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[It is] of the deepest importance to try and determine what England is, before guessing what part England can play in the huge events that are happening.


– GEORGE ORWELL


 


Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.


– SØREN KIERKEGAARD


 


‘Do you remember 1969?’


‘Vaguely.’


‘I loved it. So many things were going on. I don’t know what happened afterwards. It really seemed like the start of a new era.’


‘It was,’ Reacher said. ‘Just not the era you expected.’


– LEE CHILD, Worth Dying For










PROLOGUE



On the evening of Thursday, 26 March 2020, at precisely 8 p.m., we went outside during a period of unusually radiant and settled early spring weather that every day was tempting us from our houses even as the government urged us to stay inside ‘to protect the NHS and save lives’.


In our quiet road in a market town in Hertfordshire our neighbours stood at open windows and doors, on balconies or in their front gardens. Everyone was applauding. There were whoops and cheers. Pots and pans were being banged together. A firework illuminated the darkening sky. In these early, eerie days of lockdown, when we didn’t quite realize how cataclysmic the pandemic would be, here was an expression of fellow feeling among near-strangers – we’d only recently moved into our house – a moment of magical mutuality and togetherness of a kind one seldom if ever experiences outside of a World Cup or Euros summer when England are doing well and nearly everyone you meet seems to be talking about the football.


We came out that evening not because we felt compelled to do so by the pressure of public piety but because we wanted to. We knew that similar scenes were being repeated across the country as people applauded the doctors, nurses and essential support staff working on the front line against a new respiratory virus that was sweeping the land, leaving death and suffering in its wake. A week later, at this same time on Thursday evening, Boris Johnson, the prime minister, though sick with Covid-19, pulled himself from self-isolation to stand applauding at the door of 10 Downing Street. A few days later, he would be in intensive care in St Thomas’s Hospital.


That first night of the Great Applause was so affecting because it was so transient. We stood apart and yet we also stood together, and then we waved goodbye and closed our doors again, the strange, unnatural quiet of recent days returning once more. As I made a drink and stood at the kitchen window looking out, I felt unaccountably moved.


I’d been worrying inordinately about my mother, Lilian, who was then approaching her eighty-fourth birthday, and her two elder sisters, Iris and Connie. The three siblings were widows; each lived alone. They were also admirably phlegmatic about the unfolding crisis. I was not. In the early days of lockdown, I would wake with a sense of dread and disbelief: how could this be happening, here and now?


I put this question, rhetorically, to my mother when we spoke shortly after I’d stopped commuting to London and started working full-time from home. She and her sisters grew up in Dagenham, about ten miles east of central London, and had lived through the privations of the Second World War. They experienced food rationing and the Blitz. As we became more used to life under lockdown, I wanted to know how the pandemic compared to my mother’s experiences of wartime as a child on the home front. She and Iris were evacuees and they often talked about the dislocating experience of being separated from their parents and about the loneliness of their lives in the Devon countryside where they were billeted with two unmarried women.


As lockdown dragged into a second month, even my mother’s resolve weakened a little. ‘This experience is worse in a way than the war because you knew who the enemy was and back then we could be together,’ she said when I called one afternoon. ‘This enemy is invisible and you’re on your own.’


+  +  +


When we face crises in our lives – the breakdown of a relationship, cancer scares, bereavement – we promise ourselves, as we re-emerge on the other side, if we emerge on the other side, that nothing can be the same again. But the pattern of daily life is re-established. Personal pledges are broken. Habitualism devours our days. We struggle to create space for the kind of self-reflection that is necessary for post-traumatic growth.


When I reflect on that first night of the Great Applause – the weekly ‘clap for carers’ continued for ten weeks as hospital intensive care units filled with the sick and the dying – I’m sure we experienced something special: a renewed sense of social solidarity. Consider those 750,000 people who responded within a few days to the government’s appeal for volunteers to help the NHS as we approached the first peak. The paradox of the pandemic was that, during those early weeks of lockdown, community was being rediscovered through enforced social isolation. It did not last. It could not last. But while it did, the social atmosphere in the country, so markedly different from the polarization and division of the period of the Brexit endgame, offered tantalizing possibilities of how we might live, work and organize society in the post-pandemic world.


+  +  +


On the evening of Tuesday, 23 March 2021, at exactly 8 p.m., nearly a year later, we went outside with lighted candles and torches to mark the first anniversary of lockdown and, according to the Office of National Statistics, the death of nearly 130,000 people from Covid-19 in the UK. This was being called a day of ‘national reflection’ but this time it felt like a top-down, state-directed initiative, not a spontaneous mobilization. On our road only a few people came out and no one stood at doors or windows. The neighbours I spoke to were good-humoured but restless. One of them was carrying a glass of red wine. Everyone wanted to move on, not look back. And they wanted a haircut; we’d been locked down, with all but essential shops closed, since early January.


