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For Mum, who is equally to blame










Chapter 1


Dear Dad


Dear Dad,


Before you died in April of last year, you and I acknowledged that the popularity of Donald Trump in the Republican state primaries, which choose the candidate to be the GOP’s nominee for the next US president, was troubling. It showed how ‘bonkers’ – a word I inherited from you – politics had become in the rich West. But you were too respectful of America and Americans to think that they would ever actually elect an impulsive, superficial, narcissistic, sexist, borderline racist as their president.


Nor did you or I anticipate that the British people would vote to leave the EU: it was obvious that choosing to do so would be a choice to make all of us poorer, and to make Europe less stable and secure; and for all Britain’s permanent crisis of European identity, the country would surely never choose self-harm. We might not love the bureaucracy and remoteness of the EU, but what defined us as a nation was moaning about it, not actually tearing up our membership card.


As for the 2017 general election, you would have seen that as comedy and tragedy. This was a battle led by a Tory with a Nelsonian eye to the crisis in public services, who was claiming to want to fight injustice and inequality wherever it lurks, and yet offered policies that were too much about sacrifice and not enough about hope. Her unlikely near-nemesis? He was a Labour leader with a charming if naive conviction that the state can solve literally everything, largely by spending other people’s money.


When I learned the outcome of this battle, at 9.20 p.m. on 8 June with the top-secret release of the exit poll to broadcasters, my brain briefly short-circuited with the surge of new information about what the British people want – or perhaps do not want. Labour and Tories further apart in ideas and ideology than at any time since 1983, but only a comedy fart apart in percentage of votes cast. The nation seemed to be as torn as I had become. Collectively, we had in practice opted for ‘none of the above’. So what do we really want?


As if the world had not become weird enough, then along came Emmanuel Macron, another outsider, but the anti-Trump. Proudly internationalist, this Europhile, young former banker trounced both the usual French political suspects of left and right, and the extreme illiberalism of Marine Le Pen, to become French president. He is a quintessential French contradiction: a member of the corps of France’s elite technocrats, who have run all its big institutions for decades, but a repudiator of the party that first gave him harbour, the Parti Socialiste, and all the established parties. You would have been wary of the resonances with Blair, a leader you never desperately admired. Whether Macron is the salvation of liberal values or their desperate last gasp – all stylish, narrow-leg Paris pantaloons and global-banker soundbites – is unclear.


For any one of Trump, Brexit, Corbyn, Macron or May to define the Western world would have been unlikely at any point over the past thirty years. They are all newcomers in their different ways, a break from the men who typically run things and the traditional way things have been run. For all five to coalesce blows up most of what you and I would have seen as not just the normal order of things, but the reasonable order of things. WTF? as they say, although you never would.


Among the WTF-est of nights was 8–9 November. It was 4 a.m. at the harsh concrete modernist American Embassy in London’s Mayfair, which has since been abandoned to the developers, to be reborn under the ownership of the Qataris as a luxury hotel for sheikhs and oligarchs. I had expected the loud-mouth, billionaire reality-TV star Trump to be victorious. All night, I cruelly teased young members of the State Department with my prediction. But when prediction became reality, I was probably less emotionally prepared than anyone. It was devastating. The Democrat ambassador Matthew Barzun, a close friend of and fund-raiser for Obama, kept a stiff upper lip. But the professional officials, who aren’t supposed to take sides, were nonetheless flattened, like Looney Tunes characters run over by a steamroller. It was the Titanic for the despised liberal metropolitan elite, those Theresa May had chided as ‘citizens of nowhere’.


The motives and mores of a globalisation that had lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty, though not in America, Britain or the rest of the EU, were drowning. The world felt a scarier place than at any time I could remember. All I could think was that I wanted to hug my two boys. Instead I hugged an FT columnist, a fellow bruised, battered and besieged liberal-minded metrosexual, and therefore the nearest I could find to family. Goodbye to all that.


Even if Trump is not forever, he is doing a spectacular job of widening divisions at home and abroad, of bringing resentment and conflict where once there was grudging tolerance. And Brexit will be forever, as a redefinition of who we are as a people more profound than anything I have lived through and probably ever will. Theresa May insisted new Britain would be ‘Global Britain’, while simultaneously saying it would be much harder for brains, money and people to come here. To much of the rest of the world, new Britain is horrid Little England. They are right.


We fucked up, didn’t we, Dad – all of us who prospered in a borderless world for capital and labour? We ignored the complaints of those whose way of life was being dismantled.


