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INTRODUCTION


THE THREE ‘I’s


It is a joke in Britain to say that the War Office is always preparing for the last war.


Winston Churchill, 1948


 


I have a feeling, in a few years people are going to be doing what they always do when the economy tanks. They will be blaming immigrants and poor people.


Mark Baum (Steve Carrell), The Big Short (2015)


 


You know something is up when clichés start to regain their original meaning and impact. For as long as I can remember, it has been routine – practically orthodox, at some points – to claim that politics, or capitalism, or society, or the planet itself or all four are ‘broken’. The familiar words of W.B. Yeats are rolled out on the trolley of commentary, especially ‘Things fall apart’ and ‘the centre cannot hold’.


Their recitation feels like an incantation, a ritual to ward off the worst. As often as not, there is talk of a ‘new politics’, an ethical transformation of business, a systematic effort to help those who suffer the inequities of globalisation, and a green revolution. There are conferences, fretful speeches, editorials and documentaries, often legislation or new regulation. But what was declared to be an unignorable ‘wake-up call’ – war in the Balkans, 9/11, the financial crash – turns out to be nothing of the sort, and, after much agonising and a small dose of change, the train goes clattering on.


Yet – since the crash and especially since 2016 – these declarations of malfunction, pathology and failure have felt different, more substantial, less formulaic. As trust in institutions has collapsed, and polarisation deepened, so too we have seemed less competent as a species; less able to repair our institutions when they fail; less equipped to mend the tears in the social fabric; less resilient to the buffeting force of change. We prefer slogans to the heavy-lifting of collaboration; performance to practical reform; virtue-signalling (on left and right) to action.


For some years, I have been especially exasperated by a particular narrowing of analysis, and the extent to which all roads in British political debate have seemed to lead to the question of immigration, or one of its proxies.1 This was most luridly apparent in the referendum battle over Brexit in 2016. Formally framed as a contest between two economic arguments – those who wanted the UK to pursue a buccaneering future in global trade, freed from the shackles of Brussels, versus those (like myself) who thought it was madness to cut Britain off from the largest single market in the world – the Brexit battle was, at its deepest level, uglier and more visceral.


In June 2017, a report compiled from the British Social Attitudes Survey showed that the most significant factor in the vote to leave the EU had been anxiety about the number of immigrants coming (or perceived to be coming) to the UK. Similar conclusions were drawn in a Nuffield College study published in April 2018. Yes, the campaign from Brexit had been won with a general invitation to ‘Take Back Control’. But it was ‘control’ with one purpose above all others at its core – a purpose nastily symbolised by the poster unveiled during the referendum campaign by Nigel Farage, the then leader of the UK Independence Party, depicting a long queue of Syrian refugees under the inflammatory slogan: ‘Breaking Point’.


The social media ads fired off by the official Vote Leave campaign had made much of the (remote) prospect – presented as a threat – of Turkey joining the EU, and of a consequent wave of Muslim migrants. Ending free movement within the bloc was always the non-negotiable demand of the Brexiteers.


An ugly nativism entered the blood of mainstream politics, rarely daring to speak its name explicitly but ever-present all the same. After the referendum, it became routine to hear Conservative ministers say that companies should keep lists of foreign workers, that employing non-British doctors denied British teenagers the opportunity to study medicine, even that foreign students ought not to aspire to settle in the UK. In August 2020, the home secretary, Priti Patel, let it be known that she was all for deploying the Navy to drive back migrants trying to cross the Channel.2


Such pledges came and went, not all implemented. But the foul taste of the rhetoric remained. Nor was it an accident that, in hardening his claim to the top job, Boris Johnson, the then former foreign secretary, chose in July 2018 the tactic of claiming that a Muslim woman wearing the niqab resembled ‘a bank robber’ and that it was ‘absolutely ridiculous that people should choose to go around looking like letter boxes’.


All of this, of course, was a dilute but still depressing version of the brutally anti-immigrant strategy adopted by Donald Trump as candidate and president. On the very day that he entered the race, Trump had accused Mexico of sending ‘rapists’ to the US. One of his first actions as president was to sign an executive order banning foreign nationals from seven majority-Muslim countries for 90 days, suspending the admission of Syrian refugees indefinitely and prohibiting all other refugees from entering the US for 120 days. He would later describe unauthorised migrants as ‘animals’, mire himself in controversy by separating thousands of children from their parents or guardians at the Mexican border, and monstrously exaggerate the scale of a so-called ‘caravan’ of Central American immigrants in December 2018. He referred more than once to people coming from ‘shithole countries’. So commonplace did such language become in presidential tweets and speeches that it took an effort of will to remember that this was the leader of the free world – holding the office once occupied by Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy – who was seeking to normalise the brutal slang of rednecks and white supremacists