So much changed in that year of the virus. How were we living and working before it? Who were we and what did we want? Or think we wanted? And – here’s the question I put to one of my neighbours as I snuffed out my candle and prepared to go back inside: Who are we now?









PART ONE










1 THE ENGLISH QUESTION



I want us to be a young country again.


Tony Blair, 1995


My mother’s eldest sister has lived for more than fifty years in the same modest, end-of-terrace, brick-built house in the west Essex town of Harlow. Constance Scott – Auntie Connie to me – celebrated her ninetieth birthday in spring 2018 and is our family matriarch: she has seen much and borne most. Her late husband served as a commando in North Africa in the Second World War and, common to many of the wartime generation, Connie has a quiet resilience and deep sense of history. She believes in the necessity of shared national sacrifice, as she said to me one afternoon as the Covid pandemic was accelerating, closing down the country, forcing us apart, and inside.


Connie moved to Harlow as a young mother in the early years after it had been established by the Labour government’s 1946 New Towns Act, which created eight towns in the south-east. The original village of Harlow (renamed Old Harlow) is mentioned in the Domesday Book. This and other long-established settlements – Potter Street, Parndon, Netteswell, Tye Green, Latton, Churchgate Street – were subsumed by the chief architect-planner Frederick Gibberd into his urban masterplan for the new town; they were built on and around, developed, expanded but not erased or demolished. Even today, Potter Street, where Connie settled and still lives, retains something of the character of a village, on the far edges of the town, close to Junction 7 of the M11 motorway.


I was born in Potter Street and we lived there in a rented maisonette and then a nearby council house for the first six years of my life before my parents bought their first property on a quiet cul-de-sac elsewhere in the town after my father had benefited from a small family inheritance. I was christened in the local church, St Mary Magdalene, which overlooked what we used to call Harlow Common, with its scattered woodland and uncultivated fields where cattle and horses grazed. My first school was a short walk from Connie’s house and occasionally on those afternoons when my mother was out or working, Connie would wait for me at the school gates. The local doctors’ surgery, at Osler House in the Prentice Place shopping precinct, was close too, across a small, neat park which had its own children’s play area: swings, seesaw, roundabout, concrete paddling pool. We could see the imposing black front door of Osler House from the window of our maisonette, situated above a busy bakery in Prentice Place, and it was there that we saw our family doctor, John Meyrick. He was an austere yet respected man with black-framed spectacles, a high forehead and quizzical expression, and he lived in a fine detached private house that pre-existed the new town (today a housing development is named after him in Potter Street). Back then there were still family doctors, which meant continuity of care between doctor and patient was possible: Dr Meyrick knew our extended family well and remained our doctor long after we moved away from Potter Street.


In Frederick Gibberd’s original masterplan for the town, each discrete settlement or district had its own self-supporting infrastructure: a shopping precinct (such as Prentice Place), community centre, primary school, pub, NHS health centre, sub-post office, general store, newsagent, fish and chip shop, and so on. But, as with so much of the town, these neighbourhoods were allowed slowly, irreversibly, to decline. Prentice Place was no exception. Over the years when I occasionally passed by, always on the way to somewhere else, everything about the area seemed desolate. The old community shops had gone and with them the spirit of the place. Prentice Place: the very name is resonant because for many of us the deepest structures of identity are bound up with having a stable connection to place. But nowadays Potter Street feels so unfamiliar that it is as if we’d never lived there.


+  +  +


In February 2018, the West Essex Clinical Commissioning Group announced that Osler House Surgery, opened in 1955, was closing, leaving more than 3,000 people without convenient access to a local NHS doctors’ surgery. There had been no advance warning or process of consultation before residents were sent letters dated 21 February informing them that the surgery would be closed on 30 April. It was a fait accompli. No questions asked and no explanation offered.


Nor were the local Tory MP, Robert Halfon, or the district council consulted before the decision was made. It emerged that the GP surgery was operated by a private company, the Practice Group, which further investigations revealed had responsibility for at least fifty other such practices and healthcare centres in England, as well as 200,000 patients. The ultimate owner of the Practice Group turned out to be a multibillion-pound private insurance company, Centene Corporation, based in St Louis, Missouri. According to press reports, its chief executive earned £18.5 million a year. The company’s motto was ‘Better health outcomes at lower costs’ and the reason given for closing Osler House was one of cost: it was ‘no longer financially viable’.


