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For Andrew, two Alices, Tom, Edmund and Sarah


‘O brave new world,
That has such people in ’t’


The authors’ profits from this book will fund, as Europe awards, teenagers from disadvantaged families to study and work as volunteers within the European Union.




 


CONSIDERING that world peace can be safeguarded only by creative efforts commensurate with the dangers that threaten it . . . RESOLVED to substitute for age-old rivalries . . . a broader and deeper community among peoples long divided by bloody conflicts.


Preamble, European Coal and Steel Community Treaty, 1951


 


RESTORING DIGNITY, REVIVING HOPE


Welcome sign, Birkenhead Food Bank, 2018


 


Brexit gives us a chance to finish the Thatcher revolution.


Nigel Lawson, Financial Times, 2 September 2016


 


Why is it that you, Sir Winston, became the champion for the European ideal? I believe this can be explained from two human qualities that also are the requisite qualities for statesmanship: greatness of thought, depth of feeling.


Konrad Adenauer to Winston Churchill, Presentation of the International Charlemagne Prize, Aachen, 1956





Preface



This book was written in an intense collaboration between Christmas 2017 and Easter 2018, as Brexit started to unravel.


We had brilliant support. Philippe Schneider was our lead researcher and most penetrating critic. Charlie Atkins, Will Dry and Ethan Croft provided excellent assistance; they will go on to great things. For valuable insight we are grateful to Timothy Garton Ash, Anthony Barnett, Alan Bogg, Clive Efford, David Hopkin, Howard Goodall, Roger Liddle, Michael MacClay, Graham May, Pat Roche, Brendan Simms, Dennis Stevenson, Christopher Tyerman, Philip Waller, Barbara Want, Max Wind- Cowie and Alison Woollard. The fellows of Hertford College were hugely supportive – as was Jill Symons.


Our agent Caroline Michel and publisher Richard Beswick were outstanding. Richard’s colleague Zoe Gullen piloted the book to publication. Steve Cox copy- edited rapidly, while Jane Acton devised our publicity.


Will would also like to thank Birgitte Andersen, CEO of Big Innovation Centre (BIC) and member, along with Alex Edmans, Tom Gosling and Colin Mayer, of the steering group of the BIC’s Purposeful Company Taskforce, which Will co- chairs with Clare Chapman. Their radical thinking on innovation and stakeholder capitalism is reflected here. Any misinterpretations are all our fault.


Roy Jenkins, Britain’s only president of the European Commission and a great biographer of Winston Churchill, is our inspiration. His lesson to those who would make the weather: ‘always argue to solutions, not to conclusions’. This book is about solutions. They are desperately needed.


AA and WH, St George’s Day 2018





Saving Britain



Brexit voters were right. The status quo is insupportable. But the solution is not to leave the European Union. Our problems are made in Britain; they can only be solved in Britain. Europe does not impede this mission; it is indispensable.


We need to transform the way our country works. We need a new deal for a European Britain – more and better jobs, greater equality, high- quality public services, people of all backgrounds and localities treated with respect, given the opportunity and the power to thrive. To rupture our trade and our place in the world chasing economic moonbeams, to cower behind borders that shut out our continent and to seek to resurrect an unachievable island sovereignty – together, this is a dead end that can only result in widespread suffering.


Brexiters dodge these truths. Intent on creating ‘Thatcherism in one country’, they want us out of the EU at any cost. While feigning concern for the state of Britain, their real agenda, in the footsteps of Margaret Thatcher, is a small and feeble state, the imposition of austerity and unregulated markets. They want out of Europe because it stands in their way.


Two years after the referendum, the Brexiters’ ‘have cake and eat it’ fantasies have evaporated. There is no Brexit dividend, rather the prospect of dismal economic growth and tax rises. The extra £350 million a week allegedly available for the NHS turns out not to exist once we have settled an exit bill of £39 billion and rising. Virtually no one still claims that we can retain the economic benefits of EU membership while leaving the European customs union and single market.


In a moment of truth, Theresa May conceded in March 2018 that the UK will have ‘less market access’ on leaving the EU – the first time in memory that a prime minister has made a reduction in British trade an avowed object of government policy. The prospect of ‘quick and simple’ trade deals outside the EU is now recognised as delusory, particularly with Trump’s America and Xi’s China; and the public is learning that the EU already has trade deals with more than sixty other countries, including Canada, Japan and South Korea – all in jeopardy on Brexit day. The global EU is the citadel of international free trade.