Opposition to immigration (in all its forms) was the governing theme of the populist Right surge in the second decade of this century. Broadly speaking, the political ploy was always the same: to scapegoat migrants for the consequences of the financial crash, to blame them for economic insecurity and wage stagnation, and to implicate them in a supposedly historic struggle between native cultures and ‘globalism’. As the British writer and broadcaster Afua Hirsch notes in her fine book on belonging, identity and race: ‘It’s hard to take out your frustration on declining international might, globalisation or the bureaucratisation of trade and regulation. The presence of large numbers of immigrants, on the other hand, is a tangible symptom of these changes, so naturally it gets the hit’.3


The most preposterous, outlandish and irresponsible version of this narrative was the white nationalist theory of the ‘Great Replacement’ (or grand remplacement), according to which European peoples were being progressively supplanted by non-European and predominantly Muslim incomers – mass immigration, falling birth rates among white Europeans and demographic growth among non-white populations conspiring to transform the very nature of the West.4 But – for all its racist absurdity – this was the extreme version of an ideological force that burrowed deep into the heart of Western democracies. The core values of neo-nationalism and nativism had forced themselves into the mainstream and were seeking full decontamination. As Steve Bannon, Trump’s former chief strategist, told members of Marine Le Pen’s French National Front in March 2019: ‘Let them call you racists, let them call you xenophobes, let them call you nativists, wear it as a badge of honour.’


I have always been in favour of immigration as a force of enrichment: cultural and social as well as economic. So – in common with most liberal commentators – I found this trend alarming, distasteful and profoundly irresponsible: around the world, populist Right movements, in and out of government, were fostering dissent, tribalism and ill feeling that, all too often, led to violence. The racist riots in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017 – and Trump’s extraordinary declaration that there had been ‘very fine people’ on both sides – fortified a more general fear that demons were being unleashed, atavisms awoken and old crash barriers of civil discourse swept aside. Reason was losing out everywhere to furious emotion, turbocharged by social media and the broad decline of trust in institutions, experts and elites. And, though Trump was defeated in the presidential election of November 2020, it should never be forgotten that more than 73 million Americans voted to give him a second term: Trumpism survived the fall of the man Bannon called the ‘very imperfect instrument’.


The wickedness of this new politics was, it seemed to me, grievously compounded by its fundamental dishonesty. The argument for sensibly managed border control had been allowed to escalate into a dangerously heated argument about the very nature and composition of nationhood. And the fraudulence at the heart of this argument was a simple fact: that the debate now being presented as long overdue and vividly of the moment had been conducted, and concluded, many years in the past.


The human story has been one of epic mobility, since the first explorers left Africa 80,000 years ago. Those who designed the modern international order, seeking a liberal market not only in goods but also in labour, did so fully aware of what they were doing: matching supply to demand, filling jobs that indigenous citizens would not take, seeking new workforces to meet new needs. The 72-year-old NHS is not only the institutional expression of the British belief in socialised medicine; it also – by its dependency upon migrant labour – enshrines a clear position on workforce mobility and the porousness of borders. For decades, whole sectors of the UK economy have relied upon the contribution of immigrants for their prosperity. Naturally, all advanced societies fine-tune and adjust their border management policies constantly, pragmatically and as a matter of course. But the populist Right’s ascendancy has depended upon a total misconception about the structure of modern economies, and the very prosperity that funds our public services. It has long been the case that Britain – in common with many other Western nations – would collapse without newcomers: it is a collective dependency that should unite, rather than divide, us.5


In 2020, the onslaught of Covid-19 demonstrated the puny reality of this fierce debate about borders, immigration and supposedly reclaimed control. Yes, the nations of the world, with differing speed and severity, imposed their travel bans, their border closures and their quarantine periods for newcomers (patchily observed in many cases). But the virus was cunning in its evasion of all such restrictions, following trade and tourist routes, sneaking through the feeble barriers set up by its prey or reaching its destination before they were even imposed. It was not until 17 March 2020 that the UK Foreign Office advised British citizens against travel anywhere in the world – a full month after the school half-term – as a consequence of which, according to the government’s scientific advisers, the most significant primary infections had taken place.


No less important was the interdependence that the pandemic quickly laid bare: never has the fragility of medical supply lines been so apparent and the reliance of individual countries upon access to each other’s markets so clear. The scramble for protective equipment, testing supplies and ventilators was an object lesson in the interconnectedness of the 21st-Century world: in this case, a notable reliance upon Chinese supplies.


Not surprisingly, this prompted a discussion about the extent to which nation states could improve their resilience, planning more strategically for such ‘high-impact, low-probability’ events: shifting from a supply model based on the principle ‘just in time’ to the safer principle of ‘just in case’. But only the most desperate nationalists argued for full-blown ‘autarchy’ or national self-sufficiency: one of the virus’s many brutally administered lessons was that such propositions were nonsense in the modern context. Not even the world’s two hyperpowers – the US and China – could generate all the resources that their respective populations required.