So belatedly, I think the revolt against how a liberal plutocracy has run everything since around 1980 was long overdue. I didn’t vote for Brexit, and I would never have voted for Trump. But – and please don’t throw me out of the family – I now fear that those who did were on the right side of an important argument and the right side of history. Which is not to say that Brexit and Trump are benign events. They are not. They are poisonous. But they are probably the last chance to reform global capitalism and make the distribution of its fruits fairer – before there is a powerful movement to raze everything to the ground.


I am a hopeless optimist that governments will understand what happened and will rise to the challenge. Well actually, not governments, because it is not easy to have supreme confidence in the pack of leaders currently in power or knocking on the door all over the West. But I have faith that out of the current swamp, a new generation of politicians with credible new ideas will emerge primped and pristine on the shoreline of our ageing democracies.


I am writing this book, partly so that I can better understand the nature of that challenge, to come up with a few ideas about how we could fix things, and partly as therapy, exculpation for my many years of blindness to the growing sense of hopelessness and helplessness felt by so many. There was so much I got wrong for years about the lives and convictions of half my British compatriots, or at least the half and a bit who voted for Brexit.


Dad, given that our family’s story is one of self-improvement without the help of inherited wealth or purchased education – we are inverted snobs about schools, comps rule! – I discounted how trapped millions of people could justifiably feel. And it never occurred to me that the EU could look like a threat to many, a challenge to the comfortable order, rather than simply part of our identity.


Why was I so blinkered for so long? Perhaps, Dad, because of nature and nurture, being descended from Ashkenazi East European Jews and being taken by you and Mum aged eleven or so to the promenade at Dieppe, to get childishly drunk on the excitement of abroad and delicious Normandy cider. So much beauty stemmed from across the Channel, not least its football. For all my irrational and constantly disappointed hope that one day the England football team would consistently outplay Germany, France or Italy, I swooned at the elegance and sophistication of the Dutch team in the 1970s and the French in the late 1990s. Who wouldn’t want to identify with Cruyff and Zidane. Surely we all did?


And then there was school, a comprehensive in North London in the 1970s, which would feel familiar to millions in its school-uniformed rowdiness. History, taught by the twinkling Ruby Galili – who had a misshapen hand, never went to university and was a more serious and enthusiastic historian than most academics – rooted this island’s story in that of the Continent, giving appropriate weight in rumbustious lessons to Francis II and Henry IV of France, the Revolt of the Low Countries, the Thirty Years War, the rise and fall of the Holy Roman Empire and the English Revolution. This was not sinister, pro-European brainwashing. It was understanding who we are.


Being a Jew, even if an unbelieving one, made a difference, too. When I was growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, Adolf Hitler was still a bogeyman, scarier than the Daleks. A bookish, voluble, neurotic boy – nothing much has changed – I was terrified by all those myths that he had somehow escaped the bunker. And from the back of our white Hillman estate car, as we drove past bombsites and trolley buses, the war seemed near. Hitler had been beaten only fifteen years before the year of my birth, 1960, closer than 9/11 is to someone born in 2017. And that is one reason why I was so shocked that the vast majority of people of my generation and older wanted Brexit, given that if the EU and its predecessor institutions have achieved anything – and they have achieved a great deal – they have brought a longer period of peace and sustained prosperity to this continent of Europe than at any time in its volatile history.


The point of the EU – founded in 1951 as the European Coal and Steel Community and succeeded by the Common Market – was to bind the economies of European countries so intimately as to make war between them unthinkable. And here’s the rub for us in the UK: arguably, it was a great British idea, and Churchill’s for that matter, in that he argued in his famous 1946 speech in Zurich that Europeans could soon be as free and happy as the Swiss, if only they were to ‘build a kind of United States of Europe’.


But obviously for many British people, it was a peace project for them, not us. How else to explain that a decisive majority of those over fifty-five, many of whom were alive during the war, voted to leave? Well over sixty per cent of them voted for Brexit, say YouGov1, a bit fewer according to the British Election Study. It is appalling that the trope of plucky Britain standing alone in Europe’s darkest hour trumped the reality of the security and prosperity that can be achieved when European nations bind themselves together to make money, not war.