Brexiters were gleeful in the first months after the referendum that the economy appeared to be holding up, but Brexit was then way off. It was not even clear if it would ultimately happen. Two years on, with a firm Brexit date only months away, the economy is undermined. Growth has stalled and bad news intensifies. Inward investment into the UK has slumped £132 billion in the last year. Huge activity is being offshored. Britain is excluding itself from the Galileo European space project, damaging hopes to build a £40 billion space industry in the UK. The end of the EU Open Skies deal with the US is similarly grim for British airlines. The car industry fears its integration with European supply chains – critical to its success – is about to be severed. This story is repeated business sector by business sector. Britain has experienced currency, banking and fiscal crises since the war. Brexit, representing a crisis in our trading relationships and core growth model, is the gravest yet.


Still in the balance is an important debate about immigration, whose impact, along with austerity, was decisive in the Leave vote. Controlling immigrant inflows turns out to be more complex and difficult than many believed or asserted, given the scale of non- EU migration, the rights of more than a million British citizens who live in other EU countries and the economic needs of the country. Britain has done much better in integrating newcomers than Farage and the fear- mongers claim.


Equally worrying is the Brexit threat to European solidarity and democracy on which British security crucially depends. Europe is quivering before the rise of the populist right and an arc of ultra- nationalists extending from Serbia through Hungary and Poland to Putin’s proto- fascist Russia. Democracy and the Enlightenment values that support it are in retreat. In the heart of Europe the rule of law is threatened by gangsterism and dangerous nationalist populism in the service of ‘strong man’ leaders. It was Churchill who said that Europe was where the weather comes from – and the winds have not changed.


Our vibrant links with Europe, to look out for each other in security and defence, to trade, to work, to travel, to do science and culture together, and so much else, are to be cut in return for isolation. At the same time we are courting new risks in Europe and at home. A hard border in Ireland is both dangerous and imminent. We are set to become a much diminished country. We are about to walk small.


This book, published only months before Britain is set to leave the EU in March 2019, aims to persuade fatalistic Remainers, and those Leave voters growing more and more uneasy, that there is a far better prospectus. Instead we can and should change Britain, and recommit to the EU.


The Brexit referendum was above all a clarion call from left-behind Britain that it will no longer tolerate being ignored and neglected. There needs to be a comprehensive response, and this book offers one. Many of those who voted Leave feel – rightly – that life in contemporary Britain is needlessly bleak, with too little chance of breaking out into anything better. They can see that the social contract is broken. Economic vitality in their local neighbourhoods is draining away. There is too little to be proud of and too much to be worried about. Politicians in Westminster are distant; people feel trapped and discarded.


The lie at the heart of Brexit is that this downward spiral can be stopped by leaving Europe. The answer lies rather in bold reform at home. Far from entrenching the Thatcherite revolution, with its permanent underclass and raging inequality, we must instead reverse it. Simultaneously we must adopt a thoroughly internationalist position abroad, one that protects our national interest and embraces our European destiny. Britain should lead, not leave; we should make, not break.


We start with an assessment of Brexit Britain: why it voted as it did, the conversion of the Conservative Party to an extreme mutation of Thatcherism – ‘Faragism’ – and the underlying truth that Brexit means domination of England by a self-serving ‘wealth’ elite and domination by England of Scotland, Ireland and Wales. It means handing the country over to the likes of Jacob Rees-Mogg, Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage, themselves exempt from the risks they propagate.


Shakespeare, Churchill, Newton, Keynes, Wollstonecraft, Darwin, Fawcett – animators of modern England – were all profoundly European in creed and ambition. The idea that we can be European while deserting Europe’s institutions is fatuous; they are its practical embodiment. The alternative is isolation. When in 1938 Churchill rejected Chamberlain’s misguided claim that the threat to Czechoslovakia, about to be subjugated by Hitler, was ‘a quarrel in a faraway country between people of whom we know nothing’, he spoke as powerfully against Brexit isolationism today as against the mistakes that paved the way for the Second World War. Our interdependencies are even greater today.