In this sense, Covid-19 was also an unambiguous rejoinder to the introspective nationalism of the populist Right. The pathogen was a planetary threat, a crisis, in the words of EU commissioner Thierry Breton, ‘that knows no borders’. Like the climate emergency, the inequities of globalisation, fundamentalist terrorism, the challenge of human longevity and the technological revolution, it was a global phenomenon that demanded a global response – and, in the pitiful absence of truly coordinated international collaboration, continued its lethal sweep across the planet. The pandemic was not only a reminder of the fragility of human life; it also revealed desperate vulnerabilities at every level of political and governmental organisation.


All of which strengthened my conviction that political discourse needed to escape its fixation with immigration (a fixation that took many forms but sprang from a single, deeply embedded root: the fear of change). Furthermore, the quagmire of nationalism, nativism and fixation with population mobility seemed to me an emblem of a deeper torpor: an inability to speak meaningfully about the political challenges of the hour, a form of aphasia that could only make more probable the alarming submission-by-stages to creeping authoritarianism.6 It is scarcely contested now that our politics is polarised, and that this rush to the extremes of the spectrum has been mobilised by social media. The greater question is what to do about it.


This book is an attempt to stimulate that debate. It is unashamedly polemical in tone, not least because I believe the urgency of the moment requires such interventions. Civilised disagreement should always be a hallmark of a decent society. But – to a perilous extent – we are shying away from difficulty, from tough terrain, from areas of discourse that will invite the telltale red laser dots of online snipers. Some of the themes in this book are extremely sensitive: discussion of them has become so toxic and so poisoned that (never officially, but in practice) they have been marked out as no-go zones except for tiny squadrons of authorised combatants on both sides.


The new mantra is to ‘stay in your lane’: to write only about your ‘lived experience’ and to steer clear of all else. It is important to recognise that this injunction usually has a benign purpose: to give those who lack a platform and a voice the opportunity to be heard, unimpeded by the obstructions of the powerful. It urges those with power not to trample on terrain of which they know nothing, or to stifle the speech of those who are finding their feet in the public space.


The problem is that, in a pluralist, diverse society, there are no lanes: only an endless series of crossroads, junctions and contraflows. All issues, challenges and problems interconnect. As I shall go on to argue, any respectable form of inquiry requires due diligence, accumulation of evidence and collection of testimony from those who know the subject best: it should be obvious that a white straight man cannot speak for a black queer woman. But that does not mean that he cannot speak about the issues that she raises or respond to the points that she might make.


To argue otherwise is a recipe for stultified silence, democratic disaggregation and a society of stockades, not common ground. Yes, and to an often shaming extent, there is much to be said and done about the position in democratic culture of the powerless and the disenfranchised: we often delude ourselves about the distribution of access to mainstream platforms and the comparative decibels that different groups can generate in public debate, and with what ease. But the starting point of such discussion cannot be a long list of prohibitions on who can speak about what. A society that conducted itself on this basis would barely be worthy of the name; it would certainly not be democratic in any meaningful sense.


My core premise is one that has long informed my political writing: namely, that there is no pendulum swinging conveniently back and forth between two positions, oscillating more or less predictably over the years. If this was ever so, it is certainly not today. Modern politics is sequential, rather than adversarial. Just as Tony Blair learned from Margaret Thatcher, so David Cameron learned from Blair. Trump’s victory was not a restoration of what had preceded Barack Obama, but a right-wing populist response to his presidency. In his appeal to the disenfranchised voters of the US rust belt, the so-called ‘left behind’, Trump had more in common with Bernie Sanders than Obama’s Republican predecessor in the White House, George W. Bush. In asking ‘What comes next?’ we must always resist the assumption that it will closely resemble what has gone before.


So – whatever Joe Biden achieves during his presidency – those who imagine that what follows the post-2016 populist Right ascendancy in global politics will necessarily be a patched-up version of the old liberal democratic order of the post-Second World War era are deluding themselves. That structure is dead or dying, its necrotic tissue all too visible. The pandemic showed how woefully ineffective its international institutions have become. At national and local level, public confidence in our institutions has plummeted, as has the belief in a widely honoured social contract; the notion of shared universal rights and responsibilities is mortally threatened in many places by a sense of futility and voicelessness.7 The populist Right has prospered precisely because it has fanned the flames of this resentment and positioned itself as the enemy of supposedly unresponsive elites, real and imagined. The storming of the US Capitol in January 2021 was a shockingly violent illustration of what can happen when these flames ignite.


This book does not set out to provide an exhaustive guide to the new political landscape, not least because such a venture would buckle and groan under the weight of intellectual presumption. Except in the context of historical change and technological development, I have relatively little to say about the climate emergency, for instance, not because that issue is not a priority but precisely because it requires a book unto itself. This is a contemporary tract, not an all-encompassing medieval summa; its focus is practical and deliberate: the way in which we perceive the world, and the skills we need to do so. Its purpose is to shift attention from one ‘I’ – immigration – to three others: identity, ignorance and innovation.


Why these three themes?


IDENTITY


Though its roots are deep, the rise of identity politics as a driving force in modern political culture has been sudden, revolutionary and energetic. From the #MeToo movement, via trans activism, to Black Lives Matter – a movement that was globalised overnight by the horrific police killing of George Floyd in May 2020 – we have witnessed a fundamental reordering of political discourse around group and group affinity.


