.
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A New Tribalism


How we entered a new era of polarisation




‘O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another.’


The Quran, 49:13





A cylindrical white package landed on my doormat. Each morning for weeks I had been excited and nervous as I checked the post, in anticipation of its arrival. The papers inside were supposed to tell me where my ancestors came from. For my entire life I had described my heritage beginning and ending in Guyana, the country of my parents’ birth. It was obvious that my ancestors had been involuntary participants in the transatlantic slave trade, but I had no idea where they had been taken from. Our family history was not something I ever discussed with my parents. As far as I am aware, they knew little about their family tree more than a couple of branches back. I hoped the DNA analysis inside the package would resolve my unanswered questions.


The year was 2007 and I had been asked by the then prime minister, Tony Blair, to lead on the UK’s commemoration of the bicentenary of the 1807 Abolition of the Slave Trade Act. I was given this honour because I was the Labour government’s culture minister and, as the Daily Telegraph had bluntly put it, ‘a descendant of slaves’. Indeed, the previous year, in a speech highlighting the preparations that were being made to mark the bicentenary, I had talked about how little people knew of Britain’s role in the buying, selling and exploitation of human beings from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. The average Brit might have watched Roots, the 1970s TV series based on the eponymous Alex Haley novel. Or they might have heard of the role played by William Wilberforce in the abolition of slavery. But beyond these and a few other exceptions, a sort of collective amnesia has followed the slave trade in Britain.


At the time, the nation’s obsession with genealogical studies and family history documentaries such as Who Do You Think You Are? was relatively new and exciting. So, when I received an invitation from the Science Museum in London to undergo a DNA test, I did not hesitate before agreeing. The Cambridge-based company offering the service, Roots for Real, specialised in uncovering genetic ancestry. They would give me a detailed analysis of my mtDNA, the genetic code of my maternal ancestry, and my Y-DNA, the genetic code for my paternal line.


When the Roots for Real ‘home saliva’ kits arrived six weeks earlier, I became gripped by the possibility of what the analysis would reveal. All that stood between me and an insight into my genetic roots were a bunch of swabs, some glass vials and a pre-paid return envelope. I immediately swabbed myself and, on the advice of the company’s scientists, got saliva samples from my mother and maternal uncle. Then I sent the vials off to the lab and waited. A month and a half later, the results, which would match me to my long-lost cousins across the world, arrived.


I brought the package, along with the rest of that day’s post, into my kitchen, brewed a cup of coffee and sat down. Opening the tube, I peeked inside and eagerly removed the printout. The analysis of my nucleic acids revealed that I was a 25 per cent match to the Tuareg tribe in Fafa, Niger; a 25 per cent match to the Temne tribe in Sierra Leone; and a 25 per cent match to the Bantu tribe in South Africa. One of the most surprising details was the reference to traces of Scottish DNA, which apparently come from my mother’s side.


Of all the findings, the Tuareg element amazed me the most. I had been to South Africa and Sierra Leone, so I had at least a degree of familiarity with the Bantu and the Temne people. Niger had never been on my radar. When I tapped ‘Tuareg’ into Google and browsed several books I had ordered from Amazon, I felt a sense of pride as I read about their complex history and unique culture. It quickly became clear that the Tuareg are not easily characterised. They are an ‘ethnic confederation’ of Berber tribes, originally from North Africa. According to legend, they moved into the Sahara around ad 400.


The Tuareg do not perfectly fit the old-fashioned anthropological definition of ‘tribe’ because they are not a self-contained ‘whole society’. Instead, they are a group of various tribes, which includes around 2 million people, mostly spread across Niger and Mali, as well as Algeria, Burkina Faso and Libya. Though they were once all nomadic, many have now moved into towns and villages. Today many live as minorities among larger, ethnically separate majorities, often marginalised by restrictive laws. Perhaps most interestingly, and fundamental to understanding the Tuareg, is that they do not all look as if they come from one ethnic group. A caste system separates the ‘Bella’, darkskinned members who were once slaves, from the lighter-skinned members who tended to be slave owners.


Nevertheless, the Tuareg do have a distinctive culture. They share one language, or at the least one group of very closely related languages, called Tamasheq, which is written in its own ancient script.1 They are sometimes known as the ‘blue people’ due to the distinctive indigo often used in their clothes. They practise Islam, but their own distinctive form, as part of the Maliki sect.2 Many still retain beliefs in spirits and exorcism.3, 4 Interestingly, as I would find out, it is Tuareg men rather than women who wear the veil. What brings the Tuareg together is a shared set of numbers on their ticket in the lottery of life: their parents, their DNA and where they were born. I shared the most necessary condition needed to be classed a Tuareg, in my genetic code, but I had been raised in a wholly different environment which made that insufficient.


The DNA results gave me something I had longed for. Something more than a biography, a backstory or a culture. The results gave me the potential to discover more about my biological heritage. Suddenly, a genetic sense of self, an appreciation that I came from a specific group of people from a definable location, allowed me to identify as more than just a ‘descendant of slaves’. Previously there had been a hole in my understanding of where I came from. This new information filled the gap. I began to empathise with the type of belonging about which I had sometimes been cynical. In the past, I might have rolled my eyes if someone told me they were descended from Viking, Norman or Celtic stock, but now I understood what they were getting at.


After rereading my results for the fourth time, I went upstairs to scan them onto my computer so I could email copies to my family. I then excitedly phoned every sibling, cousin, aunt and uncle I could reach. This was not just my story; it was my whole family’s history. We all feel the need to belong. This is part of what makes human beings uniquely social animals. My whole family’s reactions when we looked at the DNA results are evidence of this.


What did it mean that I felt this visceral connection to the Tuareg tribe? Clearly, I do not speak the same language, live in the same culture or share the same worldview as the Tuareg. Yet I could not deny my desire to somehow belong to their group.


DEFINING ‘TRIBES’


When I was growing up in the 1970s and ’80s, the popular scientist of the day was Dr Desmond Morris. An unusual character, Morris flitted between impressive careers as a zoologist, TV presenter and surrealist painter. His bestselling The Naked Ape was written in just four weeks in 1967. It made Morris stupendously rich, leading him to buy luxury cars, a yacht and move to a twenty-seven-room house in Malta. Morris’s many books are based on the underlying premise that, despite 10,000 years of ‘civilisation’, our species’ characteristics are predominantly defined by the hundreds of thousands of years that humans were hunter-gatherers, and the millions of years before in which our species’ ancestors evolved. The implicit consequence of this is that the genetic features we have inherited are not designed for the modern world. Morris’s central premise – that our modern human experience is shaped by millions of years of evolutionary tinkering – has stood the test of time. And so has the man himself: Morris, now in his nineties, reportedly works from 10 p.m. until 4 a.m. every single night.


In Manwatching: A Field Guide to Human Behaviour, Morris explains that humans began as ‘tribal animals, living in comparatively small groups, probably less than a hundred, and we existed like that for millions of years’. In our tribes, we knew everyone else. If we had any contact with outsiders from other tribes, we would aim to immediately drive them away from our space. To the tribe, anyone outside of its physical and conceptual boundaries is an outsider, even an enemy. And, in the tribal order of things, threats must be eliminated. A tribe does not only promote its own interests and vision for the world, it defines itself in opposition to the ‘other’.


