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For Helena





Introduction



Man is a city-dwelling creature whose nature is to live with others.


Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics


Some years ago a group of men met in a pub called The Clarence. It was what you’d call an ‘old man’s pub’. Even the owner would agree that it had seen better days. But on that particular night, a Friday night, none of these men minded too much where they met. After an hour in the corner, one or two peeled off: they had children to look after, wives and girlfriends to meet in town. This left an inner core of about twelve, later nicknamed the ‘dirty dozen’, who left the pub and moved on to a nearby curry house. There they drank several jugs of beer, ate, paid and, before midnight, they left.


This is hardly a remarkable sequence of events. In fact, it is the kind of thing you can imagine happening all over the country as the week draws to a close and the weekend begins. But this particular gathering on the evening of Friday 13 May 2005 was different.


The men who came together in The Clarence had one thing in common. They supported the same well-known football club. Only the day before it had been sold off to a family of foreign investors and saddled with debt. They were in despair. Thousands of other fans were in the same predicament, and doubtless many of them spent that night drowning in maudlin speculation as to what the future held.


This get-together finished on an altogether different note. By the time their food was served, these men had begun to discuss the idea of setting up a breakaway football club. It would be everything the other one had long ago ceased to be – a member-led co-operative in which major decisions were decided by ballot; a club run by the fans, for the fans. Rather than sit during matches, they would stand and sing until they were hoarse. There would be talent contests before each game, stalls selling home-made pies and local ales, financial transparency, no sponsorship.


You can imagine each of them waking up the next morning, heads a little heavy as they pieced together last night’s conversation.


Did we really say that?


There were those who scoffed when they heard the plan. It was pie in the sky, they said. It would never work. Apart from anything else, where was the money going to come from? Exactly.


And yet, two months after filing out of Dildar Curry House in Rusholme, Manchester, this band of ex-Manchester United supporters had helped to cobble together a football team and persuaded a former fruit and veg man to become their manager.


F. C. United of Manchester, as it became known, played its first match, a friendly, in front of 2,500 people. Despite failing to score, the players were carried off the pitch shoulder-high by a sea of new believers, each alive to the possibility of it all, the endeavour and the gut-wrenching thrill of leaving behind the club that they had supported for so long.


Over the months that followed a group of volunteers with the ‘dirty dozen’ at their core would steer F. C. United through its first season. The club was promoted. The next season they were promoted again, and in their third season, amazingly, F. C. United completed a hat-trick of promotions by making it out of the Unibond First Division into the Unibond Premier.


It takes most football clubs years to get promoted this far, if they ever get there. F. C. United had done it in no time at all. They had expanded beyond even the silliest parts of that conversation back in Dildar Curry House and now shared a stadium with a team that played in the third highest division of the Football League. The singing, the contests, the ballots, the lack of sponsorship, the principle of one-member-one-vote – all of this was happening.


There were other elements of their success that they had not foreseen. The members of F. C. United felt a powerful sense of belonging and identity, and during those first few years a visceral sense of camaraderie formed between these men and women.


Yet perhaps the strangest part of this story concerns money. The nay-sayers were right. There was no sudden injection of cash.


So how could a small group like this one with no financial backing achieve so much, and in such a short space of time? Why was it that together they seemed to be a great deal more than the sum of their parts and what does this tell us?


The Power of Association


Together is about the remarkable things that can happen when we come together in small groups. It is an account of the strange alchemy within an association, club or society that enables a group like F. C. United to go much further, faster. In a quite different sense, why is it that joining one of these groups – be it a breakaway football club or any other association, from a knitting circle to a death metal band, book club, protest group or Judy Garland Appreciation Society – can make you healthier and happier?


In this book, I want to show you a different way of seeing the world, one that is based on an understanding of the extraordinary potential of small groups. I am not talking about nationwide movements, word-of-mouth epidemics or what goes on within vast, de-individuated crowds. There are other books on these. I am interested in what happens when a room-sized group of people come together of their own volition and agree to work towards a specific end, as they did in that crumbling pub in Manchester in 2005. I want to show you the power of association.


Yet it seems we have lost sight of this and that we know surprisingly little about the mass of associations in Britain today. One of the only (and best) studies of these groups, published in 1986, described them as ‘an area of social life which was massive in its proportions, rich in detail and of fascinating complexity’ but ‘almost completely overlooked’. Other social scientists have referred to them as ‘the “lost continent” on the social landscape of modern society’ or, rather wonderfully, ‘a loose and baggy monster’. Although there may be as many as 1.5 million of these associations in Britain, as one report in 1995 suggested, we hear very little about them.


So what do I mean by an ‘association’? I mean nothing more than a group whose members identify themselves as belonging to that unit and come together regularly and voluntarily, and do so without seeking profit. An association could be a football club like F. C. United, or any one of the countless reading groups or book clubs in Britain today, as well as the choirs, bands, beekeeping societies, volunteer-led charities, support groups, prayer groups, Jewish burial organizations, every amateur sporting team or club you can think of, or indeed the more traditional associations, the ones we all know, such as Women’s Institutes, Masonic Lodges, gentlemen’s clubs, Rotary Clubs and Working Men’s Clubs and Institutes. Then there are the walking groups, community support groups, Meet-ups, literary societies, local residents’ associations, Transition Towns, protest groups, miners’ welfare groups, user groups, associations dedicated to a shared love of a particular breed of dog, doll’s houses, auriculas, koi, fungus, bell-ringing or embroidery; they might be naturalist societies, badger protection societies, pigeon fancy clubs, horticultural societies, therapeutic communities, druid orders, swingers groups, ante-natal classes, amateur dramatic societies, civic societies, allotment societies, historical re-enactment groups, social clubs, knitting circles, guerrilla gardeners, car enthusiast clubs, Neighbourhood Watch schemes, archaeological clubs, motorcycle clubs or fraternities, birdwatching groups, Christian naturist fellowships, appreciation societies, family history societies, Young Farmers’ clubs; the list goes on …