Those schooled in the tenets of mainstream liberal individualism, meritocracy and the Enlightenment have struggled with this phenomenon, temperamentally ill-equipped to deal with a form of political discourse that flows from group membership rather than individual rights and responsibilities.


The shift has also been intellectually traumatic for those who regard politics as a branch of economics and dismiss culture as a secondary force. For many of those born before the end of the Cold War – a decades-long struggle between different forms of global economic order – it is still hard to accept that identity, social narrative and tribal self-definition are now at least as important in shaping history as underlying socio-economic forces. For those who have grown up believing that every political question has an economic answer, the discovery that culture is now upstream from politics has been a painful and disorienting one. In this sense, identity politics is as challenging to the resurrected old Left, with its essentially Marxist class analysis, as it is for the classical economists and corporate leaders who regard Davos as the capital of the world.


It is my primary contention that this discomfort is healthy and should inspire those who experience it to reconsider their assumptions – instead of (as is often the case) rejecting identity politics tout court as either a fad, or a menace, or both. To approach the matter practically: identity politics is here to stay. And – in civil and ethical terms – we should welcome it as a fixture in political discourse. The more interesting question is how identity politics will and should evolve, given its new prominence, and how its high-octane activism might translate into measurable action and outcomes.


IGNORANCE


It is a central contention of this book that the younger generation – so-called Gen Z or iGen – deserves little if any of the opprobrium that is routinely heaped upon it in the media.8 Consider their inheritance: climate emergency, diminishing chances of secure employment, unaffordable property, the pressures of social media, student debt, technological transformation, the prospect of looking after older relatives who will live much longer than their forebears, a society scarred by political dysfunction, low trust and extremism . . . to dismiss those who confront this legacy as ‘snowflakes’ is as risible as it is insulting.


What is true is that this generation has been grievously betrayed by the education system through which it has passed: they are overqualified and undereducated. By this I mean that a hopelessly rigid and format-driven examination process has constricted their opportunity to acquire knowledge, schooling them instead in the sequenced regurgitation of information rather than intellectual development.


Lest there be the slightest misunderstanding: I am not impugning the cleverness of the young. Quite the opposite, in fact. To spend any time with under-30s at this moment in history is to realise why one should be optimistic about the future. If one may generalise, they tend to be brighter, more motivated and more ethically committed than their parents. Witness their intelligent and nimble activism: the survivors of the Parkland, Florida school shooting; the pupils inspired by the Extinction Rebellion movement to go on strike; and the remarkable youth wing of the UK People’s Vote campaign that fought (unsuccessfully, but valiantly) for a fresh referendum on Boris Johnson’s Brexit deal. It is no accident that the most famous political activist in the world is a teenage girl who describes her Asperger’s as a ‘superpower’.9


Yet it remains the case that this generation has been denied a true education – the imparting of wisdom, knowledge and the ability to think critically – by the factory-style schooling system through which they have passed, and an educational culture that values the rote techniques required to secure a 9 in GCSE (formerly an A*) more than it does, say, an imaginative, off-syllabus idea about George Eliot’s Middlemarch, or a reference – inspired but unrelated to the rigid marking scheme – to the 1791 ‘Black Jacobin’ uprising by the enslaved people of San Domingo. We have marched our children into a 13-year boot camp that – by design – discourages them from thinking outside the box of the syllabus and relegates such roaming to classes pitifully and euphemistically entitled ‘Enrichment’.


So bombarded are young people today by the storm of online data, social media alerts and a rolling scroll of news, gossip and status updates that they struggle to keep pace with the present – let alone to relate it to a longer sequence of events, or the many entangled traditions of the past. For the generation reared on Instagram and TikTok, what happened a year ago is almost axiomatically irrelevant to the crushing digital demands of today. More than 40 per cent of Instagram users use the app on multiple occasions during the day.10 Americans aged between 18 and 24 check their phones almost 200 times per day.11 To imagine oneself embedded in a civic tradition or as a participant in an old and ongoing story is quite literally meaningless if your prime concern is whether your latest Instagram post has received more than 100 ‘Likes’.


This compression of time is an existential matter: it restricts access to all sorts of cultural and historical riches. It also nurtures the ‘Year Zero’ delusion: the misconception that all ideas worth considering, all movements worth following, all wisdom worth consulting, all texts worth reading are the product of very recent times. I have encountered extremely bright, often gifted twenty-somethings genuinely astonished to discover that James Baldwin was saying in the early Sixties most of what they themselves believe now about racial justice; and that Joan Didion was pioneering new ways of understanding the world a quarter-century before Sally Rooney was born. There are, of course, many exceptions to this trend – individuals who have become, in effect, autodidacts, schooling themselves broadly, eclectically and with a fearless interest in the cultural canons of the past. But that is what they are: exceptions.