It would be wrong to frame the ancient tribes of our ancestors only in terms of their exclusivity. Cooperating in groups of this size is more inclusive than existing as individuals, or in smaller groups based around family, for example. Human psychology is different to other social primates, in that it makes larger, more cooperative societies possible. For anthropologists, the scale of human cooperation that has developed is an ‘evolutionary puzzle’.5 The most plausible theory to explain these changes is that they are the result of natural selection.6 The development of tribes allowed individuals to learn from each other, increase genetic variation, and find strength in numbers against nature’s threats. Our instinct to work in larger groups, which can be characterised as tribes, helped humans to survive and were the first steps towards the large and open societies we live in today.


As human societies advanced, the size of the human world expanded. The tribes of old were replaced by the ‘great capital city’. Paint and piercings were replaced by ‘flags, emblems, uniforms, anthems, marching songs and bugle calls’. Boundary lines evolved into national territories, trade agreements, customs arrangements, checkpoints, passport stops and border walls. But this has left ‘the ancient tribal hunter’, which Morris claims forms the basis of each of us, ‘unsatisfied by membership of such a vast conglomeration of individuals, most of whom are totally unknown to him personally’. As Morris wrote in the seventies, in the twentieth century the only option was to join ‘the local club, the teenage gang, the union, the specialist society, the sports association, the political party, the college fraternity, the social clique, the protest group’.


In the decades that followed, opportunities for engagement in civil and social organisations have rapidly declined. In the twenty-first century, it is harder to find belonging in local clubs, unions and other small groups. Instead, many of us attempt to satisfy our primal communal urges by joining different forms of ‘tribes’. Some have tried to gratify their need to belong by finding pride in ethnic identities. Others have joined and begun to identify with subcultures online. The internet allows new groups to feel emotionally connected, while being physically far apart.


Tribal behaviour is on the rise in our politics and across society, as various scholars and commentators have observed.7 Yet the term has become unfashionable among anthropologists. This is understandable: ‘tribal’ was originally used by Europeans as a catch-all term to describe their interactions with the non-white world. ‘Tribalism’ was everything Europe was not: uneducated, primitive, non-white. All the same, some anthropological definitions are worth looking at to help us understand what it means to say that modern society is becoming more tribal. The cultural anthropologist Aidan Southall usefully described a tribal society as ‘a whole society, with a high degree of self-sufficiency at a near subsistence level, based on a relatively simple technology without writing or literature, politically autonomous and with its own distinctive language, culture and sense of identity, tribal religion being also coterminous with tribal society’.8


The term ‘tribe’, however, was never very effective at capturing the vast cultural and social diversity, richness and difference found in groups of people living on the continent of Africa and elsewhere in the so-called ‘developing world’. For these reasons, by the latter part of the twentieth century, most anthropologists and historians had mostly stopped using the term ‘tribe’. Today anthropologists use many other terms, such as ethnic group, nation, people, community, kin group and village.


Given its colonial baggage, you might ask why I have chosen to focus this book around the concept of tribes at all. I am not interested in rehabilitating outdated and racist uses of ‘tribe’. I do not use it as a specific anthropological identifier to mark out certain groups of humans. Instead, I am using it as a metaphor to describe the creeping resurgence of our polarisation into groups at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In this era, ‘tribal’ identities are not exclusively the result of your ethnic make-up or the place you live. Instead, they are often the product of the tensions and splits in the modern world.


This is based on the theory of ‘neo-tribalism’, a term coined by French sociologist Michel Maffesoli in 1988, when he published “Le Temps des Tribus”. After the book was translated into ‘The Time of the Tribes’ in 1996, it became a popular text among post-modernist students across the English-speaking world.9 I remember staying quiet as a group of friends discussed the book, while I was studying for my postgraduate degree in the USA, in part because I did not buy its central premise. In 1996, at least to me, the world did not feel tribal, but open, hopeful and on track for progress. Neo-tribalism is an idea which I only began to take seriously more recently.


Maffesoli’s neo-tribes are best thought of as ‘communities of feeling’.10 They are groups defined by the individuals within them sharing a particular emotional perspective of the world’s meaning. The central feature of neo-tribes are social ties between humans. Instead of making decisions as individuals, its members make them while playing a specific role within a certain social group. Within these groups, an individual is likely to see their own identity purely in terms of the group identity. This is in part due to a kind of identity crisis that is spreading across society. In the era of rationalism, which followed the Enlightenment, we understood our identities in terms of our social position, class, or stable work function. As these rigid structures broke down – because of a combination of deindustrialisation, technological advance and even social justice movements – this stability was lost.


Individuals began to seek community and emotional connection with others in a neo-tribe, in part as a defensive rebellion against feeling like they had no clear identity.11 Neo-tribalism, then, which I will refer to as the ‘new tribalism’, or later simply ‘tribalism’, is a backlash against the increasingly atomised and individualistic societies we created. The new tribes crave the benefits of community in a society of individuals because individualism went too far.


In the three decades since Maffesoli first conceived his theory, the trends leading to society’s identity crises have deepened. Traditional lifelong job paths, and the class structures they were linked to, which were once the source of individual’s identities, have declined further. Meanwhile, the technological and communications revolution has massively weakened the barrier to forming new tribes. Rather than relying on physical interactions and meeting places, new social ties and tribal groups can be formed around the world effortlessly, using the internet. What is consistent between old and new versions of tribalism is that both are appealing because they satisfy the very human desire to belong to something bigger than oneself. The dynamics of solidarity, faith and, at worst, blind loyalty in those who are like you appear to be much the same.


My desire to feel part of the Tuareg was reflective of the broader desire of many in modern, Western society to feel as though we belong to an exclusive group. It follows, and is in many ways a reaction against, the long period of individualism in which we were more focused on what separates us than what we have in common. As people have been pushed further into individualism by the logic of the market, their urge to belong has not been able to be satisfied by the community structures – like organised religion, clubs and unions – that once held us together. Instead they have looked to new identity groups in which to find belonging.


The reforms begun under Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher are key drivers of the new tribalism. The era of ‘neoliberalism’ did not only change our society’s economic systems: it changed our politics, our culture and how we view ourselves. Markets became stronger, but our communities became weaker. Individuals were encouraged to pursue personal success, but often at the expense of helping those around them. For some, the pursuit of individual success resulted in wealth, comfort and even fame. Many more were left behind, without the communal safety net which once might have caught them.


The backlash against an era of individualism and the resulting desire to belong to a particular tribal group can most obviously be seen in the growing antagonisms between those with opposing political identities like Leave and Remain, Republican and Democrat, Labour and Conservative. It may, however, also help explain why many of the most alienated in our society are attracted to the extremes of religious terror groups, resurgent white nationalist movements and inner-city gangs.