EU membership has made us richer, by providing our businesses with cheaper access to an enormous market on our doorstep. In the UK of my early teenage years in the 1970s, we struggled to keep the lights on, doing homework by candlelight when the power was routinely switched off. Ours was a country beset by strikes and whose economic performance lagged by a margin those of our historic enemies, Germany and France. Back then – and this was a reason we voted for Common Market membership in the first plebiscite in 1975 – being more like them seemed a good thing, in an economic sense.


Today, economists are divided about the net impact of EU membership on our economy, partly because the counterfactual of how we would have invested and traded on the outside is fraught with uncertainties. What is incontrovertible is that the UK’s biggest economic defects – the wealth and income gaps between north and south, old and young, for example – cannot be laid at the EU’s door.


Taking sides is also about identifying with those in the vanguard of the competing arguments. In 1975, it was a choice between pro-Common Market Roy Jenkins – the intellectual, bon-viveur son of a miner – and Tony Benn, the hard-left aristocrat who saw membership as an attack on the working class. In the early 1980s, it was between the then pro-European Margaret Thatcher and shambling Labour leader Michael Foot. In the 1990s, it was a choice between a young and hopeful Tony Blair and a very angry John Redwood. So, for most of the last fifty years, history and optimism seemed to be on the side of those who wanted us more intimately integrated into the great European project. Those who preferred us out were – let’s not be coy about it – nutters.


Here is what fills me with dread and despair, Dad: we are the nutters now. Any talk of keeping us in the EU, against the revealed wishes of the British people, is obviously the talk of a fundamentalist obsessive.


Sir Bill Cash, who devoted his entire life to campaigning to get us out of the EU as a latter-day Savonarola, is the calm and measured select-committee chairman who understands Britain and Britons better than you and me – as, obviously, does David Davis, an anti-European ideologue who is the minister in charge of getting us out of the EU in one piece.


OK, I am exaggerating slightly for effect. But only slightly. A couple of years ago, I would have casually described both of them as Eurosceptic obsessives incapable of seeing the wood for the trees, and no one in my circle would have batted an eyelid. Today I feel as alienated, perhaps more, from pro-European ultras like Blair, George Osborne, Chuka Umunna, Peter Mandelson and Nick Clegg when they vow to die in a ditch to avoid a so-called bad Brexit, or to give British people the chance to vote again. Who are the fanatics now?


It is not that it is an affront to democracy in any sense to argue that the vote was wrong, as some on the Eurosceptic right argue – with supreme hypocrisy given that they never accepted the result of the 1975 referendum, and would not sleep until it was overturned. Nor was the totemic 52 to 48 victory margin so great as to settle decisively the question of our national identity forever: if admitting kinship with the UK Independence Party is a proxy for being a diehard anti-European, only around two-thirds of those who voted for Brexit are probably immovable forever in their commitment to it.2


But we ignore at our supreme peril the fact it was the government and almost the entire establishment, including the seemingly reluctant leadership of the Labour Party, that lost the argument. It was the official position of the British state to remain in the EU, and the people said no. That cannot be brushed aside as just one of those things. The Leave side may have conducted itself in a tricksy and mendacious way, but it is to patronise our countrymen in a disgusting way to say they did not know what they were voting for.


To deny the result would be legitimising violent protest, because we would be saying there is no point trying to settle disputes with the ballot box. Which does not mean there are no conceivable circumstances in which it would make sense to have another vote. But for a government or parliament to go back to the country on this without betraying our democracy would require the British people to make it clear, in an unambiguous and decisive way, that they had made a terrible mistake. Right now, there is no sign of that.


The distinction here is that pro-European politicians must follow public opinion, not lead it. There is no staying in the EU unless the costs of not doing so prove decisively greater than most Brexit supporters expected. Those costs cannot be pre-empted by well-meaning, pro-EU campaigners. They have to be lived. In fact, the more that voters hear from the Blairs and Cleggs that they were idiotic and wrong, the more entrenched they will become that Brexit must be forever.


We are all just prisoners, of course, of our own device. These days when I make factual statements about the complexity of leaving the EU – putting in place new arrangements for European aeroplanes to land here, for new medicines to be licensed, for goods to be exported and imported without excessive delays or cost, for banks to offer services all over Europe – I am accused of being unduly negative. I think that is wrong, but I cannot be wholly certain that I am controlling the voice and instincts of the disappointed pro-European in me. But at least I was not like Tim Farron in the 2017 general election, talking about the imperative of holding another EU referendum to a British people sick to the back teeth of voting.