Again, to be clear: this is the fault of my generation, not theirs. We have taught them to follow drills, not to think freely; to obsess over the approved interpretation of set texts, not to read widely and even eccentrically. We have crushed intellectual adventure, idiosyncrasy and creativity to suit the bureaucratic matrix of an exam system that reduces ‘literacy’ to a form of nationalised tick-box conformity. And – to cap it all – we have failed to teach them the digital literacy that will enable them to be masters rather than servants of the hyper-powered technology in their pockets.


But it need not be so.


INNOVATION


Every era is marked by profound technological disruption – one of the principal reasons why, as Karl Popper argued in The Poverty of Historicism,12 all claims about the ‘direction of history’ are infantile, invalid and quickly rendered obsolete by the unknowable trajectory of scientific research.


There have been many technological revolutions that have profoundly altered the way in which we live. Most obviously: the proliferation of print in the 16th Century; the Industrial Revolution; the mass manufacture of the automobile; the shockwave of television; and the commercially available contraceptive pill. One of the consequences of every such revolution is to divide society into the beneficiaries of the new technology or research, and those who are left behind.


Ours is the first era in which the technologically enabled face as many problems – albeit of a different character – as those who do not yet have access to the products of scientific innovation. In my last book, Post-Truth, I argued that digital literacy was the only effective form of immunisation against contemporary information overload. Unless tomorrow’s citizens are taught from an early age how to sift, assess and filter what they are fed on social media and via search engines they will be paralysed within the digital instant.


But the Internet is not the only technological disruption that poses huge cultural, social and political challenges. Automation, for a start, will transform the world of work to an extent and with a speed that no political party is addressing with sufficient vigour. For the first time in history, it will be insufficient to ask: how can we keep the level of unemployment as low as possible? It will be: what gainful occupation or tolerable leisure activity can be found for the growing proportion of citizens who are not employable in the traditional sense – their jobs having already been taken by machines?


Far too little attention has also been paid to the radical disruptive potential of health tech. For instance: we are now, resources allowing, perhaps a decade away from a world in which incurable cancer will be a chronic rather a terminal illness. So quickly are immunotherapy and algorithmic protocols advancing that the old suite of chemotherapy, radiotherapy and resection will be remembered as analogue is now compared to digital.


The dramatic advance in medical technology, combined with the revolution in nutrition, will mark a fundamental change in what it means to be human. The conquest of disease, improvements in nutrition and increased longevity will rightly be hailed as a colossal achievement. But it will also pose challenges that – if not pre-empted by the political class now and culturally acknowledged by everyone else – will be profoundly destabilising.


To name but a few, from cradle to grave: the process of human reproduction has never been so open to manipulation. The now-familiar controversy over stem-cell research is only the prelude to a symphony of questions, whose main theme will be identifying the border between legitimate intervention and outright eugenics. The new century of health tech will increase the cost of medicine radically as innovative treatments pour on to the market. Yuval Noah Harari’s vision of an algorithmically enhanced superclass, availing itself of advanced computerised medicine and detaching itself from the rest of humanity, is certainly arresting, and may prove at least partially correct.13 But it takes insufficient account of the messiness of real-life politics.


Though such stratification of medical care is likely – even inevitable in some countries – the advance of medicine is also a Russian doll, in which multiple political and social arguments are waiting to be released. In particular, the shortcomings of social care for the elderly – horrifically exposed during the pandemic – will force a long-postponed recognition that the taxation of fixed assets is now essential, and that the principal question concerning ‘wealth taxes’ (or their equivalent) is no longer ‘whether’ but ‘how’.


These are examples of a much greater challenge: how to adapt socially and culturally to a context in which tectonic innovation is not an occasional, overwhelming event but business as usual; in which it becomes a matter of democratic urgency to ensure that all citizens are equipped to deal with the pace of change – not simply by state measures such as the distribution of laptops (welcome as that is), but by the much more difficult recognition that there can be no meaningful equality of opportunity or social fairness without a transformation in the way in which we prepare, and continue preparing, every citizen for life in a storm of change. This is a new form of civic obligation: the collective duty to ensure an acceptable level of technological resilience and literacy for all.


Identity, ignorance and innovation: what unites these three themes is the challenge they present – to endure a period of fragmentation, turbulence and bewildering change with the social, cultural and cognitive tools necessary to forge a new commonality and a new sense of shared human decency. What comes next? That is entirely in our hands.










PART ONE


IDENTITY










CHAPTER 1


THE RISE OF IDENTITY POLITICS


A change is gonna come


Sam Cooke, 1964


 


On a bright summer’s morning in July 2020, the people of Bristol, still growing used to the initial relaxation of coronavirus lockdown restrictions, and (as it turned out) a premature taste of returning normality, awoke to a surprise. For more than a month, a bare stone plinth in the city centre had acted as a daily reminder of the dramatic protest on 7 June – one of countless responses around the world to the killing of George Floyd – in the course of which a statue of the 17th-Century slave trader, Edward Colston, had been torn down and flung into Bristol Harbour.