This book presents a vision of a European Britain which is the polar opposite of the Brexit dystopia. Facts and figures take us only so far. We appeal to the better angels and sinews of the English – a nation largely descended from European immigrants, including the Huguenot Farages – who are not isolationist, xenophobic and selfish. Our civilisation has been built on our capacity to assimilate and integrate other ideas, cultures and peoples. We must never stop.


At its best Britain is self-confident and open: relaxed, for example, that the top managers in the Premiership are all continental Europeans. Spaniard Rafa Benítez, when manager of Liverpool, was as passionate a campaigner for justice for the victims of Hillsborough as any Liverpudlian. The enthusiastic young audience at the Last Night of the Proms – a joyful celebration of European music – wave both the Union Jack and the EU flag. The quintessentially English composer Sir Edward Elgar dedicated the ‘Nimrod’ variation, played every Remembrance Sunday, to a German friend and mentor. Most of us are English, British and European. We want to welcome Europeans here, just as they welcome us in their countries.


Never in modern Britain has there been so much passionate Europeanism as since the Brexit referendum. The threat of losing Europe suddenly makes it valuable and urgent. In the European Union we make common cause in defence of values rooted in Christianity, democracy and geography. We want to share a continent where Europeans don’t fight each other, don’t prevent trade and travel, and where we allow our young men and women to live and work wherever they like. That’s why there is a single market and a customs union. It’s why there is a European Council, Commission, Parliament and Court, all freely established and supported by the elected parliaments of Europe. Europe is better for them.


These achievements have not been driven solely by an economic calculus: from the start they belonged to a bigger, nobler cause of representing European civilisation and values. This is why any form of Brexit is a mistake, including a so-called soft Brexit in which we struggle to retain a kind of association with Europe. It is a profound error to seek to leave Europe’s free institutions. Never has Europe been so peaceful, democratic and prosperous as in the era of the European Union. Britain has been a huge beneficiary and made a huge contribution. We should not withdraw – now or ever.


We present a manifesto for a European Britain. It is critically important to end today’s laissez-faire, sink-or-swim approach to economics and society, and instead to populate our hijacked capitalism with repurposed companies and employers which serve, not oppress, the people. We make the case for stakeholder capitalism. This should have been the agenda of New Labour; that the opportunity was passed up does not make it any less urgent today. New technology, especially the power of the internet and artificial intelligence, needs to be mobilised for the public good, while great institutions that serve the mass of people – like trade unions and building societies – must be reinvented for our time.


A new social contract should underwrite risk and opportunity, supported by a new willingness to invest public money where so desperately needed and to raise the necessary taxes fairly. Part of this social contract should be a far stronger notion of citizenship, including a national identity card system to assure citizens that we know exactly who is here and what they are entitled to. Today’s huge digital companies – Google, Facebook, Amazon and Apple – should be made to serve the public good.


We propose a Great Charter for Modern Britain, a new Magna Carta eight hundred years after the founding document of English liberty, the first clause of which would hand power from Westminster to the cities, towns and counties of England. The second clause would create a genuine federation of the United Kingdom, including a Senate to replace the House of Lords, located in the North of England, as champion of the rights and interests of the nations, cities and localities of the United Kingdom.


The Great Charter should be promulgated by the Queen in Parliament on 29 March 2019, the day the Brexiters intend to wrench Britain out of Europe. A Constitutional Convention should meet in the summer of 2019, perhaps in York, where Parliament met frequently after Magna Carta, to turn the Charter into a fully fledged written constitution, embodying radical devolution in England, an extension of the vote to sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds, and the social and economic rights which the British people have for too long been denied.


Both authors are proud British Europeans. Will learned that there is no Britain without Europe through his father, Captain William Hutton, who landed in Normandy on D-Day plus 2. Will writes:


After the battle of Caen, Dad was briefly asked to oversee hundreds of German prisoners of war. He told me that he looked at these young men, whose bravery in holding the city for some weeks against overwhelming odds he respected and who seemed indistinguishable from the young men he commanded – but caught up like his men in terrible events. He felt lucky that the accident of birth had meant he was not on the other side of the wire, and promised himself that he would do whatever necessary to prevent another European war. We Europeans shared common values, he insisted, embodied in the EU flag. On holidays in Europe throughout my childhood, if he met a German of the same age with a family he went out of his way to shake his hand in friendship – and my mother, brother and I followed his lead. He lived and died a British European.