Not only have we lost sight of the huge range of associations in Britain today but we tend to brush over their role in our past as well. Although the growth of these groups has been described as ‘one of the most pervasive, diffuse and amorphous social developments of the last 200 years’, they barely feature on any national curriculum. Scan the shelves in the History section of your local bookshop and you will find only a handful of books, if any, that deal with particular associations. As early as 1720, it was said that in London ‘almost every parish hath its separate Club, where the Citizens, after the Fatigue of the Day is over in their Shops, and on the Exchange, unbend their Thoughts before they go to Bed.’ Later that century a historian in Birmingham wrote that ‘the whole British empire … is subdivided into an infinity of smaller fraternities’. By the start of the twentieth century there were said to be 6 million members of the nation’s Friendly Societies. Think of the Royal Society, the Levellers, the Diggers, the Kit-Cat Club, the Lunar Society, the Anti-Corn Law League, the Tolpuddle Martyrs, the Anti-Slavery Society, the Suffragettes, charities such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, the National Trust or any one of the countless societies, organizations, clubs, collectives and associations that make up our associational past. Each began when a room-sized group of people came together and agreed to pursue certain shared goals, just as those football supporters did in 2005. Over the last three centuries real change has often been about much more than Great Men or Great Women setting out to achieve Great Things. Small groups have also been at the heart of this. Associations form a key ingredient in the make-up of our national culture – one that we no longer seem to recognize or value in relation to what it is, has been and looks set to remain in coming years.


A Revival?


Without turning back to the Contents page, if I was to ask you now how you thought the rest of this book was going to play out, I wonder what you would say? I know that, had I read the last few pages, I would be pretty sure that what follows will be a hymn in praise of associations and their unsung role in society. That seems to be where we are heading. But there is another subject I want to address, and it changes the direction and scope of this book entirely.


You see, F. C. United was not the only voluntary group that came about in 2005. I think there is a series of compelling arguments to suggest that this club was in fact part of a nationwide phenomenon involving millions of Britons. All over the country small groups like F. C. United, along with hundreds of thousands of societies, community groups, clubs, bands, choirs, covens, circles and other informal associations appear to have formed for the first time or registered a significant growth. Crucially, this seems to have happened on a scale that had not been seen in years.


During the first decade of the twenty-first century Britain may have experienced an unexpected surge of associational activity. It was not universal, in that there were some associations whose numbers dipped or which were forced to close, but many more were either born, their numbers remained steady or they expanded.


The strangest thing about this associational surge – and for me what makes it intriguing – is that nobody noticed. You’ll find no mention of it in the national or local media. Social scientists were reticent on the subject. There was no flood of government strategies, initiatives and statutes aimed at nurturing this great wave of associational interest. Instead a very different narrative emerged.


Broken Britain


From 2005, ironically the year that F. C. United came into existence, the term ‘Broken Britain’ began to be bandied about by politicians and journalists alike. As well as heightened social inequality and increasingly violent, feral youth, one of the principal elements of this loose, sponge-like doctrine was the idea that we no longer knew our neighbours. Community spirit, we were told, was either dead, dying or in its death throes. We were living alone more than ever before. There were fewer local activities and street parties. The internet was pulling us apart inexorably, while mobile phones and social networking sites seemed to disconnect us further from the places in which we lived.


Take the example of shopping. Rather than visit our local high streets, increasingly we preferred to shop from home or in out-of-town supermarkets. By 2011 an estimated 32 million Britons were shopping online, spending £52 billion in the process, while between 1986 and 1997 the number of outof-town shopping centres quadrupled.


Or religion: ‘if Christianity goes,’ T. S. Eliot once wrote, ‘the whole of our culture goes.’ Between 1980 and 2000 alone church attendance fell by 21 per cent, while between 1998 and 2005 about half a million people stopped going to church on Sunday.


Statistics such as these buttressed the same ubiquitous argument – that by the start of the twenty-first century the fabric of community in Britain had worn perilously thin, and that since the 1960s we had become less neighbourly, less trusting of each other and socially more isolated.


The authors of The Spirit Level, a book charting the effects of social inequality in Britain, summed it up like this: by 2009 we had become ‘anxiety-ridden, prone to depression, worried about how others see us, unsure of our friendships, driven to consume and with little or no community life’. A well-publicized report from the University of Sheffield in 2008 argued that for some time now ‘the social glue and cohesion had been weakening’ and ‘Britain has been steadily moving towards a slightly more atomised society with each decade that passes.’ In 2010 Phillip Blond explained in his book Red Tory that during the tail end of the twentieth century ‘British civil society, which is the source and well-spring of our culture, has been flattened by the unleashed authoritarianism of the state and the unrestricted freedom granted to the market.’


The diagnosis could hardly be more grim: society was atomized; Britain was broken; community was on its last legs. So how on earth is it possible to argue that during the same period there was in fact a nationwide surge of associational activity, that more people were coming together in small groups than during the 1980s or 1990s? It seems an extraordinary claim. It certainly undermines one of the foundations of ‘Broken Britain’. So what is the evidence for this and why has it gone unreported until now?