In this new era of tribalism, the rational is increasingly being replaced by the emotional. The logic of the global liberal order, which for so long enjoyed political hegemony, is being attacked in almost every modern democracy. The universal values that were its basis (all humans are of equal value, cooperation is better than domination, freedom is an intrinsic good) are now being questioned. This tension was obvious in the BBC’s 2019 UK general election leaders’ debate, where an impassioned member of the public bluntly asked the two Prime Ministerial candidates that, in light of the recent London Bridge terror attack, “Will you put public safety ahead of human rights?” Human rights are designed to protect individuals, but as this question highlighted, some are growing suspicious that a rights-based order poses a threat to their group.


IN-GROUPS AND OUT-GROUPS


Tribalism is natural. Humans intuitively sort themselves into ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’.12 Our need to belong is hardwired into our brains.13 Yet what these groups are based on – our nation, our skin colour, or even our football team – is somewhat arbitrary. We need to belong to groups, but there is nothing inevitable about the specific groups to which we belong.


Countless psychological studies back this up. In one such experiment, toddlers aged between four and six were divided in two. One group was given red T-shirts and the other blue T-shirts. Both groups were then shown images of other children, whom they had never met but were wearing either red or blue T-shirts. At no point did the teachers mention shirt colour, but by the end of the three weeks it was clear that children favoured other children wearing the same colour shirt as themselves.14


This type of behaviour has not only been demonstrated in children. One study, by academics at Northeastern University in Boston, asked volunteers to answer questions before dividing them randomly into one group of ‘over-estimators’ and another group of ‘under-estimators’.15 They were then introduced to another person who they believed was also taking part in the experiment, but in reality their behaviour was guided by instructions from the researchers. Half of the volunteers were told that this additional participant was a member of their in-group, while the other half were led to believe he was a member of their out-group.


The volunteers from both groups then watched as this new member cheated on a simple task that they had earlier completed. At the end of the experiment, the volunteers rated the ‘fairness’ with which this additional member had acted. The results showed that volunteers were significantly more likely to excuse the unfair behaviour of the other member if they perceived them as belonging to their in-group.16 We perceive objectively unfair actions as more acceptable, excused or forgiven when it comes from one of our own.


The desire for group membership is innate, but this does not dictate whether it is morally good or bad. On the positive side, it can help us foster solidarity with other people, as well as facilitate positive action. Being part of a group can discourage selfishness by instilling a sense that we are responsible for one another. It can encourage fidelity and loyalty, and create a whole that is bigger than the sum of its parts. Community can be an antidote to selfishness and individualism, creating secure networks and rich cultures. In fact, our urge to belong underlies much of what it means to be human.


Once we accept our innate need to belong, we can start thinking about which types of group identity to organise that urge around, and which to avoid. One positive way to satisfy our need to belong is to organise it around shared values and institutions. This can be inclusive to all those who wish to be a part of a group, rather than exclusive to those who happen to possess the required attributes. There are countless examples throughout history of positive, inclusive group identities. Consider, for example, what it means to be an American. The founding documents of the USA laid the groundwork for a group identity that was not based on specific, exclusive criteria, but instead offered a group identity for all those who wished to pursue “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”.


Inclusive group identities contrast with new tribal identities, in which individuals retreat into groups defined by a core similarity of experience found in shared religion, ethnicity or culture, in part caused by unease, confusion, pain or fear at the speed of change in the modern world. Our longing for belonging only becomes destructive when it is used to argue that one group is superior to another. It becomes toxic when it blinkers us: by being exclusive rather than inclusive. In these cases, community is distorted into a toxic form of tribalism. At its worst, tribalism can be blind, unquestioning, divisive, exclusive and hateful. Individuals who do not conform are likely to be ostracised. Those in the same tribe lower their moral standards for each other, easily forgiving – and even denying – their bad actions. Those perceived to be in an opposing tribe are often seen as wrong by default, regardless of the content of their argument. This form of tribalism does not seek to include others of different faiths, ethnicities or cultures around the values and institutions they share. Instead it denigrates and divides those who are different. Instead of seeing an action as right or wrong in itself, its value is assessed purely with regard to its instrumental effect on the tribe. ‘Right and Wrong’ are replaced by ‘Us and Them’.


HOW WE GOT HERE


In 1962, President John F. Kennedy delivered one of those rare speeches that leave a lasting mark on history. Speaking from a podium at Rice University in Texas, in front of a crowd of 40,000, but a worldwide audience of many millions more, he put forward his case for ‘why we go to the moon’. What stuck with me when I first watched that speech was not only the argument for space travel but Kennedy’s articulation of the speed and scale of human progress:




No man can fully grasp how far and how fast we have come, but condense, if you will, the 50,000 years of man’s recorded history in a time span of but a half-century. Stated in these terms, we know very little about the first forty years, except at the end of them advanced man had learned to use the skins of animals to cover them. Then about ten years ago, under this standard, man emerged from his caves to construct other kinds of shelter. Only five years ago man learned to write and use a cart with wheels. Christianity began less than two years ago. The printing press came this year, and then less than two months ago, during this whole fifty-year span of human history, the steam engine provided a new source of power. Newton explored the meaning of gravity. Last month electric lights and telephones and automobiles and airplanes became available. Only last week did we develop penicillin and television and nuclear power, and now if America’s new spacecraft succeeds in reaching Venus, we will have literally reached the stars before midnight tonight.17





If we do the similar rough calculations today, less than two weeks ago the first commercial internet servers arrived.18 A day and a half later we concluded the Uruguay Round of General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade which created the World Trade Organisation (WTO) – an agreement that liberalised trade and reduced tariffs for 123 countries – which China joined last week. We created the first iPhone about four days ago. Yesterday Uber deployed the first fleet of twenty self-driving taxis, and earlier today an artificially intelligent computer defeated the world’s best human player at the ancient and nuanced strategy game, Go. The twin revolutions of technological advancement and economic globalisation have irrevocably changed how we live. Half a century on from when he condensed human history into fifty years, JFK himself would be in awe at how far we have come.


Though most people use it only to stay in touch with those acquaintances they may lack the time to see in person, today, through Facebook, you have the power to contact more than 2 billion strangers from the supercomputer that sits in your pocket. If you want to, you could start a business from Dublin that exports French wine to Mount Fuji in Japan with zero tariffs.19 Online you can find a community of thousands, if not millions, who subscribe to your own niche interest, whether it is paranormal activity or gluten-free baking. In most capital cities across the world you can eat your exact favourite chain burger while watching your favourite TV show on Netflix. Low-cost air travel means you can fly from London to Morocco for less than a typically priced train ticket from London to Manchester. Continental Europeans can move across the mainland uninhibited – without any need for passports, let alone visas. If you are abroad, you do not have to be concerned that you might forget your family’s faces, as you can video-call them with your high-definition camera for free. To gain a following, you no longer need to become a famous musician, actor, artist, politician or comedian, or work for a national newspaper. All you need to reach millions is an internet connection, a smartphone and an ability to engage other people.