Andrew is the son of Nicos Adonis, a Greek Cypriot who, in 1959, aged eighteen, travelled to London with his brothers and sisters, by boat and train via Venice, in search of a better life, escaping from the brutal war of independence with Britain then raging in Cyprus. Andrew writes:


My dad settled in London and had children while most of his siblings went back to Cyprus, only for them to return suddenly as refugees in 1974 after the Turkish invasion. Cyprus is still divided and Famagusta, where the Adonis family comes from, is still occupied by Turkey. For my family, England has been a refuge, a lifeline and – when not engaged in imperial atrocities – an inspiration. We are proud Londoners too. A European Union that Cyprus and Britain forge together is a pioneer of peace, prosperity and freedom.


Time is short. Since the referendum there has been an air of unreality. Is Britain really going to make itself meaner, smaller and poorer? The stuff of democracy is continual debate and discussion. It cannot be closed down. The people have the right to change Britain and stop Brexit. We urge just that.
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Falling to pieces


Brexit has divided the country like little since the great battles over religion and the constitution in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Britain is now in two mutually uncomprehending camps.


Above all, Brexit was a vote against an order that seems only to work for the educated and better off embracing broadly liberal and internationalist values. There were the majority of over-65s, certainly, looking back to a less liberal and more stable world, but for millions of others who voted Leave it was a cry of anger and despair.


Good jobs with good wages and prospects are increasingly rare. For many in modern Britain the social contract is broken. Vitality in their local neighbourhoods is ebbing away. There is too little to be proud of and too much to fear. Threats abound: new technologies, dead-end jobs, poor education, few decent apprenticeships, virtually no social mobility, career hopes disappearing, apparently unstoppable immigration, stagnating wages. Opportunity and the chance for self-improvement feel haphazard, reserved for privileged insiders and southerners. There is deep distrust of politicians and the government in remote London who have delivered these ills. Self-respect demands that they register their dissent and insist on a different settlement. They might end up worse off than today, but why not roll the dice for the chance of something better? Why stay trapped and ignored?


Mansfield versus Reading


Of Britain’s sixty-three cities, Mansfield was the one with the highest percentage for Leave – 71 per cent – anywhere. For more than a generation this Nottinghamshire market city has been wrestling in vain to reinvent itself from its former dependence on mining and textiles. It is an urban island with an economy based on public services and retailing, no university, and with only a tiny private sector in knowledge-based activity. Well-paid jobs in companies with decent prospects are rare: average wages are 19 per cent below the national average, the employment rate is lower than average, and a huge number of its adults depend on benefits. Nearly a third of Mansfield’s low-skill jobs are estimated to be at risk from automation and globalisation.


Reading, by contrast, voted 58 per cent Remain. The first stop out of Paddington on the InterCity 125s going west, the city is highly networked into London, Heathrow and the affluent Thames valley. Wages are 18 per cent above the national average; in 2016/17 welfare payments were £1100 lower on average for every resident living in Reading compared with Mansfield. In Reading, with its university and about to get the Elizabeth Line straight into Central London, upward mobility is a lived reality. Why challenge a status quo that is working?


Too few Readings and too many Mansfields. This is the story of twenty-first-century urban England. Chatham, Doncaster, Corby, Stoke, Southend – and many more towns like them – took the opportunity to kick the economic and political establishment who for so long had neglected them. Appeals to stand by what we have in the European Union cut no ice. They did not feel part of Europe. Brussels and Berlin had dark ambitions to make British laws and to take British money, they felt. A tradition of imperial swagger stalks our culture and popular imagination, along with folk memories of two world wars. At games against German clubs, English football crowds still celebrate shooting down German bombers. To cap it all, we seemed to have lost control of our borders as immigrants flooded in unchecked, changing Britain fundamentally. Let’s vote to leave – to get our country ‘back’.


However, these are the symptoms not the causes of Brexit. The overriding reason is a Britain that has grown ruinously unequal. Education, living standards, health and the chance to express oneself through meaningful work – all have become a treacherous lottery. Not just between classes but geographically between regions, especially between North and South; and between thriving and failing towns and cities within the same region. Too many towns and cities contain large, barren wastelands.