Kidnappings


The standard approach to a question like this one would be to hunt down the relevant data describing how many of us belong to associations, adjust the weighting and standardization, plot some graphs and see which way they point. What could be easier? Since the introduction of Mass Observation in the 1930s, government agencies and independent bodies have produced an impressive drip-feed of surveys, reports and data-sets monitoring and making estimations about our behaviour, from the number of hours we spend watching television to what we think of our neighbours. There is an Office for National Statistics, a National Census and a slush of reports such as the General Household Survey, General Lifestyle Survey or the Time Use Survey. These are useful and informative, but they do not cover everything.


It turns out that there are no systematic and quantitative data to describe how many Britons are involved in associations. Instead, most of the clubs, societies and other informal groups that we are interested in fly beneath the radar with which we analyse society. There are scraps of evidence, and these are promising, but they are not enough to support a conclusion. This is perhaps why so few social scientists tackle this subject.


Yet what we must not do – the mistake that others have made – is to accept a Positivist take on the world, whereby if something can’t be measured, it doesn’t exist. There are two ways to answer any question, be it a dilemma over which socks to wear in the morning, or whether there has been a surge of associational activity in twenty-first-century Britain. Only one of these involves evidence based on observation.


Think of a film about a kidnapping. At an early stage the kidnappers will often present a ‘proof of life’ – at least they should if they know their stuff. This is to show both that they have the missing person and that he or she is alive. They might get them to speak on the phone, record a piece to camera or take a picture of their hostage holding a recent newspaper. These are three evidence-based proofs of the kidnappers’ assertion that a given individual is alive and in their custody.


But what makes one of these films gripping is the tension that follows between the kidnappers and their adversary – let’s say it’s a detective – as each is forced to make a series of judgements about what the other is about to do or has done. They might use their knowledge of the psychology of kidnap situations, just as they could turn to the history of similar kidnappings.


In other words, they speculate, based on a deeper understanding of situations like this one. In philosophical terms, if the kidnappers’ ‘proof of life’ was a posteriori, what follows is a priori; it is based not on demonstrable proofs but on calculation. Where evidence is lacking, we turn to logic, deduction and reason. This gives us the second approach to any question.


The only way to make a persuasive argument about what happened to the mass of small groups in Britain during the first decade of the twenty-first century is to combine the evidence we have with a series of deductive arguments. We can only make these by gaining a much deeper understanding of how these associations work. By getting to grips with what goes on within them, how they operate and what causes them to appear, we should be able to calculate whether there was indeed a resurgence of these groups.


It’s a bit like being the detective in one of those films. You don’t have enough evidence to work out what the kidnapper is up to. So what do you do? You find out everything you can about your subject, until you can predict with a degree of confidence how they are likely to behave in certain situations.


To get a thorough understanding of how these groups work, I want to look at them from every possible angle. We will consider their history on these islands from the first association that appeared late in the first century AD, a band of metalworkers in what is now Chichester, through to present-day groups such as F. C. United. Also, we must look at the psychology that sheds light on our desire to join one of these groups, and how we behave within them. Finally, I want to look at where these associations sit in the context of broader shifts in British society. It may be that other factors which appear to have nothing to do with these groups are fuelling this revival.


Together


Using all of these approaches, I believe it is possible to work out what happened to this mass of small groups during the early twenty-first century. In Part One I will show you how these groups work and what I mean by the ‘power’ of association. You’ll see why F. C. United achieved so much in such a short space of time, what it meant to belong to this group and exactly what it is about an association that allows us to take our interests much further. We’ll meet a group of druids in Portsmouth, book enthusiasts in Edinburgh, climate change protesters in the West Country, anti-art campaigners in Wales and a Women’s Institute in Yorkshire, among many others. We will also look at earlier groups such as the eighteenth-century musical club run by a coal-seller, or the secretive Apostles society in Cambridge during the 1930s. Along the way, I will reveal a series of rules that explain how these associations work and why.


In Part Two, using this understanding of associations, we can move on to the main question: namely, was there really a nationwide surge of associational activity during the 2000s, and if so, why did this go unreported?


In Part Three I want to explore the implications of all this. Does it actually matter whether or not there was an associational revival? Does this change anything about how we see society and our role within it?


Yes is the easy answer. First, it knocks out one of the legs of the ‘Broken Britain’ argument. But it can also change our understanding of ‘community’. During the early twenty-first century, the British government poured billions of pounds into promoting an archaic and at times misguided vision of community. I will show you where that ideal came from and the worrying effects it has had in certain areas.


I think there is a very different way of talking about community. It is inspired by a simple idea: that a growing number of Britons now experience a sense of community not just in their neighbourhoods, or the ethnic and religious groups into which they are born, but the associations they belong to. In these small groups we forge meaningful and lasting connections to one another: we communicate, make decisions as one, we work together towards shared ends.


Is it possible that in Britain today these groups are beginning to take the place of the traditional local community? Could they be the modern-day answer to the medieval village? Not only did the members of F. C. United build a successful football team out of nothing, they formed a thriving community as well. This was something that most of them simply did not experience elsewhere. The same is true of countless men and women throughout Britain. Together is about the idea that when we come together in small groups like this, as well as being able to achieve much more, we feed the part of us that longs to belong, and that this is why these groups are flourishing.
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1
Coming Together



Why We Form Associations


What life have you if you have not life together?


T. S. Eliot, Choruses from The Rock


In 1971 there was a military coup in Uganda. At the time East Africa was awash with coups and counter-coups, and it is unlikely that many people living in Leicester took much notice. Yet this power-grab was different. The man who took control was General Idi Amin. Tall and athletic, Amin was blessed with a physique ‘like that of a Grecian sculpture’. He was cheery, plain-spoken and resolute – every inch the tribal chief. ‘Amin oyee!’ they cried. ‘Praise to Amin!’