Even with the supposed safety valve of the Brexit vote – or possibly because of it – there has been a hideously rising incidence of hate. The frenzied, near-fatal attack by a mob in Croydon on a seventeen-year-old Iranian Kurdish refugee, Reker Ahmed, seemed a manifestation in the real world of the disgusting assaults that are the daily discourse of social media. Many of my non-white and non-indigenous friends say that since the vote they no longer feel welcome here. This is not paranoia. They have faced racist abuse for the first time. Some are making plans to leave Britain, or trying to acquire citizenships of other countries as an insurance policy. I even know two Jewish families, whose antecedents escaped extermination in the concentration camps, who have applied for German citizenship. Which makes me weep.


The question is whether these racial, ethnic and other tensions would be eased or worsened if MPs suddenly decided the Brexit vote had all been a terrible mistake. I fear they would encourage and license the most poisonous extremism. Which is only one reason why it makes sense for most of us to attempt to make Brexit a success, in good faith, unless and until it can be proved beyond any reasonable doubt that there is no good Brexit.


A good Brexit? I cannot pretend believing in it will be easy, partly because of the power of groupthink. The thing is that I know thousands of people, because of the day job, and most of them wanted us to remain in the EU; more starkly, in my closest circle of perhaps a hundred family members and friends, no one voted to leave the EU. It turns out I have not really been living in the United Kingdom, but in a privileged metropolitan bubble or ghetto. That makes me sick, because if I am passionate about anything, it is that in a community – that can be as large as a nation, or larger still – we have a minimal duty to know and understand each other.


Now here is a good joke at my expense: for most of my myopic life, I took for granted that because I went to a state school with an uncanny resemblance to Grange Hill, I would instinctively be in tune with the great, state-school-educated majority of this nation. FFS.


Dad, I don’t regret for an instant yours and Mum’s ideological commitment to comprehensive education. I am glad that unlike most of your Labour peers, you were not a hypocrite who decided that what was good enough for the country was not good enough for your kids; there was never a thought of sending us to fee-paying schools. And I had the time of my life at Highgate Wood School in Crouch End.


The only serious tension in the school was between the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, or Bowie fans versus Bolan’s. My teachers were working-class autodidacts, who did teacher training after national service without the benefit of a university education. The most important things they taught me were self-reliance, the ability to find out things by myself and the love of learning as a good in itself.


But what shocks me today is that an educational experiment that was all about encouraging social mobility and the sense that we’re all in it together has left me more out of touch with most of the country than would probably have been true of my family when I started school in 1971. I was certainly upwardly mobile, but just at the time when social mobility was ossifying. Forty years on, I spend almost all my time with people like me – many of whom went to those posh public schools you and I rejected, Dad – and people like us don’t appear to be living in the same Britain as much of the rest of the country.


I got a sense of my difference and distance from much of Britain when reporting during the EU referendum campaign. In Leicester, I assumed it was a collective wind-up when almost every Asian I met said to me that they would be voting for Brexit, in part because of their concerns about what they perceived to be excessive immigration (although nationally two-thirds of non-whites voted to remain).3


On the eastern seaboard, and in Kent and Essex, I met white families who said that the political establishment, the leadership of the Tories and Labour, ignored them and didn’t understand that the country they love was going to the dogs. Nigel (Farage) would sort it out for them, they said – which is not a phrase heard often up North London.


Many of the English Brexiteers were the usual suspects, the traditional hardcore of anti-metropolitan, anti-immigration, anti-Europeans – white, male, retired homeowners, living in the country. But the more important new noise was coming from those on lower incomes, also predominantly white, whose living standards had been flat or declining for years. Here is the Brexit coalition of the older haves and the younger (but not young) have-nots: there were clear majorities for leaving the EU among those retired, the unemployed and those not working but looking after the home; and Brexit was backed both by those who own their homes outright, with no mortgage, and those in council homes and other social housing.4


Victorious Leave was a coalition of those who feared they had lost control of their country and those who feared they had lost control of their livelihoods. They wanted an end to the humiliation of kowtowing to foreigners and an easing of the never-ending struggle to make ends meet. Boris, Gove and the leaders of Vote Leave promised all that. Whereas from the other side, the Stronger In camp, it was all dire warnings from David Cameron and George Osborne that things would only get shittier if we left the EU. It was hope versus fear. And for millions who didn’t think their lives could get much worse – and who quite liked the idea of giving a bloody nose to the posh boys, Cameron and Osborne – hope inevitably won.