Inequality in modern Britain is grotesque. Seven of the poorest ten regions in Northern Europe are in England. All had substantial Brexit majorities. The richest region in Europe is Inner London. Astonishingly, regions in the North and Midlands as well as in Wales and Northern Ireland are between 5 per cent and 30 per cent poorer than West Virginia and Mississippi, two of the US’s poorest and most economically challenged states. These regions are only 10–20 per cent better off than many of the regions in the former transition economies of the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Slovenia and some regions in Portugal and Greece – bywords for economic backwardness. To drive the point home, levels of interregional inequality in the UK are 50 per cent higher than in similar-sized economies such as France and Germany, a third higher than Italy, and almost twice as high as Spain. The Brexit vote represented a popular revolt.


House prices, a national obsession, reflect this deformed pattern of wealth. In London they doubled between 2004 and 2016; they scarcely rose in Leave-voting Hartlepool, where comparable property costs 15 per cent of what it does in London. The twenty-seven areas of the country where property prices declined from 2004 to 2016 all voted Leave. Of the one hundred areas with the smallest increase in the price per habitable room (an index of property prices), ninetythree voted Leave. House prices have become a barometer of misery and entrapment. Where there is least demand to live, people voted Brexit.


Each person in London produces on average 75 per cent more than those in the North-East. The North-East has only a fraction as many private sector companies as the rich South-East. Again, these fissures are greater than found in other OECD countries, except for a few regions in Mexico and Canada made rich by oil and mining. The euro is often criticised for trying to stretch one currency over too much inequality: by that standard, sterling makes even less economic sense.


Remain-voting London benefits from its standing as a world city with a highly educated, nine million-strong population, larger than at any time in its history. Cities have always been flag-bearers of economic and social advance, fostering the myriad interactions that drive innovation and creativity, and then creating both demand for the resulting goods and services and the capacity to supply them.


But London has also been the beneficiary of a positive if undeclared industrial strategy: the build-up of financial services and creative industries springs from deliberate government policy. The same goes for infrastructure and transport. Though London makes up just 15 per cent of the population, it receives 35 per cent of the country’s total infrastructure spending and 54 per cent of all transport infrastructure spending. Canary Wharf, now a massive financial centre, would not exist but for thirty years of huge state investment.


A parallel public investment in education has driven up educational standards; children from disadvantaged homes in London are twice as likely to go to university as their peers elsewhere in the country. Out of thirty-two London boroughs, twenty-nine are hotspots for social mobility as defined by the Social Mobility Commission. London has pioneered collaboration between the public and private sectors – whether the astonishing turnaround of London Docklands or the privatesector contributions made to the £16 billion Elizabeth Line. In London, state industrial strategy, buoying up and triggering private-sector growth, has worked triumphantly.


The rest of England, with partial exceptions like Manchester and Bristol, has enjoyed no such public activism. There has been no parallel industrial strategy for English regions and left-behind towns, no parallel economic and social investment in them, and no institutional capacity to express local leadership. London’s renaissance had not been exploited to regenerate the regions. They were supposed to boot-strap themselves into better economic and social outcomes by waving the wand of market forces. Even the Regional Development Agencies were abolished in 2010 by the Cameron government. Laissez-faire ruled, and turned out far more laissez than faire.


The Brexit vote shines a spotlight on how far Britain – especially England – has become economically and socially broken. Your life chances and quality of life depend on where you were born, and where you live. Place has ever more firmly become destiny. The referendum called time on it all.


Entrapment


In left-behind Britain social mobility has juddered to a halt, and this deals a double blow to people’s attitudes. It drives social division deeper, while the sense that fate is set in stone makes the handicaps of birth, of race and where you live seem all the more toxic. It undermines self-respect.


The Social Mobility Commission’s 2017 Report – the last with former Labour minister Alan Milburn as chair – put it bluntly: ‘There is a fracture line running deep through our labour and housing markets and our education system. Those on the wrong side of this divide are losing out and falling behind.’


Again the statistics are stark. In Westminster, 63 per cent of children disadvantaged enough to be eligible for free school meals achieve A* to C in English and Maths GCSE; on the Isle of Wight only 27 per cent do. In Kensington and Chelsea, 50 per cent of disadvantaged pupils make it to university; in Hastings, Barnsley and Eastbourne, a mere 10 per cent do. In these social-mobility ‘coldspots’ there is virtually nothing available for those who do not make it to university: for example, a quarter of young people in Yorkshire’s South Ribble are not in education, training or employment. Not one former industrial area of the Midlands or the North has bucked the trend by becoming a hotspot for social mobility – indeed 23 per cent of them rank as coldspots. The thirty regions the Social Mobility Commission identified as the worst coldspots for social mobility, ranging from Weymouth to Carlisle, all voted Leave. Twenty-one embraced Brexit by 60 per cent or more.