When Amin declared himself President, there were some 90,000 Gujaratis, Bangladeshis and Pakistanis living in Uganda. Most were descended from indentured labourers brought over by the British in the late nineteenth century. Since then they had come to form the backbone of society; they were the businessmen of Uganda, the shopkeepers, clerks, lawyers and teachers. Amin knew that Ugandans resented this easily identifiable but highly successful minority, and in 1972 he expelled them.


Kenya, Tanzania, India and Pakistan closed their borders immediately, leaving most of these exiles stateless. However, just under a third of them had British passports, and of those the majority moved to the United Kingdom. Many of them, including Raju Vora, went to Leicester.


‘But I did not come straight away,’ he corrected me. Now in his seventies, Vora has the manners of a statesman. He is a compact man, with a wave of salt-and-pepper hair that curves easily over his forehead. ‘At the time I was a journalist in Kampala. Some friends and I ran Transition, a magazine hostile to General Amin. We had V. S. Naipaul write for us, Paul Theroux, Julius Nyerere and others. I did not want to leave Uganda. I felt it was an important time to be there. But under General Amin I was taken to prison, tortured and so forth. The same happened to my friends. When I was released I knew I had no option but to leave. So I moved here, to Leicester.’


Vora’s attention returned to the plate in front of him. We were in a windowless, fawn-coloured room in one of Leicester’s best-known hotels. Dinner had just been served. Around us were fifty men, most wearing dark single-breasted suits, ice-white shirts and ties. There was a hum of achievement in the room.


This was a meeting of the Thursday Club. I was surrounded by some of Leicester’s most powerful and successful Asian businessmen and professionals, who for more than a quarter of a century had been gathering like this once a month for a meal followed by a talk. Most of the club’s original members had, like Vora, grown up in East Africa before being forced to leave.


The Thursday Club is a classic example of the kind of association we are looking at. It is voluntary and part-time, its members recognize themselves as a group and they are not at all commercial. If we are to understand how these groups work, we must get to grips with the anatomy of a club like this one. What causes an association like this to appear? Exactly what was it that pulled together the members of the Thursday Club in the first place?



Immigrants



‘The reason we formed the club?’ repeated Gautam Bodiwala, a tall man with a magnificent, stentorian voice who kept a pipe in his left breast pocket. ‘Well, I was the first Chairman-President, so I remember quite well the feeling back then. There was a need, I think, for Asian people in Leicester to get together. We wanted to learn from each other on matters such as how to succeed, how to get through an economic downturn, things like this. You see, for all of us this was a foreign land. We were new. There were those who had come from Uganda after General Amin came to power and had lost their savings. For them the challenge was to achieve the same quality of life they had enjoyed before. That, or better. So we invited bankers to our club to give talks, or estate agents, lawyers, medics, tax consultants, insurance brokers. We spoke about business problems. You could say the club allowed us to help each other.’


Clearly it worked. Of the original members of the Thursday Club many went on to be hugely successful. Bodiwala, for example, started out in 1970 as a junior NHS doctor. Four decades later he was Deputy Lieutenant of Leicestershire, a Commander of the British Empire, President and founder of the International Federation for Emergency Medicine, Fellow or Honorary Fellow of more medical institutions than you can recite in one breath and a doctor renowned for having pioneered the field of emergency medicine. He has even had the wing of a local hospital named after him.


‘But I think the most important thing about the origins of the Thursday Club,’ Vora chipped in, ‘its strength really, it boils down to one thing. That we are immigrants.’ He placed great stress on the last syllable, grants, as if to draw out the possibility of that sound and the idea that this shared status granted them a certain determination and resolve. ‘This breeds a particular enthusiasm,’ he went on. ‘It is different for the next generation. But for people like myself, Gautam here, most of the original members of the club, what united us, if you like, was this experience.’ Almost every member of the Thursday Club echoed this sentiment. Clearly what brought these men together was their shared experience.


You could say the same about the first association that appeared on these shores soon after the Roman invasion of AD 43. It was formed not by an enterprising band of native Britons but a group of metalworkers who migrated here from mainland Europe. They worked on ships and established a collegium in what is now Chichester, just a few miles from where part of the original invading force may have landed.


Yet for these two sets of immigrants, separated by almost two millennia, what was it about the experience of migration that inspired them to form an association? Why should this prove to be cohesive? We share plenty of experiences with others that elicit no pang of solidarity. If I was to get on a train with several hundred other passengers, it is unlikely that any of us would try to form an association at the end of the journey based on the experience we have shared. It feels a bit silly to talk about ‘our’ or ‘us’. There would be no real sense of group-ness. Why? Because nothing happened to inspire a sense of solidarity.


Solidarity


In London, on 7 July 2005, three tube trains and a bus were attacked by suicidal militants in a series of co-ordinated bombings. Fifty-two people were killed, and more than 700 were injured. In the weeks that followed, journalists and commentators picked over the backgrounds of the bombers – why they had done this, where they came from, what could be read into it all. There were also accounts of the people who had been killed, and the lives they had led.


To a lesser extent there were articles about those who had survived. Some of these reports picked up on an unusual thing that had begun to happen in the weeks following these attacks. Clusters of survivors were coming together to form associations.


One of these was Kings Cross United. It was made up of about 100 of the 900 passengers who had been travelling on the 8.50 a.m. Piccadilly line train 311, attacked between King’s Cross and Russell Square. As Rachel North, one founder member, explained, Kings Cross United involved ‘dozens of passengers drawing together, caring for each other, comforting each other, remembering the dead and injured and bereaved’. They would meet in a pub to share stories and piece together what had happened that day. A private forum was set up for their conversations to continue online.