Osborne and Cameron believed that economics, the robust claim that Brexit would make us poorer, would always beat arguments that leaving would give us more control over our lives and laws, and – especially – over immigration. They didn’t realise that national self-determination would be such a powerful message to voters. And more importantly, after their years of austerity that were taking a heavy toll on vital public services, Cameron and Osborne had no credible response to the Leave campaign’s claim that Brexit could save the NHS by giving us control of the £350 million a week we send to Brussels – even though that claim was spurious, at best.


And, of course, the people were right and Osborne and Cameron were wrong, in that they grossly exaggerated the immediate damage to our living standards of Brexit, if not the likely long-term costs; the increase in uncertainties, costs and frictions for our companies in their trade with the rest of the EU, the most important external market for our goods and services, is making Britain poorer but slowly and cancerously, not with a bang.


I suspect, Dad, that you, like me, would have said in the immediate aftermath of the vote that poorer people who voted for Brexit were cutting off their noses to spite their faces, that the lower growth in national income that would flow from Brexit would hurt them, the poorest and most vulnerable, the most: it would lead to fewer job opportunities for them, a further squeeze in their already depressed incomes, and an extension of austerity in public spending that would see their benefit payments cut further and a worsening in the vital services provided by schools and hospitals. And although Theresa May delayed by five years the moment when the budget was supposed to be balanced, austerity was not abandoned, so public services and benefits will remain under pressure for years.


But poor people who voted for Brexit were not wrong, in that it was probably the best opportunity they would ever have to give the establishment a proper kicking, for ignoring them, for forgetting they exist. During most of the previous thirty-odd years, Britain and most of the rich West had been run on a deceitful prospectus. Labour and Tories had argued, and even for the most part believed, that they were governing for the whole nation. But that was tosh. They were governing for themselves and for those who work in the City and the service sector in London and the South-East. They were governing for property owners. They were governing for a highly skilled, internationally mobile elite of corporate executives, bankers and entrepreneurs. This is not revolutionary rhetoric, it is observable fact, which cannot be ignored by left or right.


For a while, though, a system of stewardship that favoured the richest seemed to benefit everyone. Between 1992 and 2008, the British economy grew faster and more consistently than at any time since the nineteenth century. We could have our cake and binge on it. The rich became unconscionably wealthier. And the tax revenues spewing from an acceleration in growth allowed more money to be spent on schools, hospitals and tax-credit subsidies for jobs.


However, this seeming golden economic age was a dangerous illusion. Much of the growth was generated by dangerous risks taken by banks and other financial institutions in the City, which it was convenient for the government of Blair and Gordon Brown to ignore. They wilfully ignored the unbalanced and unsustainable structure of our economy – too reliant on the City and household spending, too little on investment and manufacturing, too much on debt shipped in from abroad to finance our lifestyles.


But even in these seemingly boom years, millions of poorer people saw only modest improvements in their living standards and their life chances, while the owners of capital were taking more and more of the overall pie, leaving workers with less and less. And even before the Crash of 2008, output per worker, or productivity – the underpinning of living standards – was not converging fast enough with the much higher levels of our major competitors, such as America, Germany and France.


Another lie was that public-spending cuts and the economic recovery plan devised by the coalition government of Tories and Lib Dems after 2010 would distribute the pain equally between the rich and the poor. The crisis we are seeing now in social care for the elderly and in hospitals, the severe funding squeeze for schools, the cuts in benefit payments and tax credits, these are the direct consequence of decisions taken by Osborne, Cameron and Clegg. And their initial cuts in investment spending permanently harmed the UK’s growth potential, and therefore tax revenues available to fund schools and hospitals.


Meanwhile, with the 2010, 2015 and 2017 governments all putting the onus on balancing the books, rather than helping the poorest, it was left to the Bank of England to restore and retain economic momentum. But the tools it employed to stimulate the economy, the slashing of interest rates and the creation of £435 billion of new money, disproportionately helped the rich: as a deliberate aim of policy, cutting the price of money inflates the price of assets, such as houses, property, shares and government bonds. To state the bleedin’ obvious, poor people don’t own houses or significant assets. So the very measures taken to save us from the worst effects of the banking crisis actually widened the wealth gap between rich and poor.


This does not make the Bank of England the avowed enemy of the people. But by sticking to the tramlines of its modus operandi – creating cheap money to push up the price of assets, thereby increasing the confidence of owners and encouraging them to spend and invest more to foster growth – the Bank worsened endemic inequality.