Part of this crisis is caused by austerity and too little public investment. In 2016/17 London spent about £1000 more per pupil in local authority-maintained schools than the South-West and East Midlands could afford – the regions with the lowest attainment scores for disadvantaged pupils. Coastal Britain is particularly hard hit: it has proportionally more unqualified secondary teachers than the least deprived inland areas. All these facts are of long standing, but little has been done to address them. Chair Alan Milburn and Deputy Chair Gillian Shephard (a former Conservative education secretary), despairing at the government’s lack of drive, resigned in December 2017.


Disadvantage is heaped on disadvantage. Those who live in these condemned areas suffer a health crisis too. The numbers make you reel. There was a 165 per cent rise in the prescribing of antidepressant drugs in England between 1998 and 2012, with disproportionate rises in the ex-industrial towns of the North. In Blackpool, 331 per 1000 people were prescribed antidepressants in 2012/13 – one-third of the whole population, and five times higher than in the prosperous London borough of Brent. The now routine prescription of antidepressants is for what local GPs diagnose as ‘shit life syndrome’. Deaths from liver disease alone – caused by alcohol abuse and obesity – are eight times higher per 100,000 in Blackpool than in South Norfolk.


The disadvantaged, like the better-off, only have so much mental bandwidth: their minds are dominated by a struggle to get by each day – to get to the next meal, to find the cash for the next bus ride and to pay for heat, light and shelter. For example, half the country practically never visit the dentist: sales of £10 DIY dental kits, self-administering dental treatment, are booming. There is just not the mental space to gather themselves to escape from their entrapment.


In consequence, in many parts of left-behind Britain life expectancy is stagnating and even declining. The life expectancy for Blackpool is 74.3 years, for Knowsley 76.8 years; for affluent East Dorset it is 82.8 years. Leave voters did not know the figures, but they could certainly feel the social facts they represented.


The impact is like a fast-metastasising cancer. Geographic and social isolation become self-reinforcing. As people with job prospects leave property becomes cheaper, so attracting in people who for whatever reason are struggling. The neighbourhoods become locked into a spiral of poverty and marginalisation. This is what is happening to Blackpool, Hartlepool and Grimsby.


It is part of a new and dangerous process of segregation. Knowledge-based economic activity is increasingly clustering in London and the major cities, with a parallel process of attracting human capital, attendant rise in property prices and a virtuous circle of growth begetting growth – the mirror image of the downward spiral. Worse, the housing market operates to seal areas off. In declining neighbourhoods, only the exceptionally able and ambitious escape.


Left-behind Britain


The figures above will shock most readers, but that too is a crucial part of the Brexit rupture. Mutual understanding has broken down between left-behind Britain and decision-makers and opinion-formers based mostly in London.


The social commentator David Goodhart has called this a ‘great divide’ between ‘Anywheres’ and ‘Somewheres’. The Anywheres, he writes, ‘have portable “achieved” identities, based on educational and career success which makes them comfortable and confident with new places and people’. On the other side are people rooted inescapably in their geographical identity. These are the Somewheres. ‘They have lost economically with the decline of well-paid jobs for people without qualifications and culturally, too, with the disappearance of a distinct working-class culture and the marginalisation of their views in the public conversation.’


This portrayal of a divide is too stark. There is a balance to be struck: pride in place coexists for most of us with a willingness to be open. Thus football fans will be loyal to their local team and chant insults at visiting fans as a demonstration of their pride in place, but few fans, even committed Somewheres, are so insular that they want no foreign players or foreign managers. Yet Goodhart captures a truth. His classification helps explain a Britain that is growing more and more segregated.