So why did Kings Cross United come about? On the face of it, that’s easy. These people had survived the same traumatic ordeal and were united by a sense of solidarity. In the same sense, the members of the Thursday Club were bound by more than a shared experience of migration, it was the nature of this migration that mattered. Not only had they moved to a foreign land, but many of them had been forced out of their homes in East Africa. They too were survivors.


Kurt Lewin, now thought to be the father of social psychology, concluded in 1947 that what allows any set of humans to display a group mentality is their shared recognition of an ‘interdependence of fate’. This was later given the more clunky title ‘Interdependence Perspective’ and is shortened nowadays to I. P. The thrust of I. P. is straightforward: as humans, we feel closer to those who we think are in the same boat as us, and if that boat appears to be sinking, we feel closer still. This continues to be seen as one of the foundations of group identity.


But this is a book about associations rather than groups in general, and while every association is a group, not every group is an association. An association is a type of group, just as a thriller is a type of book. Lewin described Jews living in New York in the aftermath of the Second World War as a group. Of course they did not constitute an actual association. You could refer to the 90,000 Asians expelled from Uganda as a group, but only a tiny proportion went on to form the Thursday Club in Leicester. Again, while the 900 passengers on the tube train attacked near King’s Cross constituted a group of sorts, only a fraction of these went on to form the association called Kings Cross United.


So this feeling of solidarity that comes with having survived an ordeal is merely a starting point. It is a foundation stone on which associations can be built. It does not follow that on feeling this we will automatically form these groups, but it becomes a possibility.


Yet the ordeal you share does not have to be anything like as traumatic as surviving a terrorist attack or being expelled from the country of your birth. Watching the football club you have supported all your life be sold off to a family of foreign investors is enough to inspire that sense of solidarity, as it was for the members of F. C. United. The same goes for a shared experience of military conflict, addiction, a devastating illness, the loss of a loved one, mass redundancy such as that which followed the pit closures of the 1980s, or being treated for mental health problems. These experiences have been the foundation stones on which countless associations have been built in recent decades.


Just as we associate in the wake of a disaster or an ordeal, so we club together in the face of one. In 2008 a proposal for a floating sculpture on the river running through Cardigan, in Wales, was given the go-ahead. Most ‘Cardis’, as they are sometimes known, were against it. They wanted to protect their town from this sculpture; they felt a wave of defensive solidarity towards each other. Some acted on this and formed a group to fight against the proposed installation. The sculpture was later abandoned.


The South Essex Natural History Society came about in the 1930s when a series of local residents came together in protest at plans to build over Hadleigh Great Wood in Essex. That wood still stands.


When plans are announced to build a factory, power plant, wind farm or airport almost anywhere in Britain today, within weeks a cluster of local residents are bound to have formed a protest group. Or if it is not environmental, then the threat might be political. In the 2010 general election Nick Griffin, the leader of the far-right British National Party, stood for the seat of Barking. Teams of volunteers campaigned against his candidacy, and Griffin duly came third, with only 16 per cent of the vote.


It was this same protective urge, this sense of solidarity, that inspired a mass of mutual aid societies during the nineteenth century, including Co-operative Societies, trades unions, benefit societies and Friendly Societies. Although there had been just seventy-one of these by the end of the seventeenth century, at the start of the twentieth century their membership may have included ‘one-half of all adult males’ in Britain.


If some of us come together in the face of a threat that is personal or local, others team up to fight a global danger such as climate change. Or there are those who unite to address a national issue, such as the members of the Campaign for an English Parliament, who see a constitutional injustice in the fact that Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have their own national assemblies while England does not.


It seems pretty clear that one of the reasons we form associations is as a response to a shared threat or the experience of an ordeal. So the urge to associate is protective. We form these groups in self-defence. But there is more to it than that. In each of the groups I have described so far, those involved have been personally at risk. Either they were the ones to have suffered, or it was their lifestyle, their beliefs or their environment that was endangered. But as humans we have a remarkable and consistent ability to club together with the same vigour and imagination around a threat that does not affect us in the slightest. We are altruistic. We form groups to protect those who cannot help themselves even when there is no short-term or long-term threat to ourselves, or to our genes.


What is now Europe’s largest conservation society, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, began in 1889 when a handful of women from Cheshire started to campaign against the fashionable use of great crested grebe feathers. They were not battling to save their livelihood; there was no ordeal that they had endured. Nor was this an act of self-defence. Yet they campaigned with the vim and passion of those whose homes were about to be demolished.


Charitable associations and societies have played a seminal part in our society since they began to appear in much larger numbers during the second half of the eighteenth century. By 1862, as one report explained,


it seemed that almost every want or ill that can distress human nature has some palatial institution for the mitigation of it. We have rich societies for every conceivable form of benevolence – for the visitation of the sick; for the cure of the maimed, and the crippled; for the alleviation of the pangs of child-birth; for giving shelter to the houseless, support to the aged and the infirm, homes to the orphan and the foundling; for the reformation of juvenile offenders and prostitutes, the reception of the children of convicts, the liberation of debtors, the suppression of vice; for educating the ragged, teaching the blind, the deaf and the dumb; for guarding and soothing the mad; protecting the idiotic, clothing the naked, and feeding the hungry.


Although the state began to take on many of these roles in the wake of the Second World War, an event that helped to bring about a noticeable dip in our associational activity, by 2010 there were just over 180,000 charitable organizations, with a combined annual income of over £50 billion. Although some were run predominantly by paid employees – so we shouldn’t think of them all as voluntary associations – most of these charities began when a group of like-minded people clubbed together to right a wrong or help those who could not help themselves. Again, what drew these people together was a sense of solidarity. It is this, rather than straight self-defence, that is one of the foundations on which we build associations.