As technology has progressed and globalisation has advanced, there have been many measurable benefits. Every single day between the year 1990 and 2015, 138,000 people were saved from the indignities of extreme poverty.20 In 1945, half of the world’s population was undernourished, while today that figure is around one in ten.21 Around 2.6 billion more humans have gained access to safe water since 1990. If you were born in Britain in 1840, you could have expected to live to around forty.22 Today your life will on average be twice as long.23 Literacy rates have spiked too, from 21 per cent in 1900 to 86 per cent today.24


But no change comes without disruption, so it should not surprise us that the remarkable shifts we are experiencing have also brought serious adverse effects. For a start, the benefits of technological revolution and economic liberalisation have been spread unequally. As Thomas Piketty’s ground-breaking analysis in Capital in the Twenty-First Century showed, the rate of return on capital now outstrips the rate of growth, and inherited wealth therefore grows faster than earned wealth.25 This means that if you are born into a rich family, you are likely to get richer, but if you are poor it is hard to move up, regardless of how hard you work. Poverty remains a grave issue for billions, including a significant minority in even so-called developed nations. In my own country, the United Kingdom, homelessness has more than doubled since 2010.26 The effects of the financial crisis in 2008 are still being painfully felt, through austerity policies imposed across much of the Western world. Deprivation has contributed to an opioid crisis in the United States of America that is killing more than 130 people every day,27 a surge in violent crime in the United Kingdom by 19 per cent in the past year, and left Greece and Spain with a youth unemployment rate of greater than 30%.28


As we have grown more connected in an increasingly globalised and digitised world, we have also grown more divided. Traditional pillars of community and sources of identity, which in Kennedy’s day were strong, have begun to erode. As globalisation has spread and deepened, the nation state has lost importance. Governments and politicians gave up parts of their sovereignty and regulatory power to the market or supranational institutions in search of economic benefit. As trade and movement have become freer, the convention of national boundaries has broken down.


In 2016, the then British prime minister Theresa May said: ‘If you believe you are a citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere. You don’t understand what citizenship means.’29 This caused uproar precisely because it ignores the plurality of human identities. Theresa May was aiming to attack an ‘international elite’ class of cosmopolitans, but instead singled out a much broader group of the world’s population. A poll for the BBC World Service in 2016 found that for the first time in its fifteen-year history of tracking the question, more humans identified as global citizens than as citizens of their own country.30 By stating that you cannot be a citizen of the world and a citizen of a nation, Theresa May created a false dichotomy. Many of us identify with our localities and our nations, at the same time as being proud global citizens. We should not force those who do not have cosmopolitan urges to consider themselves as citizens of the world, but neither should politicians tell those who feel strong solidarity with the rest of humanity that this disqualifies them from belonging to a nation.


There is no denying that it is easier to become a citizen of the world if you have the cash to pay for it. If you are born into a wealthy family in north London’s Muswell Hill today, it would not be unusual for you to go on to study in Paris, work in New York and retire to northern Italy. If you are born just a few miles away on the Broadwater Farm Estate, near where I grew up in Tottenham, it is possible that in your life you will rarely go beyond Oyster travel card Zone 3.


As the world has become increasingly globalised, the centrality of the nation state has eroded, yet alongside this erosion there has been no change to our human need to belong. The newly digitally connected, global world has only provided a coherent new identity for those who have the education and the means to exploit its advantages. University graduates who go on to become management consultants, lawyers, investment bankers, non-governmental-organisation (NGO) workers, media professionals and politicians are among the lucky few who belong to this group. Meanwhile, for many, economic stagnation following the global financial crisis combined with the decline in the importance of the nation state, have left few healthy contexts in which to find pride or identity.31


Work and travel opportunities are defined by your parents’ wealth and social status and the strength of your education, but in other ways things have changed for everyone, no matter their social class. Solitude – when defined ‘as a subjective state in which you’re isolated from input from other minds’32 – has become vanishingly rare compared with previous centuries. A typical family scene as we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century is a family eating dinner with the television on, while the parents scroll through Twitter, the teenagers Snapchat their friends and the youngest play mobile-phone games. Like most people, when I travel by bus, plane or train, I either work from my phone or laptop, pick up a free newspaper, or plug in my headphones to listen to music or a podcast. While this may seem like a remarkable improvement – an opportunity for us all to consume information and learn new perspectives at a newly rapid rate – it has also had negative effects. We have lost both connection, and the time for the reflection and mindfulness we need in order to process the stream of life’s events.


Our media cycle has become dominated by a perpetual outrage culture. The launch of CNN in 1980, and with it the dawn of twenty-four-hour news coverage, changed how we digest information and perceive politics for ever. For decades prior to this, families got their news once in the morning from their daily paper or radio show, and maybe one more time with the evening news. News producers had to condense the day’s news into one half-hour show. Now they had to fill twenty-four hour-long slots each day. Inevitably, this meant stories that previously were not deemed newsworthy became worth talking about. As different twenty-four-hour news stations began to compete with each other, sensationalism was incentivised. In the USA in particular, where impartiality rules are non-existent, TV news networks quickly became dominated by shows filled with partisan talking heads rather than fact-based news reports.


The internet and social media took the concept of twenty-four-hour news to a new level. You no longer need to tune in to cable TV to get your current-affairs fix; you can now get it at any point during the day on your mobile phone. Almost half of us check our smartphones before we get out of bed in the morning.33 This has had the positive effect of democratising debate. You do not have to be a journalist or a public figure to find a platform to speak. Anyone with access to the internet can make a Twitter account. Initially, this revolution seemed like it could be the start of a new forum for open and constructive dialogue. Instead, social media has become a realm for anger, disagreement and shame. Few of us are innocent. I send an average of around six tweets per day, giving my reaction to the day’s news stories, campaigning on my political priorities and calling out opponents when I think they are wrong. At the start of my career, I had to pitch to newspapers or give interviews to influence the public debate. Today my personal Twitter account has more followers than the individual daily circulation figures of The Times, the Daily Mirror and the Daily Telegraph.34


What’s more, most of the time our 24/7 information windows do not take us down new roads of discovery. We are rarely offered new perspectives or differing views. The social-media algorithms that determine what content appears on our newsfeeds most often offer up opinions we already agree with. The result is that we get trapped in echo chambers of like-minded individuals, where we routinely congratulate ourselves and condemn those we disagree with. With self-reinforcing information flooding our minds at a rate and intensity unimaginable in the past, we have begun to adapt in strange and concerning ways. The more time a moderate individual spends online, and on social-media websites specifically, the more extreme their views and opinions are likely to become.35


As technology and globalisation have advanced, citizens of nation states have fractured into individualism. This has proven shallow. In the UK, the rate of depression among teenagers has shot up by 70 per cent since the early 1990s.36 One in eight children in England have a mental-health disorder,37 and 2.4 million adult Brits suffer from chronic loneliness.38