But the plinth was bare no longer. Where the effigy of Colston once stood there was now a sculpture of Jen Reid – a prominent demonstrator on the day the original statue was brought down – with her fist raised triumphantly in the air. The acclaimed sculptor Marc Quinn had collaborated in secret with Reid to create this replacement, entitled ‘A Surge of Power (Jen Reid)’, below which a cardboard placard had been placed, bearing the words ‘black lives still matter’. The entire operation, involving ten people arriving in two lorries at 5am, had been carried out without the knowledge of the municipal authorities.


Resplendent in the morning light, Quinn’s statue in black resin and steel was a dazzling riposte to those who claimed that the protests of the previous month had been a destructive outburst of mob rule with no constructive or serious agenda. An image of a hateful, exploitative past had been replaced – after a short interlude – with an image of civic agency and hope. More than that: the statue epitomised a shift in the political conversation, and the realm of the possible. Only a few years before, such an audacious act of citizen rebellion and creativity would have been unthinkable. Now, it made all the sense in the world, a study in visual grace that had arisen from a moment of impatient rage. After a few days, Quinn agreed to remove the new statue at his own expense. But the point had been made.1


When a potent word or phrase punctures its way into mainstream political discourse – ‘post-truth’, ‘privilege’, ‘fake news’, ‘left behind’ – there are often heated primacy arguments about its precise origins. Yet, unusually, it is more or less universally acknowledged that the notion of ‘identity politics’ as a significant political concept was introduced by the Combahee River Collective in 1977.


This group of black feminists took its name from the South Carolina river where, in 1863, the great abolitionist and ‘conductor’ on the Underground Railroad, Harriet Tubman, led a legendary raid that liberated 700 people from slavery.2 Active in north-east America during the late Seventies, the collective – which included Audre Lorde, Cheryl Clarke, Barbara Smith, Chirlane McCray and Demita Frazier – is remembered for its intellectual retreats, at which the basis of a new politics was hammered out. Its 1977 statement of principles included this all-important passage: ‘This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression. In the case of Black women this is a particularly repugnant, dangerous, threatening, and therefore revolutionary concept because it is obvious from looking at all the political movements that have preceded us that anyone is more worthy of liberation than ourselves.’3


What did this mean? In its powerful and uncompromising language, the collective had defined a form of political struggle that found its focus and took its inspiration from the location of the self in group membership, and specifically in the position of that group in the power structure of society. As David Lammy, the senior Labour politician and campaigner, has put it, identity politics is ‘a broad term that signifies political movements in which oppressed groups mobilise and adopt political positions with the aim of correcting a perceived shared injustice. The premise that underpins identity politics is that there is some deep similarity, or essential continuity, between the experiences of different individuals within one oppressed group.’4


This is a useful working definition, informed by Lammy’s many years of activism for racial and social justice – notably, after the 2011 riots in England, the 2017 Grenfell Tower tragedy and the Windrush scandal of 2018, in which dozens of people were wrongly detained or deported or both. It also helps to explain the common thread running through a series of movements that have transformed the political landscape in recent years: the global #MeToo campaign against sexual harassment; the activism of Black Lives Matter, especially since the death of George Floyd; the trans rights movement; and the mobilisation of ‘gender-critical’ feminists, who believe that the fact of biological sex is imperilled in contemporary culture, law and regulation.


The notion of ‘identity’, of course, had enjoyed cultural prominence long before the Combahee River Collective welded it to a political project four decades ago. In particular, the German-American psychologist Erik H. Erikson (1902–94) had popularised the proposition that confusion and neurosis about one’s role in groups and the social order were of the essence in explaining personal developmental difficulty: the so-called ‘identity crisis’. In a series of exploratory essays in the Sixties, Erikson had himself begun to explore the potential implications of his work for broader understanding of youth, ‘woman’s position in the modern world’ and ‘race and the wider identity’.5 In Erikson’s analysis: ‘The individual belonging to an oppressed and exploited minority, which is aware of the dominant cultural ideals but prevented from emulating them, is apt to fuse the negative images held up to him by the dominant majority with the negative identity cultivated in his own group’.6 There is much in Erikson’s work that informs contemporary debate on identity politics. But he was less interested in group membership – ‘communal identities’ in his terminology – and its political meaning than in individual struggle and psychological turmoil.


The understanding of the self through the prism of communal identity is not a modern phenomenon, but as old as our species. Humankind is not only super-social – defining itself through group relations – but naturally tribal. Neuroscience has shown that our empathy is stimulated by those who are fellow members of our group, whether that group has profound origins, as in the case of religious affiliation, or has just been decided quite arbitrarily by (for example) the flip of a coin. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) suggests that our neural response to an image of somebody from the same community – of whatever sort – being caused pain is stronger than a similar picture of a person from another group.7 The default position in history has been to put tribe before individual, and to explain personhood as a subset of group identity. As the late Jonathan Sacks, the former Chief Rabbi, observed, identity politics is, from this perspective, only ‘the latest iteration of a story that goes back before the birth of civilisation’.8


In law, culture, ritual and social practice, the medieval impulse was to locate the individual with reference to a matrix of group memberships, rather than a bespoke set of personal characteristics.9 Though Geoffrey Chaucer understood the importance of idiosyncrasy – the drama of individual flaw, foible and folly – The Canterbury Tales, like so many medieval texts, is first and foremost a study in groups and archetypes, their shared habits, characteristics and narratives. In the centuries that followed, individualism began the long march across the landscape that did so much to shape modernity: in religion (the Reformation), in culture and humanism (the Renaissance) and the quest for universal principles that would transcend all that was local, parochial and tribal (the Enlightenment).