And yet there is another reason why we form associations, one that has nothing at all to do with solidarity or feeling under attack.


The Small-Coal Man of Clerkenwell


Had you lived in Clerkenwell, in London, during the early eighteenth century, you’d almost certainly have recognized the name Thomas Britton. If for some reason the name was unfamiliar, you would at least know the voice. Britton was famous for what Jonathan Swift called his ‘cadence deep’. He was a small-coal man, and most mornings he could be seen and heard tramping through Clerkenwell with a sack of coal over his shoulder, face sfumato with coal dust as he hawked his wares.


But a strange thing would happen to Thomas Britton on his daily round. As Ned Ward explained in The Secret History of Clubs (a wonderful, scurrilous account of London clubs published in 1709), wherever Britton went, he was greeted ‘as if he had been a Noble Man in disguise, every one that knew him, pointing as he passed crying, There goes the famous Small-Coal-Man, who is a Lover of Learning, a Performer in Music, and a Companion for a Gentleman.’


As well as being a small-coal man, Britton was a music lover. When not lugging about his sack of coal he devoted his time and meagre earnings to a collection of musical manuscripts and his legendary music society. For some forty years this association met on Thursdays (similar to Leicester’s Thursday Club) in Britton’s house – a residence Ward described as fit for ‘old snarling Diogenes’, with ‘the window of his State-Room but very little bigger than the Bunghole of a Cask’. In order to get there, guests would clamber up a rickety staircase past Britton’s cache of coal. You’d think this would put them off. Not at all. Britton’s club attracted ‘Men of the best Wit, as well as some of the best Quality’, including a young Handel, the Duchess of Queensberry and many musicians ‘of the highest quality desirous of honouring his humble cottage with their presence and attention’.


Of course, these musicians did not come together in the name of defence. There was no ordeal that they had endured – unless you include climbing into Britton’s home – and this was not a charity. They associated around a shared love of music. That was it. Here, then, is the second foundation on which we form associations. If we are not united by a sense of protective solidarity, then a shared intellectual interest can be enough to bring us together and inspire an association.


By the start of the twenty-first century the range of subjects around which we formed clubs, societies, organizations, associations and teams was dizzying. From 2009 to 2010 I ran an online nationwide survey of associations in Britain. As far as I know it was the first of its kind. The responses were fascinating in their detail, but it was the range of groups that really surprised me. Here is a tiny selection of those that took part: the National Fancy Rat Society, the Desert Divas, the British Gladiolus Society, the Berkshire Family History Society, Apperley Cricket Club, Painswick Players, Essex Badger Protection Society, Welford Women’s Winter Reading Club, The Model Steam Road Vehicle Society, Mini-Ness Doll’s House Club, Malvern Hills District Brass Band and the 32nd (Cornwall) Regt Foot 1805–1815. The members of these associations were united by nothing more than a shared interest in rats, belly-dancing, gladioli, family history, cricket, theatre, badgers, books, model engineering, building doll’s houses, playing in brass bands and re-enacting one decade in the history of a British Army infantry regiment.


The Rise of the Virtuoso


For most of human history the idea of coming together like this in a voluntary fashion around a shared secular interest was bizarre. One of the things that made Thomas Britton’s society so remarkable was that only a century earlier the thought of a small-coal man forming an association based on his love of fine music was unheard of. During the seventeenth century this changed.


Although on the eve of war in 1642 there were probably no more than twenty voluntary associations in Britain, by 1722 London was home to what one visitor described as ‘an Infinity of CLUBS, or SOCIETIES’. A French visitor in 1784 was astonished to find that ‘clubs are established in England in every province of the realm, in every town and every country district’, adding that ‘it is perhaps one of the most sensible institutions, the best mark of confidence felt in society and in general’.


What made this so startling was that there was nothing like this in Europe at the time. England was ‘the sole home of the modern club,’ confirmed Julius Rodenberg in 1875, ‘which we find nowhere else as a popular element in public life’.


Many of these eighteenth-century clubs and societies were made up of individuals united by nothing more than their shared curiosity. These included artistic societies, musical groups and assemblies of people dedicated simply to ‘keeping up good Humour and Mirth’ – i.e., having a regular meal together and getting drunk. As Joseph Addison pointed out in the Spectator in 1711, these were ‘points wherein most men agree, and in which the learned and the illiterate, the dull and the airy, the philosopher and the buffoon, can all of them bear a part’.


So what had changed to make these groups based on a shared interest so much more popular in the early eighteenth century? Why do we find a small-coal man running a music society in 1700 but none doing this a century earlier? First, in the years following the accession of Charles II the prerogative courts that had once been used by the Privy Council to abolish specific associations came to an end. The legal ability of the state to shut down clubs and societies was greatly reduced. The exchange of information and news was also transformed. Following an earlier parliamentary blunder, censorship had become even more relaxed by the start of the eighteenth century, and although the government could still prosecute printers and authors for blasphemous libel or sedition, works were no longer vetted prior to publication. Literacy improved, spelling continued to be more standardized and, as the number of printing presses grew and the cost of paper fell, the range of printed material that someone like Thomas Britton could get his hands on expanded at a terrific rate.


Another shift concerned one’s personal mobility. As travel became easier and faster, men and women living in cities were no longer quite so rooted to where they lived. Of course, this did not stop them from socializing mainly with those who occupied the same street, members of their family, people they saw in church or their work colleagues. But there was at least the growing possibility of spending time beyond these social groupings. Some early eighteenth-century clubs even had rules against people from the same profession joining up, such as the Two-Penny Club in London with the statute: ‘None shall be admitted into the club that is of the same trade with any member of it.’