Alienation and isolation among those who do not have the social or financial capital to be part of the new global world has left a vacuum for new identity groups to exploit. Using exclusive identities, defined by ethnicity, culture or ideology, rather than broader inclusive identities, like an idea of the nation state built on institutions and values, extreme groups on all sides of the political spectrum have gained new support. In recent years, the liberal-democratic order, for decades accepted by many as a righteous force for progress, has been questioned. Populist resurgences across Europe, the United States of America, South America and beyond have begun to dominate the political agenda. The reaction to the injustices of the modern world has been a surge in ethnocentric identity politics. What started as a tool for oppressed minorities to win rights and opportunities has been warped by the new right to legitimise superiority and chauvinism. The civil rights movement Black Lives Matter is opposed by White Lives Matter, a group which describes itself as ‘dedicated to promotion of the white race.’ Meanwhile, feminism is attacked by ‘male supremacists’, including some of those who gather for the annual ‘International Conference on Men’s Issues’.39


From the retreat of moderate individuals into their own identity groups, religions and political movements to the rise of increasingly extreme white-supremacist neo-Nazi organisations, radical Islamic groups and gangs, the modern world is becoming increasingly tribal. This is not healthy for our democracy. There is a need for a renewal of the politics of the common good, an urgency for our communities and nations to find new ways to bring us together, rather than split us further apart.


Many of the solutions to the great challenges we face in the first half of the twentieth century will rely on economic reform, sound investment in the future and a radical redistribution of wealth from the 1 per cent to the rest. But economics is not everything. Culture also matters. For too long social democrats in Europe and Democrats in the United States of America have provided good economic policies, while leaving conservatives an open goal to put forward their ideas for what it means to belong to an identity. Donald Trump became President in 2016 with the slogan ‘Make America Great Again,’ which signalled that he would return something intangible he recognised was lost in the nation’s culture. Similarly, the Leave side won the 2016 referendum with the slogan ‘take back control’, which connected with voters’ emotions more effectively than the sober economic arguments cued by the Remain campaign’s strapline ‘Britain stronger in Europe’. A failure to provide a renewed and progressive path to identity and the common good, when combined with the consequences of vast advances in technology and globalisation, has allowed tribal politics to fill the cultural gap.


THE END OF BIPARTISANSHIP


‘I’ve got a Lammy whammy in the paper against me when we’re thirteen months from a general election. I’m disappointed . . . because you’re supposed to be my mate. Because you’re not a commentator, you’re a Labour MP. Because you’re trying to be a serious person in this party. Because we’ve got a general election to win. Because we’ve got the Tory press against us. That’s why I’m disappointed . . . I’m very angry about it,’ Ed Miliband said.


It was March 2014, four years into Ed’s five-year stint as leader of the Labour Party, and the first and only time I was invited to his office in Parliament. It was immediately obvious that he had not asked me over for a coffee and a catch-up, or to discuss policy ideas. With the door left ajar and his team of advisers conspicuously listening in, it was clear that I had been summoned to be made an example of.


Ed was referring to an interview I had given the day before in which I’d responded to a journalist’s question about his leadership by saying: ‘I think we have been a very effective opposition, but in the next fourteen months we have to cross that Rubicon to being a government in waiting. I think that has yet to happen.’40


I told Ed that, as a backbench MP, I was simply giving an honest assessment of where we stood as a party in the minds of the electorate. I had not made a personal attack on him. I had not said that the public would not see him as a future prime minister. Looking like a prime minister in waiting has always been the challenge for any opposition leader. Many people did not even think Barack Obama looked presidential when he won the Democratic nomination in summer 2008.


I was upset by the seriousness with which he was taking what I had said. I was not involved in a plot to undermine Ed’s leadership. Quite the opposite. Though I was not his closest political ally, I supported his agenda, and I was as fed up with the coalition government as anyone. I longed for Labour to get back into government.


‘Labour MPs should not be saying “Labour should”, “Labour must”, because you are Labour,’ Ed continued. ‘You’re a representative of the Labour Party. We’re trying to win an election in an incredibly hostile environment. Everybody should be thinking: “What have I done today to help there be a Labour government?” That is what we need. Anything that detracts from that is unacceptable.’


During the Blair years, party discipline was just as strict. When I was first elected in a 2000 by-election aged twenty-seven, it was the first time I had ever even been to Westminster. I had much to learn, but it did not take me long to realise that toeing the party line, particularly in the media, was necessary for getting ahead in New Labour. Indeed, in Blair’s first meeting with MPs, he stressed ‘the importance of strength, unity and discipline’.41 Implicit in this is a threat. If you show anything other than blind dedication to the party, you risk exclusion.


Typically, exclusion in British party politics has simply meant long spells on the backbenches, without being given a ministerial or shadow ministerial job. I’ve enjoyed long periods both as a minister and on the backbenches, but in recent years I have for the first time been threatened with actual exclusion, in the form of deselection.


Growing up in north London, I had many Jewish friends. I went to bar and bat mitzvahs. Reading Martin Luther King as a teenager, I became fascinated by the solidarity shown between black and Jewish oppressed people. One passage particularly stuck with me: ‘My people were brought to America in chains. Your people were driven here to escape the chains fashioned for them in Europe. Our unity is born of our common struggle for centuries, not only to rid ourselves of bondage, but to make oppression of any people by others an impossibility.’42


So, when there was evidence of anti-Semitism within significant fringes of the Labour Party, I knew I had to call it out. When I went to a rally against anti-Semitism in Parliament Square in spring 2018, I was showing my solidarity with a minority I have supported all my political life. I marched with friends from my youth, from Stamford Hill, and the kind lawyers who sponsored my entrance as the first black Briton to go to Harvard Law School. By attending the rally, I was voicing my commitment to standing up for Jewish people and nothing else.


Despite this, my actions were interpreted as an attack on Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership. One or two members of my local party decided that it was a treasonous offence, with one posting on the Tottenham Labour Facebook group:




I want a candidate in the next election who wants Labour to win, not one who joins the extreme right wing attacks on the Labour movement. He can be triggered in December if we haven’t had an election by then.43





Loyalty and discipline have always been important in party politics, but it is only in recent years that I have noticed it become so intensely tribal. At the point where MPs in a proudly and historically anti-racist party are threatened with deselection for attending a march against anti-Semitism, it is clear that tribalism has become a problem.


The problem goes far beyond the Labour Party. The 2016 EU referendum was a political earthquake that cleaved a new rift across the whole of the once-United Kingdom. In the lead-up to the vote, and the painful years since, my country has been divided into two camps, which the liberal Economist magazine presciently described in 2014 as best understood by contrasting Clacton and Cambridge.44 The former, ‘poor, nostalgic and occupied by white, working-class and mostly elderly folk’, is mainly made up of people with communitarian values who distrust change and feel insecure about the future. The latter, with high investment, good transport links, international connections and openness to change, is disproportionately filled with cosmopolitans, who welcome the modern world and benefit from improvements to technology and the spread of globalisation. Indeed, in June 2016, 70 per cent of Clacton’s residents voted to leave the European Union, while in Cambridge nearly 74 per cent voted to remain.