Yet the group is, and has always been, an irrepressible force in human affairs – as the Romanticism of the 19th Century demonstrated in its passionate counter-Enlightenment mission. Loyalty to the particular, personal definition by membership, selfhood as a feature of communal identity: these are indelible features of the human condition, relentlessly resistant to rationalism, universalism and individualism. Hamlet the prince is torn to pieces by the contradictions of individual personhood, by the tension between the man as the ‘paragon of animals’ and the self-loathing ‘quintessence of dust’. But – to an extent we easily forget – Hamlet the play is at least as absorbed by the differing ranks of its protagonists, by the competing loyalties of hierarchy and family and, ultimately, by the ‘state of Denmark’ itself. Even the most compellingly introspective text in the English language bristles with expressions of group identity and allegiance.


So, on entering the fraught argument about identity politics, it is very important to acknowledge that this is not really a new debate at all – or at least that there is nothing unfamiliar in forms of discourse that push group membership to the fore. What is new and deeply significant is the urgency that this discourse has acquired in the first quarter of the 21st Century, the centrality that it has achieved, and the form that the ensuing controversy has taken. The question is why this has happened.


For some who have sought to answer the question, the rise of identity politics is essentially a pathological phenomenon, a wrong turning by progressives that has done at least as much harm as good. According to the political scientist Francis Fukuyama, for instance, it has become, for some of its champions, ‘a cheap substitute for serious thinking about how to reverse the thirty-year trend in most liberal democracies toward greater socioeconomic inequality’.10


In a ferocious polemic written after the election of Donald Trump, the Columbia University professor Mark Lilla, attacked identity politics as ‘a pseudo-politics of self-regard and increasingly narrow and exclusionary self-definition’ composed of ‘hypersensitive movements that dissipate rather than focus the energies of what remains of the left’. These campaigns, Lilla continued, ‘are losing because they have retreated into caves they have carved for themselves in the side of what was once a great mountain’. And this, he concluded, was a betrayal as well as an error: ‘the most damning charge that can be brought against identity liberalism is that it leaves those groups it professes to care about more vulnerable than they otherwise would be’.11


Much of this critical analysis has focused upon the institution of the university and its 21st-Century evolution. With some justification, it has been argued that the college campus – especially in the English-speaking world – is no longer reliably a gymnasium of the mind and has become, to a greater or lesser extent, a forcing house for various social justice causes that (again, to varying degrees) threaten the core purpose of higher education as the rigorous transmission of truth, knowledge, expertise and the skills of dispassionate inquiry.


In their book The Coddling of the American Mind – inspired by an earlier article in The Atlantic – Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt address a broad range of social failures that (they argue) are conspiring against the best interests of young people from their earliest years to their time at university.12 While not attacking identity politics per se, Lukianoff and Haidt describe an institutional landscape in which protected groups are actively encouraged to call out supposed danger, in which ‘safety’ is a greater priority than exposure to intellectual risk and a ‘vindictive protectiveness’ seeks out and punishes those who allegedly imperil students with their offensive speech or opinions.13


To an alarming extent, the contemporary university only encourages the aversion to risk of modern parenting, the decline of free play and the tendency of ‘iGen’ (the digital generation born after 1995 that started arriving on campus in 2013) to live life virtually through social media and apps rather than in the real world.14 On campus, speech codes, ‘no-platforming’ and safe spaces are becoming ever more commonplace. Though this phenomenon is most marked in American universities, the question of free speech in publicly funded higher education institutions is already being investigated by the British Conservative government with a view to possible toughening of the relevant legislation.15


Citing the lessons of cognitive behavioural therapy, Lukianoff and Haidt argue that this new culture of ‘safetyism’ foolishly encourages young people to let feelings and impulses, rather than deliberative thinking, govern their impression of reality. And in such a setting, as they observe, ‘the potential for offense-taking is almost unlimited’ and intent is an irrelevance compared to impact.16 Whether I meant to upset you or not is of absolutely no importance when measured against your sense of personal grievance – and any suggestion to the contrary is in itself a ‘microaggression’ (one of the countless verbal, behavioural or environmental indignities faced by disempowered, marginalised and minority groups). In this context, Lukianoff and Haidt identify an important division in contemporary identity politics:


 


Identity can be mobilized in ways that emphasize an overarching common humanity while making the case that some fellow human beings are being denied dignity and rights because they belong to a particular group, or it can be mobilized in ways that amplify our ancient tribalism and bind people together in shared hatred of a group that serves as the unifying common enemy.17


 


This is a distinction to which we shall return.