The changing shape of religion also played a part in this. By the start of the eighteenth century religious belief had ceased to be the intellectual contraceptive it had once been. Although he meant it light-heartedly, when Montesquieu visited in 1730, he wrote that ‘there is no religion in England’, and ‘if one speaks of religion, everybody begins to laugh’. The contrast with 1630 could hardly be more pronounced. Just as religion played less of a part in urban culture, so superstition began to fade as well. ‘The divine art of printing and gunpowder have frighted away Robin-good-fellow and the fairies’, wrote John Aubrey. All of this contributed to what marks one of the great shifts in the story of British associations: the rise of the ‘virtuoso’.


When the small-coal man Thomas Britton died in 1714, there followed a stream of obituaries and appreciations by luminaries such as Thomas Hearne, Horace Walpole and John Hawkins. Almost all described Britton as a virtuoso. This sounds like high praise. But what does it mean?


A virtuoso was someone who learned for the love of it, a devotee, an enthusiast, someone who threw themselves wholeheartedly and without pretension into their chosen subject. Ned Ward once described a gathering of virtuosos, a ‘Vertuoso’s Club’, in which


happy was the Man that could find out a New Star in the Firmament; discover a wry step in the Suns progress; assign new Reasons for the spots of the Moon … or, indeed, impart any crooked Secret to the learn’d Society, that might puzzle their Brains, and disturb their Rest for a Month afterwards.


While the idea of a virtuoso had been around for some time, during the early eighteenth century the way the word was used began to evolve. Previously a virtuoso was either university-educated, wealthy or both. By the time of Britton’s death this was in flux. A virtuoso could be an aristocrat just as he might be a small-coal man. Both could cultivate their intellectual gardens, and sometimes, just sometimes, they might end up doing so together. Hence why Britton was famous for being ‘a Companion for a Gentleman’.


The virtuoso is one of the first incarnations of what we would now call a hobbyist, an amateur or an enthusiast. The fact that a much broader range of Britons could be seen in these terms opened up a new continent in the world of associations. It precipitated the creation of countless hobby groups and clubs made up of fellow enthusiasts. We began to be a nation of hobbyists.


Being a virtuoso or an amateur was not only celebrated; during the eighteenth century it came to be seen as peculiarly British. In an age when many people were trying to articulate what it was to be British, what set us apart, here was an attitude that you did not find in mainland Europe. In 1713 Richard Steele wrote an article on this that began with an epigraph from Phaedrus: ‘Every man has his particular way of thinking and acting.’ It was precisely this sentiment, this ennoblement of intellectual individuality and the idea that ‘every man’ could be a virtuoso, whether aristocrat or small-coal man, that began to change the shape of our associational landscape. This is the origin of the second foundation on which we build associations today, that of a shared intellectual interest.


Of Their Own Volition


It seems that there are two foundations on which we build associations: either we come together around a sense of solidarity, such as that which united the Thursday Club or Kings Cross United, or, like Thomas Britton and his fellow music lovers, we associate around a shared enthusiasm.


But these are not mutually exclusive. It’s perfectly possible to find both qualities in the same group. As you can guess from their title, the Essex Badger Protection Society attracts those who are keen to protect the badgers of Essex. So this group would appear to be based on sense of solidarity. But many of its members will also have an amateur interest in these nocturnal, striped animals. We must not be too rigid with these definitions.


What else can we say about the origins of any association? You would have noticed earlier that only one in nine of the passengers travelling on the Piccadilly line train attacked in July 2005 joined Kings Cross United. Similarly it was a tiny minority of those who moved to Leicester from East Africa who became members of the Thursday Club. Most of the Manchester United fans in anguish at the thought of their club being sold off to foreign investors did not join F. C. United and went on to renew their season tickets.


The point here is that associations are voluntary. If you start one, you do so of your own volition, and if you join, it is a personal choice. When you want to leave, you can. This is quite different from, say, being compelled to join a teenage gang, or joining one and then being unable to leave. Nor is it the same as being told that you belong to a particular grouping simply because of where you live or the colour of your skin. Joining or forming an association is often a response to a condition or experience that is not of your making. The fact that none of the people who joined Kings Cross United were required to do so was one of the things that gave it such strength.


Another is that it governed itself. Kings Cross United was not an initiative launched by well-meaning public sector employees or a charity run by those with experience in dealing with the trauma of surviving terrorist attacks. Associations often seem to work better and last longer when they are voluntary, autonomous and independent.


Among other things, this removes the possibility of there being what the psychologist Morris Nitsun has called an ‘anti-group’. This is the name given to those within a group who don’t want to be there, the ones who have lost faith in the group process – if they ever had it in the first place – but are forced to take part anyway. As you can imagine, an anti-group can destroy or at least dampen the spirit of collaboration in any group.


What else is there to say about why these associations come about? There is one final point to make about how associations come about, and that’s to do with how much of this might be ‘instinctive’ or ‘natural’. One of the few characteristics that really distinguishes us from our closest primate relatives is our extraordinary facility for social cognition. We are ultra-social. What has been called the ‘social’ part of our brains, our neocortex, is much larger than that of any other primate. This makes it easier for us to operate in large groups or pick up on social cues and follow instructions. Aristotle was right: we really are social animals.


But there is nothing in our genetic code that impels us to form associations per se. F. C. United was not simply an instinctive response to the situation that those Manchester United fans found themselves in, and the fact that we form groups called ‘clubs’ and ‘societies’ that have meetings, committees, secretaries and logos tells us more about our cultural rather than biological inheritance.


While it may be tempting to think of our desire to join or start an association as something that is hard-wired into us, a universal trait that all humans display when they experience certain conditions, there’s more to it than that. In Venezuela or Vietnam, Russia or Rwanda, there will be people right now who feel similar pangs of solidarity or intellectual curiosity but who are unlikely to form clubs based on these.