Tensions between the two tribes reached a tragic crescendo a few days before the 2016 vote, when my colleague Jo Cox, the Labour MP, was shot and stabbed to death by a far-right terrorist who shouted: ‘Britain first.’ While there have been no similar attacks on members of parliament since, the threat lingers. Barely a week goes by in which I do not receive a death threat or some piece of racist abuse. This ramped up during the recent years in which I have been a prominent member of the unsuccessful campaign to keep Britain inside the European Union via another referendum. Since 2016, Brexit has been at the centre of what commentators frequently refer to as a new culture war. How you voted has become an identity-defining issue that goes far deeper than the question of whether we remain part of a supranational structure.


The entrenchment of divisions in British politics is mirrored in the USA, where friends in Washington regularly tell me about the increasingly partisan nature of their politics. Throughout much of the 1980s and in to the ’90s, several left-leaning Republican members of Congress and the Senate regularly voted for more liberal policies than certain right-leaning Democrat members, and vice versa.45 They were what was known as the ‘ideological middle’. The consequence was that coalitions could be formed across party lines to get specific bills passed. There was a reason for members to work together in the best interests of the country, as well as their own parties. Bipartisan work in Congress not only facilitated the smooth running of government, it also allowed for collaboration. Senator Sam Nunn, a Democrat, and Senator Richard Lugar, a Republican, for example, have been commended for their joint work to secure and dismantle the threat of nuclear weapons in the former Soviet countries.46


During Bill Clinton’s presidency, and as we reached the new millennium, members of each party began to move further apart ideologically, until this middle ground eventually disappeared. According to the Washington Post, membership of the ideological middle plummeted from 344 (79 per cent of the House) in 1982 to just four (less than 1 per cent of the House) in 2013.47


Newt Gingrich, the former Republican Speaker of the House, is often cited as the man who broke American politics.48 On election to Congress, Gingrich’s plan was to blow up the ideological middle and use the resulting inefficiency to ferment populist dissatisfaction. To do this, he made use of the new twenty-four-hour news coverage. Gingrich told other Republicans to ‘raise hell’, to not be so ‘nice’ and to recognise that politics was ultimately a ‘war for power’.49 Forming a group of twelve disciple congressmen that he named the ‘Conservative Opportunity Society’, Gingrich achieved his goal of eradicating bipartisan spirit in Washington, and in so doing threw a spanner into the engines of US administrations for decades to come. After two decades in Congress, he told Conservative activists: ‘The number-one fact about the news media is they love fights . . . When you give them confrontations, you get attention; when you get attention, you can educate.’50 By the time Barack Obama became president in 2008, the idea of finding bipartisan support for a policy was farcical. He found it increasingly difficult, and often impossible, to push important reforms through Congress. Gingrich’s political philosophy was a precursor to that of his friend and the current president, Donald Trump.


Worryingly, our increasingly tribal politics – on all sides of the political spectrum – are becoming more reminiscent of the political arena envisioned by Carl Schmitt,51 a Nazi philosopher and political theorist who wrote about identity. In 1938, Schmitt asserted that because economics is defined by a distinction between profitability and unprofitability, aesthetics is defined by a distinction between beauty and ugliness, and morality is defined by a distinction between good and evil, there must also be a distinction that defines ‘the political’.52 Schmitt settled on the distinction between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’, arguing that an individual’s political identity comes in large part from their most ardent opponents. ‘Tell me who your enemy is, and I will tell you who you are,’ Schmitt said.


Schmitt saw the advance of liberalism as an ‘onslaught against the political’, which aimed to replace friends and enemies with economic rationalism and ‘perpetual discussion’. He saw this as a negative trend that would replace all political problems with those which are technocratic and economic. Schmitt argued that suppressing the distinction between friends and enemies from the political would lead to even more destructive wars. Clearly it was his own conception of the political, and not liberalism, that can be more closely linked to the mass destruction of the Second World War. As ‘Crown Jurist’ of the Nazi government, Schmitt was responsible for defending Hitler’s extrajudicial murders of his political enemies, as well as removing ‘Jewish influence’ from German law.53 A resurgence of a politics based on the distinction between friends versus enemies, instead of rational debate and discussion, does not necessitate a return to the worst horrors of twentieth-century Europe, but it is concerning.


Unquestioning loyalty to a group matched by unthinking opposition to enemies can undermine our ability for intellectual honesty. When issues are split into Labour versus Tory, Democrat versus Republican or Leave versus Remain, they are always oversimplified. We are not always able to make an honest assessment of the other side’s policy idea. We judge an idea’s merit according to its messenger rather than its content. This has the secondary effect of blinding us to bad behaviour within our own group. Members of a tribe are predisposed to closing their eyes when confronted with a fellow member’s wrongdoing.


When anti-Semitism was exposed in the Labour Party, too many who had spent years righteously campaigning against racism simply dismissed, ignored or denied the problem. The leadership was far too slow to adopt the full International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s definition of anti-Semitism. Some party members who displayed grotesquely anti-Semitic attitudes were handled too leniently, with dozens of cases left outstanding for far too long. When whistle-blowers who had worked within the party’s HQ criticised the handling of anti-Semitism cases, a Labour spokesman attacked them for being ‘disaffected former officials’ with ‘both personal and political axes to grind’.54 This gross misjudgement by the party’s leadership showed their tribal instincts to defend themselves had overtaken their commitment to taking allegations of anti-Semitism seriously.


Meanwhile, the same Conservative politicians who relish the opportunity to point out these failures on the left make no effort to call out senior members of their own party. In recent years, the transformation of Boris Johnson from liberal London mayor to the talisman of the populist nationalist right as prime minister has occurred without any real complaint from the majority of his own colleagues.55 I was able to work with Johnson amicably following the 2011 riots. We disagreed on many things, but I would never have accused him of racism or Islamophobia. Johnson’s targeting of Muslim women in summer 2018 for electoral gain marked a concerning shift. Following Johnson’s comparisons of Muslim women to ‘bankrobbers’ and ‘letter-boxes’, the silence of leading Conservatives was deafening. Once within a tribe, a member’s desires, thoughts, intentions and wishes are filtered through the emotions of the group as a whole, and in opposition to those outside of it. In some cases it means that defending your group matters far more than external standards of right and wrong.


THE DEATH OF TRUTH


One of the ugliest consequences of the new tribalism is what the Pulitzer Prize-winning literary critic Michiko Kakutani has labelled ‘The Death of Truth’.56 The basis of liberal democracy is that its citizens work with some set of shared facts. When a politician or another public figure makes a claim, the press can scrutinise the truth of it and let the citizens know whether they were correct or mistaken. In the past, on the whole, countries with a free press would operate largely on this basis. This is not to pretend that we ever enjoyed perfectly objective news reporting – a right-wing newspaper or television station would inevitably put a different spin on a story to a left-wing newspaper or television station – but, ultimately, they would work off much the same accepted truths.