Osler House patients were instructed by the Practice Group to register at other health centres in the Bush Fair and Church Langley conurbations. Neither was easily accessible for Connie and other elderly residents who did not have a car or relatives living close by; to reach the Church Langley Medical Practice my aunt faced an arduous journey requiring her to take four separate buses, at the age of ninety.


I discovered more about what was happening in an email from my wife titled ‘Go on, Connie!’ I opened it and clicked on the accompanying link to a video: there she was, my aunt, being interviewed outside Osler House. In the news clip, which attracted the interest of the Daily Mail and the BBC, Connie is tearful as she expresses her frustration at the decision to shut Osler House.


She was as disconsolate as I’d ever heard her when I called. ‘It’s an absolute disgrace,’ she said. ‘The whole thing has been so underhand. Why was an American company running our doctors’ surgery? Why was it allowed to close? Why was there no consultation? We’re still hoping to reverse the decision – but we are fighting giants. This has broken my heart.’


For all the local and national media interest in the Potter Street residents’ campaign – the Daily Mail interviewed and photographed Connie, investigated the background to the proposed closure and published an editorial condemning it, and a BBC camera crew visited her at home – the decision was not reversed. Osler House was closed in May 2018. One of the residents who was campaigning alongside Connie told me she felt ‘humiliated’. Her humiliation was linked to feelings of powerlessness and dispossession. There was nothing that she, or Connie, or even Robert Halfon MP could do to stop a business decision for which the ultimate responsibility lay with the senior management of a multinational conglomerate in the United States.


From its earliest days Connie had believed in the promise of the new town and in its founding aspiration to dignify working people’s lives, not only where they lived but how they lived; more than a million buildings had been destroyed or damaged in east and north London during the Second World War, leaving tens of thousands of people in need of resettlement. She willingly contributed, through a form of local taxation, to the building of the then state-of-the-art town sports centre, which opened in the early 1960s. It had indoor community facilities, as well as a football stadium and a cricket pitch, where Essex played occasional first-class county matches.


Her politics were shaped by the more egalitarian society created by the Beveridge Report, J. M. Keynes’s commitment to full employment, the wartime command economy and the social reforms of Clement Attlee’s post-war Labour government, with its insistence on patriotic purpose, the common good and reciprocal obligations. The war centralized the state and expanded its bureaucracy. It also took away a golden age of local government and voluntary agency. When considering who we are – not just who owns us – this is important, because in the parable of Prentice Place it was agency that Connie, the people of Potter Street, the local MP and even indeed the town council believed they lacked.


Attlee’s political awakening began while he was working among the urban poor of London’s East End before the First World War, in which he later served. When he became Labour leader in 1935, and then eventually prime minister in 1945, he longed to remake the social order, to create the ‘New Jerusalem’, as he described it. Much later, in 1960, he visited Harlow to open the new high-rise town hall. Designed by Frederick Gibberd and located in the Water Gardens in the town centre, known locally as the High because of its elevated location, the town hall was an icon of modernity and progress. The best that Harlow offered.


Connie stayed on in the town long after everyone in our extended family had moved away, unsettled by decline and spoiled purpose. She stayed on even as friends and long-time neighbours died. She stayed on because she was rooted in a community. She had a profound attachment to place. ‘I belong here,’ she told me. No one could persuade her to move out of her house in Potter Street, which she’d (somewhat reluctantly) bought from the council after much encouragement from her three daughters. But the closure of Osler House Surgery had ‘broken her heart’.


Robert Halfon called it ‘a terrible and short-sighted decision’. He is an advocate of working-class, or white van, conservatism – he has called for the Conservatives to be renamed the Workers’ Party – and what a mighty lesson the closure of Osler House was, or should have been, to Tories like him. For Connie, it was not only short-sighted but signified something deeper about what George Orwell called the social atmosphere of the country. After the rapid deindustrialization of the 1980s and then, from 2010, nearly a decade of austerity which had led to severe cuts in public spending and the neglect of the public realm, many people were grappling with feelings of dispossession like those residents of Potter Street ‘fighting giants’. The closure of Osler House symbolized something important too about the more destructive effects of market-driven globalization, so long celebrated as a panacea by British leaders of the liberal left (Tony Blair) and liberal right (David Cameron). How could Dr Meyrick’s old community NHS practice be controlled and closed without consultation by an insurance conglomerate in Missouri? It didn’t make sense – except that it did in the context of our national priorities and present discontents.