So, what were poor families in the North-East and North-West, who were just about succeeding in keeping their heads above water, to think when they saw the government apparently shaping economic policy largely to help their friends in the South? Even George Osborne’s Northern Powerhouse of transport and infrastructure investment plans seemed tilted particularly towards his then constituency base by Manchester, rather than more depressed Sunderland and Middlesborough.


Of course, the under-employed and economically insecure of Sunderland, Braintree and Margate had no compunction in whacking the Camerons and the Osbornes. Every time David Cameron insisted that the referendum campaign should not be seen as a test of his popularity or competence, voters thought the precise opposite, that this was an opportunity to give him a bloody good hiding. And the refusal of Jeremy Corbyn to share a platform with him, even once, reinforced the idea that this was all about Cameron, and not about the EU.


What matters now is the response to the Brexit vote of government, central banks, those who run our big companies, religious leaders and anyone with the power to influence how our income is made and distributed. For a brief moment in the summer of 2016, it looked as though Theresa May got it. Her very first pledge on the street in front of 10 Downing Street, on 13 July, was that her number one priority would be to help those on modest incomes, the people she styled those ‘just about managing’. Maybe it was all going to be OK after all, because this introverted child of a country vicar seemed to have captured the mood of the nation:


 


If you’re from an ordinary working-class family, life is much harder than many people in Westminster realise. You have a job, but you don’t always have job security. You have your own home, but you worry about paying a mortgage. You can just about manage, but you worry about the cost of living and getting your kids into a good school.


If you’re one of those families, if you’re just managing, I want to address you directly. I know you’re working around the clock, I know you’re doing your best, and I know that sometimes life can be a struggle. The government I lead will be driven not by the interests of the privileged few, but by yours. We will do everything we can to give you more control over your lives. When we take the big calls, we’ll think not of the powerful, but you. When we pass new laws, we’ll listen not to the mighty but to you. When it comes to taxes, we’ll prioritise not the wealthy, but you. When it comes to opportunity, we won’t entrench the advantages of the fortunate few. We will do everything we can to help anybody, whatever your background, to go as far as your talents will take you.


 


She clearly saw that the establishment had been put on warning, that its grip on power had become much more conditional, that the distribution of the fruits of our toils has to become fairer. But then there followed, well, not very much – a lot of words about, for example, increasing the power of workers relative to bosses, and too few deeds. Perhaps the cause of her inaction on an agenda that could have established her as a great reforming Tory premier was a quite extraordinary act of self and national harm she committed in the autumn of 2016, perhaps the most wilful act of vandalism by a serving prime minister. That was her declaration at the Tories’ annual conference on 2 October 2016 that she would trigger the EU’s Article 50 process for beginning Brexit negotiations with the rest of the EU by the end of March 2017.


The announcement was a conference gimmick to warm the cockles of the arch Brexiteers in her party and reassure them that she would respect the result of the referendum, and the UK really would be leaving the EU. But it imposed an arbitrary and hard deadline of the end of March 2019 for the moment we would be out of the EU – and therefore gave away almost all of her negotiating power, not only to the twenty-seven EU countries on the other side of the talks, but also to any critic in the UK parliament or outside parliament with the power to slow up or frustrate the process. At that fateful juncture, she capitulated to France and Germany on perhaps the single most important Brexit issue, that negotiating timetable, in that it is not remotely practical or possible to agree all the important terms of Brexit within Article 50’s two years.


Of course, the official EU position was that the two-year timetable was not up for negotiation. But that is to ignore realpolitik. For the brief few months when May refused to name a date for triggering Article 50, the rest of the EU was in agony. They hated our presence at EU decision-making councils as a hostile member. And it was fantastically frustrating for them not knowing when we would be properly gone, for good. So May should have exploited their discomfort by saying she would not agree to trigger Article 50 unless and until in (probably secret) informal discussions they settled some of the big issues of the UK’s future relationship with the EU, such as the outline of a trade deal, for example.


If that proved impossible, she could have refused to trigger Article 50 till the other EU 27 agreed to vote that there would be whatever extensions to the talks beyond two years might prove to be necessary. And again, if that ran into the sand, she could have insisted that as and when the talks began, the terms of Brexit should be negotiated simultaneously with our future relationship with the EU. The fundamental point is that literally the single card she held of any significance was that only she could initiate the beginning of the Brexit talks, and once she had played that card, the UK was at the abject mercy of the rest of the EU. Having now done so without obtaining anything from the rest of the EU, she has guaranteed that the Brexit talks will yield a sub-optimal outcome for the UK – and could well be a total disaster.