This is no longer the case. With the decline of traditional media and shared news sources, there is no such thing as the common adjudicator. Rather than most of the country tuning in to the News at Ten, individuals are now glued to unique feeds on their mobile phones that are based on personal preference. Disappearing into different silos, people’s beliefs about facts are now often founded on their tastes or political opinions to a greater degree than on what can be established as true. A 2017 survey by the Washington Post found that 47 per cent of Republicans falsely believe that Trump won the popular vote in the 2016 presidential election.57 Similarly, a King’s College London study found that 64 per cent of Conservative Leave voters and 65 per cent of Labour Leave voters still believed the debunked claim that the UK sends £350 million per week to the EU, two years after the 2016 Brexit referendum.58 There is also a deluded group of individuals who think Arsenal are the best football team in north London.


The political leaders who have flourished in this era have mostly been those who are prepared to compromise over the truth. A muchcited statistic calculated by the Washington Post is that Donald Trump made 2,140 false or misleading claims during his first year as president.59 That works out to 5.9 known public lies a day. Similarly, the two most prominent proponents of the Brexit campaign, Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage, were, at the most generous, ambivalent towards the truth – confident that even when others called them out on their lies, they would not lose support. Michael Gove, another major figure in the Leave campaign, displayed his disdain for the truth when he said in an interview that ‘people in this country have had enough of experts’.


As Prime Minister, Johnson has continued to lie his way to electoral success. In order to avoid the Irish backstop created by Theresa May’s Brexit withdrawal agreement, Boris Johnson accepted an amendment to introduce a border between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. Despite it being written in black and white in the new withdrawal agreement, Johnson repeatedly denied the creation of a border, in direct contradiction of his own Brexit Secretary, who admitted that businesses would now need to carry out ‘exit summary declarations’ when sending goods from Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK.60 Perhaps Johnson felt he had no choice other than to lie. Only months earlier, in the Tory leadership contest, he had pledged, ‘Under no circumstances, whatever happens, will I allow the EU or anyone else to create any kind of division down the Irish Sea.’ Similarly, Johnson’s 2019 general election slogan ‘Get Brexit Done’ was fundamentally dishonest. Voting Conservative in that election meant voting for years more negotiations in Brussels, and division in Parliament and the country, over the UK’s future relationship with the EU. A more accurate slogan would have been ‘Get the Withdrawal Agreement Done So We Can Begin Years More of Arguments About The Future of Brexit’. Unfortunately, as Johnson’s landslide 2019 victory demonstrated, many voters either did not notice Johnson’s lies, or simply did not care.


It is not only easily caricatured figures like Boris Johnson and Donald Trump who have flourished by treating the truth with disdain.61 Theresa May has a claim to being the UK’s first post-truth prime minister. Throughout her premiership, May regularly denied what she knew to be true and happily reversed her previous statements without acknowledgement, explanation or embarrassment. A study bya team from the University of York found that in interviews Theresa May answered just 27 per cent of questions, either ignoring awkward ones or modifying them to suit her pre-prepared answers.62 Politicians from all parties use similar tactics on occasion, but on this analysis Theresa May was the ‘most evasive’ Conservative prime minister in fifty years.63 In 2015, Jeremy Corbyn defied expectations to win the Labour Party leadership with the slogan ‘straight talking, honest politics’. However, many in the party and the wider public became disappointed by his failure to live up to this pledge. During the 2016 referendum, the lifelong Eurosceptic failed to convince the public that he had become an advocate of the UK remaining in the European Union overnight. In the years that followed, Corbyn’s triangulation on Brexit was neither ‘straight talking’ nor ‘honest’.


The changes to party politics in recent years provide a clear illustration of the corrosive effect the new tribalism can have on public discourse, but this is not only about politics. Affiliation with a certain political group only represents one sphere in which individuals who are reacting to the radical changes in the global and digital era are retreating. It also explains why we tend mostly to follow like-minded people on social media, why there is a widening divide between those who live in cities and those who live in rural areas, and why it seems harder than ever for us all just to get along.


The new tribalism is the enemy of the good society because it judges people not by the content of their character, or the calibre of their arguments, ethics or actions, but only by their affiliations with a specific group. It breaks down what is common between citizens of one nation, reducing the opportunity for reasoned and respectful dialogue, persuasion and understanding. It focuses on what sets us apart from each other, rather than on what we share.



FROM APATHY TO TRIBALISM



I am from Guyana, or at least both of my parents were. As the test I took revealed back in 2007, my DNA is a close match to members of the Tuareg tribe in Niger, West Africa, but I do not speak their language. I grew up in the British Caribbean community in a single-parent household in Tottenham, but I spent term time as a choirboy at a boarding school in Peterborough. I am British, English and a Londoner, but my answer to where I am from changes depending on how far I am from my first home on Dongola Road in Tottenham. I am a member of parliament for the Labour Party, but I did not spend my time at university wearing a red rosette and knocking on doors. I am a lifelong Spurs fan, but occasionally I lend my support to Peterborough United F.C. I have faith in Christianity and its traditions, but my views are progressive. I grew up working-class with no elite connections, but these days I am one of the Queen’s Privy Councillors, and I am friends with the man who became the forty-fourth president of the United States of America. I am black, but I am happily married to a white woman, with three mixed-race kids.


These are several of my identities. Each classifies me according to a characteristic that qualifies me for membership in a specific group. My identities are fluid and cross-cutting, and a couple of them even contradict. There is no doubt that they have contributed to who I am today: the views I hold, the dreams I have and the prejudices I cannot shed. I am all my identities at once, but at the same time none of them on their own define me. They are socially constructed, in so far as they would be meaningless if it weren’t for how they relate to other people.


Sometimes I use my group identities to make a political point. I make no apologies for this. Blackness is as rare in the House of Commons as it is in an Alpine ski resort. I am not the only black member of parliament, but we could probably all fit into one cable car. When I perceive an injustice towards the black community, I speak out against it not as an objective observer, but as a member of that group. Of course, there are times for cool, dispassionate and objective politics, but there are other occasions when it is important for politics to be about who you are, where you come from and where you belong.


When seventy-two people were burned alive by a preventable fire in a social-housing block made up disproportionately of black, Asian and minority-ethnic people, I spoke with a special passion reserved for those whose lives are just as precarious as mine was growing up. When it became apparent that thousands of British citizens were being subjected to the full force of Theresa May’s ‘Hostile Environment’ because of their skin colour, I thought of my parents when I called it a national day of shame.


When I entered public life after the 2000 Tottenham by-election, triggered by the sad death of my formidable predecessor Bernie Grant, our main challenge during the campaign was to make sure that people turned out in what was traditionally a safe Labour seat. This was particularly difficult after our party’s momentous landslide victory in the 1997 general election. In the end I won a comfortable majority, but only around one quarter of the electorate used their ballot papers. I remember being told this was the third-lowest turnout in a by-election since the Second World War. It was more evidence of an apathy in politics, particularly among young people, that was beginning to become a concern to broad sections of the media.64


Apathy was the subject of my maiden speech in Parliament.65 I spoke about the lack of engagement between voters and politicians, and called for political parties to make more effort to get the public interested. There was a sense that most people no longer cared about politics because the two major parties agreed on too much. Some academics, politicians and journalists bought into Francis Fukuyama’s thesis that the liberal democracy we had achieved marked the end of history.66 There was excessive consensus. Not enough to argue about.