The shift described by Lukianoff and Haidt is real enough, and familiar to anyone who has spent time in recent years at American or British universities. One should always be alive to the power of ideas, to the unexpected, unacknowledged ways in which they travel from the scholarly grove to the chanceries of power and the streets where the crowd marches. As Keynes famously wrote: ‘Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.’ Isaiah Berlin warned likewise that ‘philosophical concepts nurtured in the stillness of a professor’s study could destroy a civilization.’


That said, and as important as it is, the changing character of campus culture cannot possibly account in full for the rise of identity politics in the past decade; what is happening in higher education can just as easily be understood as a symptom rather than a cause, a vivid microcosm of much broader and more powerful forces.


Central among those forces is the technological revolution. In its infancy, the World Wide Web was expected to nurture cooperation, collaboration and pluralism – and, in many respects, it has done precisely that. What was not foreseen until the advent of the smartphone and the conquest of the world by social media was the extent to which it would do precisely the opposite. As much as digital technology enables us to treat the planet as a village, it also nurtures online huddling, tribalism and the retreat into echo chambers. As Barack Obama observed in his farewell address in January 2017: ‘We have become so secure in our bubbles that we start accepting only information, whether it’s true or not, that fits our opinions, instead of basing our opinions on the evidence that is out there.’


As any user of Twitter can attest, social media tends to amplify the shrill, drown out nuance and encourage conformation bias. It strengthens the (already powerful) gravitational pull of tribe, and reinforces the message that we are safer, better informed and more likely to prosper if we cluster online with those who share our characteristics, beliefs and experiences. Human beings already have a tendency towards so-called ‘homophilous sorting’ – our neural impulse to stay close to those who are like us.18 Digital technology gives algorithmic force to that tendency, driving us towards content that will strengthen our existing tastes, assumptions and prejudices.


This is the social infrastructure of contemporary identity politics. As important as real-life rallies have been to its rise – the Women’s March on Washington in January 2017, the BLM protests of May and June 2020 – its true engine is to be found in the digital world. It is Twitter hashtags, Facebook pages, WhatsApp groups and viral YouTube videos that have made possible the light-speed formation of local, national and global groupings and maintained their solidarity. Analogue-era campaigns that relied on continuous or regular physical gathering were always vulnerable to division, sabotage and the corrosions of fatigue – one has only to explore the history of black activism and the Civil Rights movement in the Sixties to grasp that this is so.19 In contrast, digital campaigns constantly morph, adjust and adapt to changing circumstances and pressures. The genius of the #MeToo movement in 2017 was that, with a single six-character hashtag, in the weeks that followed the original New York Times story on Harvey Weinstein by Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey, there arose a spontaneous worldwide solidarity among women who had been sexually harassed and abused that would have been inconceivable before the advent of the new technology.20


It is hard to exaggerate the significance of this shift for political practice generally, and impossible to understand the rise of identity politics without a sense of this broader landscape. As Philip N. Howard argues in his seminal book Pax Technica: ‘The state, the political party, the civic group, the citizen: these are all old categories from a pre-digital world’. We need, Howard suggests, to look at the world through fresh eyes and see it ‘as a system of relationships between and among people and devices’. Politics ‘used to be what happened whenever one person or organisation tried to represent another person or organisation’. Now, he says, ‘devices will be doing much of that representative work in the years ahead’.21


The point is not that politics has changed (change is a constant in the political sphere). In this case, it has moved house, shifting from institutions, non-governmental organisations and office-based campaigns to digital networks. The full significance of contemporary identity politics cannot be understood without reference to this transference of power from institutions to networks. The speed with which the real-life protests after George Floyd’s death arose in cities around the world was surprising only if you forget the instantaneous, nimble character of social media as a force of collective mobilisation. In the past, such protests would have taken days, and possibly weeks, to organise. Now, they can be brought into being with a single Facebook post. It has never been easier to maintain contact and affiliation with an identity group or one of its representative faces. What were once called ‘flash mobs’ – physical gatherings generated by online alerts – are now a standard feature of political discourse and a primary vector for identity politics.


Contemporary university culture, the disaggregation of progressive politics into caucuses and single-issue causes, the technological revolution: all these help to explain what has happened. But what is surprising is that, in this case, so many of those who have tried to understand the rise of identity politics have declined to use Occam’s Razor: the philosophical principle that, of any given set of explanations for an event occurring, the simplest one is most likely to be correct.


To a remarkable extent, the traction achieved by identity politics in the past decade has been explained as an unfortunate error, a foolish misstep in the history of liberal democracy that must be corrected as soon as possible. Progressives who stand in the tradition of liberalism, individual rights and responsibilities, and Enlightenment values have been much too slow to ask what is, in truth, the obvious question. What demand is it that these new movements clearly meet that was not being met by standard forms of liberalism and social democracy?
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