This was such an abdication of the UK’s national interest, I am staggered the Cabinet Secretary Sir Jeremy Heywood did not try to prevent May. I am sure that her announcement of the triggering date was consistent with the legal advice he and she would have been getting that there could be no negotiation before Article 50 was triggered. But all EU negotiations are in practice always about politics, not law. The notion that she could not have called the rest of the EU’s bluff on this is craven – and tragic for Britain. When I think about it, I weep. And it is not irrelevant that during the referendum, when the campaign director Dominic Cummings was asked whether a commitment should be given to triggering Article 50 without securing concessions from the rest of the EU, he said to do so would be the equivalent of putting a loaded gun in one’s own mouth.


The point is that when May subsequently said, in her famous speech in ornate Lancaster House in January 2017, that ‘no deal is better than a bad deal’, she was talking something quite close to piffle, cock and balderdash. If the UK was to tumble out of the EU on 1 April 2019 without a formal deal, quite a few very bad things might well happen. Because we would be outside of the EU’s customs union, there would have to be new border checks on the more than forty per cent of our two-way trade that is with the EU. Unless new warehouses are built now, more border guards recruited, roads widened, new IT systems put in place, the delays in everything from food to cars coming into Britain and going to the EU could be hideous.


There could be queues of lorries at Dover going back tens of miles. Certain foods could become scarce in supermarkets. Brexit for a while would be ugly. And that would be to ignore the very real risk that aeroplanes from the rest of the EU could not land here. That security co-operation with police and security services in the rest of the EU would be made more cumbersome and fractious. Or that EU citizens living here and Britons living in the rest of the EU would be in agonies of uncertainty about their residency rights. Oh, and the rest of the EU would probably sue us for the €50 billion to €100 billion they think we owe them in relation to promises we made to fund the EU budget before voting to leave.


As soon as she established the end of March 2019 as the moment we would again be an independent state, it became almost impossible for her to have any agenda at all other than the political, legal and technical preparations for Brexit, because that was life and death, and everything else could wait.


But even so, at the moment Article 50 was triggered, Mrs May and her Brexit secretary David Davis were woefully under-prepared. That was partly because she made another extraordinary misjudgement, which was to challenge the case brought in the autumn of 2016 by Gina Miller and others that the process to leave the EU required parliamentary approval. If the vote for Brexit meant anything at all, it was to reassert the sovereignty of the British parliament. So for May to wish to argue in the courts that parliament should not debate and approve the most important constitutional decision of our time – and for her to claim that her office, the executive, was all powerful – was nothing short of a scandal. And because the Supreme Court did not rule for Miller until January, the historic parliamentary debates that ultimately gave her the authority to trigger Article 50 took place much closer to her self-imposed deadline than was necessary, and were therefore yet another distraction from the far more important job of working out what we want from Brexit.


Then came the third misjudgement and act of self-harm. Having left the parliamentary debate so close to the wire, when the shock of the referendum result had worn off and MPs and Lords had regained their mojo, May spotted that they were very unlikely to give her a blank cheque for the Brexit talks. She realised she could not be confident, with her slim majority in the Commons, that parliament would in the forthcoming months back her in all the necessary Brexit-related votes. So in April she made a fateful decision to call a snap general election, in the confident hope that it would deliver her a huge parliamentary majority and personal mandate to deliver whatever version of Brexit ultimately suited her.


The result could hardly have been further from what she hoped and wanted. In one of the most turbulent campaigns in history, disrupted by two terrible terrorist atrocities, the unprecedented leak of Labour’s manifesto and the equally unprecedented U-turn by May on a flagship manifesto policy (about funding social care for the elderly), British voters turned their backs on the small parties, and especially UKIP, and coalesced around the Tories and Labour as they had not done for decades.


Labour’s share of the vote increased by almost ten percentage points to forty per cent, its greatest gain since the era-defining 1945 election that saw Labour’s Clement Attlee replace Winston Churchill. May did win more votes than Blair ever did, but she lost her majority in the Commons. Although Brexit was rarely at the forefront of rhetoric in the two-month battle, in the end the outcome was a re-run by proxy of the referendum – with those wanting a more abrupt exit from the EU voting for the Conservatives and those wanting a more emollient approach and a closer long-term relationship with the EU opting for Labour.