The groups we are looking at rarely appear ex nihilo among people with no history of this. They tend to form instead among individuals who have acquired what the sociologist George Homans once called a ‘capacity for membership’. Perhaps they belonged to a club or society when they were at school, or their parents did; they may have been a volunteer, scout, girl guide, cub or brownie. They might have read about a club later on in life. Either way, associational behaviour is not universal, and the act of joining or starting an association is bound up with one’s cultural and social inheritance. For the members of Kings Cross United the idea of meeting up informally in a pub for conversations and support, and doing so under the auspices of the moniker ‘Kings Cross United’, was not a leap beyond the quotidian. It was sensible-sounding and familiar.


In many parts of the world, however, such an idea might have come across as a bit odd. Uganda, for example, is not famous for its associational tradition. So where did the idea for the Thursday Club come from?


‘Back in the 1960s, before General Amin came to power,’ Raju Vora began, always referring to the man responsible for his torture by his military rank, ‘I travelled to London as part of a political delegation on behalf of Uganda’s ruling party. There we met with Sir Harold Macmillan. He was Prime Minister. He gave us lunch at his club, the Reform Club, I think it was. And this was the first time I had seen something like this.’ He smiled. ‘So it gave me an idea. I thought, “one day it would be good to start something like this”.’


If we are to understand how F. C. United achieved what it did without any backing, or how there came to be an undetected surge of associational activity in the early twenty-first century, we must know what causes these groups to form. There are four things to say about this. First, associations tend to appear among people with a ‘capacity for membership’. Second, they are voluntary. Third, they generally govern themselves and are rarely engineered from above. Finally, we do not associate just for the sake of it. We are far too utilitarian for that! There must be a reason, and usually this will be a shared cause or interest that we care about enough to take it that little bit further.


But what happens beyond the point when we agree to come together? And why is it that, when bound together as a group, we can often become much more than the sum of our parts?
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The Power of Giving



What Makes Associations Last


Forsooth, brothers, fellowship is heaven, and lack of
fellowship is hell: fellowship is life, and lack of fellowship
is death: and the deeds that ye do upon the earth, it is
for fellowship’s sake that ye do them.


William Morris, A Dream of John Ball


A few years ago Mel Houghton arranged to meet two strangers in the back room of a pub. Thanks to the photographs posted online, the three of them recognized each other easily enough. Houghton was a university student with a blast of bleached blonde hair and tattoos snaking up both forearms. Steve Jeal was the eldest of the three: a shy, likeable man in his forties living on incapacity benefits. The third spoke to this wheel was James Lyons, an affable, gangly man in his early twenties who made websites.


They met in the Barley Mow in Southsea, Portsmouth, a low-slung pub set back from the seafront. Over the floor is a swirling red carpet. Down one wall is a bank of fruit machines that wink and blink in silence. Elsewhere the sound is pacific – it is the soft, shingly burr of middle-aged men gossiping without urgency.


Houghton, Jeal and Lyons were drawn together by their shared interest in druidry. By the end of that night they had agreed to form a new druid order in Portsmouth.


‘It happened pretty quick,’ Jeal began, ‘but by the end of that night in the Barley Mow, we’d said we’d give it a go. See what happens. We worked out that I’d be Archdruid, Mel the Archdruidess, and then James would be the Sword-bearer.’


In the weeks that followed, the three of them got to work. They gave themselves druid names, so Jeal became ‘Stormwatch’ while Houghton would be ‘Morwen’, and they arranged to have their first meeting – or ‘moot’, as they are known in pagan circles – in the Barley Mow. They spread the word as best they could, posting comments on internet forums giving the time and date of the moot, they told their friends and distributed flyers in what seemed to be the right places – tattoo parlours, alternative cafés, bookshops, that kind of thing.


‘And it worked,’ said Jeal, looking surprised. ‘A good number of people turned up. We had the back room of the pub pretty much full. And at the end people started asking me when the next one was. I was amazed! So I lined up some more moots after that. Got some speakers sorted. Then we got the name worked out. Genesis. I wanted something that suggested a new start, you know, a new beginning. Plus, I was listening to a bit of Genesis at the time, as you do. But recently we’ve had to change the name to, let me see, the Genesis Order of Druids and Eclectic Pagans. Turns out that some of the members weren’t happy about it as it was,’ he added with a quick grin.


One year on, and the Genesis Order of Druids (and Eclectic Pagans) was flourishing. It had an inner core of about a dozen members based in Portsmouth, along with ten more living further afield, and another twenty peripheral attendees. They had a website, special costumes they’d wear for ceremonies and a logo. But what Jeal had found most striking about that first year was not only how rapidly a sense of camaraderie had developed between them, but the fact that everyone kept turning up. Having spent hours promoting that first moot, the sessions that followed seemed to take care of themselves. The members were happy to take on responsibilities and give their time and effort. It was as though the Genesis Order had become self-sustaining. As long as everyone did their job, the group could motor along indefinitely.


‘And then, after a few months, people started coming up to me and asking for more meetings. Seeing as there hadn’t been any druid group in Portsmouth for a bit, and there weren’t many of us, I was a bit surprised. But it just seemed as though the more we met, the more everyone wanted to get together.’


As well as the monthly moots, Jeal organized a series of meditation nights. Still, it wasn’t enough. So he got permission to perform outdoor ceremonies in the grounds of a nearby park, and later a castle. There they celebrated the spring and autumn equinoxes, Beltane, Samhain and the summer solstice. During those first six months the number of times this association met soared.
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