The country has not been good at navigating these crosscurrents – or even understanding them. Our broad elite has been uninformed and uncomprehending to the point of indifference about the sentiments of the Somewheres. There are remnants of public service and concern for the commonweal amongst the public-spirited professional classes who step up to be teachers, doctors, school governors and charity trustees, but they are the minority. The generation of officers who served in two world wars, sharing in the misery and trials of combat, has died. Their men knew that their leaders were going through the same experience; the officer class in turn felt an obligation to deliver the common good – personified by politicians like Harold Macmillan, Ted Heath and Denis Healey, and their counterparts in post-war boardrooms and the officers’ mess. They were men of responsibility, service and duty. Their successors never served in the same way. Moreover, many chose and choose to educate their children in the costly and rarefied atmosphere of exclusive private schools.


Whatever their virtues as educational establishments, England’s private schools neither accept nor inculcate much sense of civic obligation. It is not in their DNA. The elite that has emerged is trained and feels entitled to manage and govern; it is not taught to sacrifice or contribute to the common good. Repeated attempts to persuade private schools to collaborate more than tokenistically with state schools have flopped. ‘The nature and convertibility of the new elites,’ writes the political theorist Ivan Krastev, ‘makes them practically independent of their own nations. They are not dependent on their country’s education system or the National Health Service. They have lost the ability to share the passions of their communities.’


The Remain elite rarely engaged with the visceral concerns of their white, Brexit ‘cut-immigration’ fellow citizens. By contrast, Farage and the leaders of the Leave campaign had the wit to pay lip-service to white working-class concerns; indeed it was a brilliant camouflage for their ‘Thatcherism in one country’ ideology. It became good sport to tease people from the same social background as elitist, in the same breath as making knowingly false claims about the ease of striking trade deals, or diverting a mythical £350 million a week to the NHS, confident they will never be held to account. Or if they are, they just laugh it off – ‘the rough and tumble of politics’ – an insouciance that has cost the country dear.


In parallel the business elite has redefined its obligations solely in terms of the economic interests of the firm, and in particular of directors and shareholders. Company leaders in the aftermath of the Second World War understood that the companies they led had a social dimension: they established defined-benefit pension funds, recognised and negotiated with trade unions, albeit uneasily, and enlisted in organisations like the Industrial Society, founded in 1918 to promote the welfare, education and skills of working-class men and women. All that now belongs to another universe.


UK business, following the American lead in the 1980s, has declared that its objective is to maximise short-term shareholder value, and in the process our business leadership has become detached from wider society. Executive pay has become so extravagant that Sir Richard Lambert, former director-general of the CBI and ex-editor of the Financial Times, has warned against the risk of top executives being viewed as ‘aliens’. Shareholders badger their boards to do everything in their power to deliver short-term profits, under threat of jumping ship. All relationships – with place, with workers, with supply chains, with shareholders and with customers – are seen as contingent upon the supreme objective of driving the share price higher and faster. Vast executive bonuses turn upon this. Employees are increasingly perceived as costs to be minimised, along with troublesome overheads like pensions. British capitalism has taken on a harsher, callous hue – but without even the compensating benefits of rising productivity and growth.


The collapse of the construction company Carillion – tellingly the only major company headquartered in the city of Wolverhampton, the heart of Leave-voting England – was a salutary tale. Its board put the payment of large dividends before proper contributions to the pension fund, which it self-servingly deferred. Carillion’s failure is part of a wider story of corporate mishaps and debacles linked with collusive accountancy. The litany extends from the banks, through firms like Tesco and BT with their financial irregularities, to the bribery cases that have so damaged the reputation of Rolls-Royce, BAE Systems and GlaxoSmithKline (GSK). The public service delivery industry suffers similarly. Outsourcing companies Serco and G4S have had to repay £180 million for their shameless overcharging on tagged prison offenders. Learndirect, privatised and sold to the private equity arm of Lloyds Bank in 2011 and until recently Britain’s biggest training provider, proved not to be training tens of thousands of its apprentices.


These inadequate companies have stapled themselves into the warp and woof of day-to-day life. Switch on the light, catch the bus, post a letter, turn off the oven, drink a glass of water, register for an apprenticeship, use a train, be sent to prison, park the car or eat the food in the hospital canteen – it’s all provided by private companies. The amount of activity now performed by organisations we all own and whose overriding purpose is public service is minimal. It used to be a pride of our society that institutions like the National Grid, the Royal Mail or British Gas were run by executives who ultimately had to put the public’s interest first: it is a bond severed. No one is now watching our back.
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