May was told in no uncertain terms that she cannot be confident of popular backing for whatever version of Brexit she scrabbles together. And she is now the hostage of ten DUP MPs from Northern Ireland, who sold her a so-called Confidence and Supply agreement – that guarantees her DUP support in the votes she needs to win to sustain herself in power, although not all votes – for £1.5 billion of investment in the province. Her authority is seriously weakened, and there is no prospect of her leading the Tories into the next general election. And for what it is worth, my view is that she sealed her fate, as a disappointed and disappointing PM, when she put party interest before national interest by citing March as the date for commencing those Brexit discussions.


Maybe she can claw back credit for herself and party, if she can turn that Downing Street promise to govern for everybody into reality. The imperative of doing so was only made more conspicuous after the incineration of Grenfell Tower, and the deaths of around eighty of its inhabitants, which showed this rich country letting down the poorest and most vulnerable to an extent I never expected. But with her grip on power so fragile, and her party bitterly divided on what it really is and what it stands for – the Tories are yet again fighting over whether the economic liberalism of Thatcher and her determination to shrink the state were aberrations or their true essence – the prospects of May healing our wounds as a nation are slight.


This second-ever woman prime minister for Britain initially seemed the counterpoint to Thatcher, restoring to the Tories their belief in intervening and fixing markets and capitalism when they deliver unjust outcomes. The Tory party may well return to what it used to call One Nation values, but it will happen because that is where her MPs eventually take it, and not because she will lead them there.


Our democracy gave us what I think we want and need, which is a national debate about who we are, while the prime minister is held prisoner by a divided party, parliament and country. Better that than what America’s democracy gave Americans as their president – a showman, liar and hypocrite. Trump was elected thanks in part to his appeal to those on low – but not the lowest – incomes, and especially to the white middle classes outside of the great metropolises (families who in Britain would be described as ‘working class’), but he has created a top government team out of billionaires and the super-rich. And although some of his promises, such as big infrastructure spending, may create jobs and incomes, the Wall Street he denigrated as being in the ‘swamp’ is salivating at an expected loosening in the important Dodd-Frank restrictions on how they make money. Worse still, he wanted to strip health and welfare benefits from the poor while cutting tax for the rich; it is a blessing he is being blocked.


Here again, Dad, I have to distinguish between my own horror at Trump’s divisive, hate-generating rhetoric and narrow nationalism on the one hand, and the motives of those who backed him. The point is that the crisis for white Americans in its declining industrial heartlands is even more acute than in England’s, manifested in epidemics of opioid and alcohol abuse, worsening suicide rates, a reversal of decades of people living longer. And Trump appeared to listen to them in a way that Hillary Clinton did not. He spoke their language.


He seemed to understand their despair that their incomes had not risen for years, even if his policies stand little chance of seriously helping. He respected their Christian and family values, when Clinton and the Democrats in Washington seemed to be embarrassed by them – and to value them less than they did Latino and black people. Like the choice of Brexit, a vote for Trump was a vote for hope, even if it was a naive hope, against a status quo that left many feeling like second-class citizens. The measure of the failure of the Democrats and Clinton was that a majority of white women on low-to-middle incomes voted for him and not Hillary after all his ‘pussy-grabbing’ and eye-bleeding hate language.


The votes for Trump and Brexit were not the ignorant mistakes of the misguided. They were declarations by millions of families that they will no longer tolerate the countries they love being run against their values and economic interests by a self-renewing elite. The surge in the vote for Corbyn also has to be seen in that framework. Corbyn supporters were, of course, largely those who opposed Brexit. But Corbynmania captured the other side of divided Britain and points to what is most worrying about this place today, in that it is fissured and fragmenting to an extent we have perhaps not experienced since it was created in its current form by the Acts of Union more than three hundred years ago.


So, what I will now explore is:


 


Why the economy has been skewing rewards so much more to the richest.


How and whether it can be reconfigured to fulfil its fundamental purpose of lifting up everyone, and especially those with least.


Why trust in so many of the institutions and people who have run things for years is at an all-time low among the general public, though not among the elite.


And whether it may be possible to persuade those most alienated from mainstream politics that they have a voice that matters.


 


What I will assess is whether finance can be fairer, whether robots can create meaningful satisfying employment rather than stealing our jobs, whether workers can unite to demand improved living standards in a way that does not undermine growth, whether the denigration of experts that is so pernicious for our faith in organisations vital to our prosperity is actually reasonable, and whether digital technologies offer hope of a more open and democratic approach to decision making, or the threat of tyranny.
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