Indifference is poison to democratic politics. Meaningful options are vital if we are to offer people choice. Debate is necessary for us to further understanding, to synthesise opposing viewpoints and to come to wise conclusions. Yet complaints about apathy in our politics feel strange and foreign now.


Twenty years ago, when I first became an MP, I could never have predicted how far the mood would shift. Concerns about apathy have been replaced by deeper worries about toxic new forms of tribalism. Factions within political parties have become more bitter enemies of each other than of their supposed opponents. We have a resurgent, populist nationalist right that is anti-migrant, denies climate change and wants to roll back human rights. On the far left there is a dangerous minority who have confused anti-capitalism with anti-Semitism and have turned inwards, not wanting to reach out to the world. In between the extremes of far left and right, too many of us are guilty of jumping to conclusions based on who a person is rather than what they say.


Analysing the phenomenon of tribalism as though I am an objective observer would fail to recognise that belonging is deeply personal. A balanced account of why we have become more polarised, and what we should do about it must not only address the dangers of tribal membership and suggest what should replace it. It must also contain a personal exploration of the groups where I have found belonging. This should include all the virtues of group membership as well as its defects. I therefore begin this book with a section called ‘My Tribes’, where I retrace my sense of belonging in three groups to which I am personally connected. I do this to find out what we can learn from the differences between each of these tribes: what holds them together, how open they are to new people, how they are changing and what it feels like to be part of each of them. In the second part, ‘How Belonging Can Break Society’, I focus in on the loneliness crisis we are experiencing and address criticisms of identity politics. In part three, ‘How Belonging Can Make Society’, I put forward some ideas for how we can, together, move beyond tribalism for the benefit of all.
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Jerusalem


The erosion of a once proud English community




‘To be born English is to win first prize in the lottery of life.’


Cecil Rhodes





The first time I appeared on TV, I was wearing a dress. My parents, siblings and extended family had gathered round my Aunt Annette’s TV set in Edmonton. She was my only relative who had a VHS video recorder. Aunt Annette had taped the 1983 Christmas edition of BBC’s Songs of Praise, filmed in Peterborough Cathedral. No one in my street, let alone my family, had been inside that box before. I could not believe I was on BBC1.


I can’t remember a day between the ages of eleven and thirteen when I wasn’t singing. If I wasn’t performing at Matins, Mass, Eucharist or Evensong, I was practising. Every day for three years. At home, there was always music playing. Changing vinyl records for my parents, I became a connoisseur of Marvin Gaye, Diana Ross and the Supremes. After Bob Marley died in 1981, ‘No Woman No Cry’ was played endlessly, as though it was stuck on repeat.


Most of all, I wanted to be Michael Jackson. I had a curly perm, a sequined glove and a badass moonwalk on the dance floor. But Aled Jones, who was a chorister at Bangor Cathedral, had just got to number one in the charts with ‘Walking in the Air’. With my baby face and angelic voice, my primary-school music teacher Mrs Shepherd, the local priest and my mother conspired to send me for voice trials. Miraculously, I was successful and was awarded a scholarship to cover my boarding fees at The King’s Cathedral School, a state boarding school in Peterborough.


Singing inside Peterborough Cathedral, a magnificent twelfthcentury building, is something I look back on with deep fondness and nostalgia. There were, of course, a few catches. On hot summer afternoons I would have preferred to play football with my friends outside rather than perform endless chants and vocal warm-up exercises. The race to see whose voice would break first induced real anxiety at a time when growing up should have been something we were excited about. And with my beaming grin resting on a white ruffled collar and cassock, I ended up looking more like Henry VIII than Michael Jackson. Fitting, then, that Peterborough Cathedral is where Henry VIII’s first wife and queen, Catherine of Aragon, is buried. Just a few metres away from her tomb, somewhere along the pews, I had carved my name into the ancient oak. Decades later a BBC researcher, much to my surprise, located it for another episode of Songs of Praise. I had made my mark on Peterborough, as it would on me.


DISCOVERING ENGLAND


Taking the fifty-minute train from King’s Cross to Peterborough these days brings back memories of when I had made the journey for my first school term in September 1983. I was eleven years old – excited, but anxious – about to start a life far removed from my parochial upbringing in a small corner of Tottenham. My parents, neither of whom owned a car at the time, accompanied me on the journey. Dad wore a pinstripe suit and a trilby. Mum wore a bright yellow, floral dress. These were the clothes they wore to church. They wanted to make a good impression, as for them my scholarship to King’s was a huge achievement. None of my other siblings went to a school like this. For my mum it must have felt like vindication for the extra tests she set us after school while she was working her third job. My dad was more worldly and experienced than my mother, but even he could not hide the obvious pride in his gleaming smile.


We arrived at the station and took a taxi to my new boarding house. I pressed my forehead against the window, taking in the wide avenues lined with trees and the spaces between each house. I had only seen this kind of place in picture books and on television. I didn’t realise that I could have been awestruck much sooner if I had just gone about three miles north of Tottenham to leafy Enfield. Through my eleven-year-old eyes it seemed that the green suburban calm with its picket fences and winding avenues was a world away from the bustling, chaotic, suffocating neighbourhood where I had grown up. Through childhood eyes, it felt as though there was more room for sunlight to spread. There were so many new sounds to hear. Lawnmowers, dogs barking, the crack of a cricket bat meeting ball on a hot September day.


Soon enough, we arrived at the boarding house. I glanced at the other boys waiting around with their parents. There was a strange antiseptic smell in the rooms that made me feel sick. As the time came for them to leave, my mum began to cry, and then so did I. I wouldn’t see my parents for six weeks. I had never spent so long away from home.


As the only black boy, this was the first time I felt overwhelmingly conscious of my skin colour. All of those with easily observable differences, whether camp, physically disabled or in my case black, were quickly picked on. My difference was met with comments that ranged from light-hearted teasing and banter to downright cruelty. It was the era of British TV – from the comedy of Alf Garnett to Love Thy Neighbour – in which black characters had begun to appear on shows, but often only to be mocked. I remember the BBC children’s show Grange Hill featured one black character, Benny, but he was always on the fringes, never in the centre of the action. That’s how I felt at the start of my school days in Peterborough.


Though I came to love my life in Peterborough and even became head boy at the school, the first few weeks and months were difficult. Mostly I stayed very quiet. In part because I was nervous and I didn’t know what to say, but also because I wanted to digest and absorb what was going on. I was not the only child staying nearly mute in those first few days. There was another boy who stood on his own without saying much. On the second afternoon I mustered the courage to ask him his name. It was Jamieson. He spoke with a terrible stammer, as he told me where he came from. He was from a working-class background, not alien to my own. Soon I realised that he was funny despite his impediment, skilled at cracking jokes to deflect from his own insecurities.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DAVID

TDIDEC





OEBPS/images/title.png
TRIBES

How Our Need to Belong Can
Make or Break the Good Society

DAVID LAMMY

G

CONSTABLE