TAKE BACK CONTROL


Now consider the 2016 European referendum. There’s a reason the Brexiteers’ slogan – ‘Take Back Control’ – and their professed mistrust of ‘experts’ cut through during that fractious, often deceitful campaign: it spoke directly, as the American political philosopher Michael Sandel said to me one summer afternoon on the eve of the poll, ‘to people’s sense that they no longer had any meaningful say in shaping the forces that govern their lives and believed that their identities and very way of life were under siege’.


At a deep, personal level many people felt they’d lost control over something fundamental in their lives and could do nothing about the cultural disruption and technological and economic shifts destabilizing society. What had gone was a sense of a common ethical life, and its passing was experienced as a profound loss.


The truth about globalization was that it had lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty, especially in China, and created limitless opportunities for educated supranational elites, but alongside the gains arising from an integrated global economy there were considerable losses, even in the more affluent West, especially in the West. And what matters for the purposes of this book is that millions of ordinary men and women believed they’d lost control, or were ignored, or disrespected, or left behind. Encouraged by political ideologues, as well as chancers such as Boris Johnson – who took an outside bet that supporting Leave offered him a pathway to the premiership – when the time came, many millions ignored David Cameron, the youngest prime minister for 198 years, and chose Brexit because this time they believed their vote could make a difference.


In the 2016 referendum people were asked to vote for the status quo and a majority chose the opposite. They wagered on the unknown. They were prepared to bet against the political, legal and business establishment because they believed the status quo was already unsustainable. With ‘quiet resolve’, as Theresa May, a sceptical Remainer, described it to me when I interviewed her as prime minister, they voted for apparent instability and far-reaching change; David Cameron said Brexit would cost every household £4,300. But the vote to leave was for many motivated less by economic self-interest than an expression of national sentiment: ‘We want our country back!’


Millions more – determined Remainers – were horrified by the decision. Instead of reflecting on the sense of grievance that had motivated so many ordinary voters to opt for Leave, or what it was that had been voted against or indeed for, a campaign was launched to overturn the referendum result, as if Brexit voters had allowed themselves to be duped. But Brexit was not simply an expression of frustrated nationalism or post-imperial nostalgia; it also showed politics was being driven by big, bold ideas about sovereignty, community, identity, immigration, security and control. One cannot overstate, in retrospect, just how dramatic and extraordinary the Leave vote was, and it forced the political elite to turn back towards its own country. For all his destructiveness, Trump pulled off something similar in the United States.


For Remainers it was traumatic to discover that so many of their fellow countrymen and women rejected their belief in cosmopolitan democracy and their worldview; nearly two-thirds of all parliamentary constituencies voted to leave, the poorest three categories of the population voted overwhelmingly for Brexit, while 57 per cent of those with university degrees voted Remain (I was one of them, powerfully so, but I understand – and accept – why Remain lost).


And so began the Brexit culture wars in which we were mired for more than three miserable years until Boris Johnson’s Conservatives won an emphatic victory at the 2019 general election on a decisive, if crude, pledge ‘to get Brexit done’, which settled the argument, in England at least, if not in the rest of the UK. Under the leadership of Jo Swinson, the well-financed Liberal Democrats, junior partners in the Conservative-led coalition government from 2010 to 2015, had campaigned to revoke the referendum result altogether. Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour had pledged to hold phased renegotiations and ultimately a second referendum. It didn’t work out for either party. Labour suffered its worst defeat since 1935, the Lib Dems returned only eleven MPs, and Swinson lost her seat a few weeks after declaring she could be the next prime minister. We had entered a new era and, on Christmas Eve 2020, the United Kingdom finally signed a free trade agreement with the EU. We were out. ‘[I] did not fully anticipate the strength of feeling that would be unleashed both during the referendum and afterwards,’ wrote David Cameron, with comical understatement, in his memoir For the Record (2019).


+  +  +


What most interested me about the 2016 vote, beyond the economic consequences and the darker forces it had unleashed, was what it revealed about the condition of England. When, in early 2013, David Cameron announced he would, in the event of a Conservative majority at the next election, hold an in/out European referendum, Nigel Farage, leader of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), said, ‘They’re coming to play on our pitch now.’


The nation that emerged from the campaign was more atomized and more divided than at any time in living memory: we were passing through the most culturally febrile period for fifty years, and in September 2019 Parliament would be prorogued, unconstitutionally suspended. We seemed to be locked in a struggle over how to define who we were and what sort of place we, and our children, and their children, lived in.


‘The Brexit vote and the chaotic debates that followed are proof that some older ideas about England and Englishness, long submerged into a broader definition of “Britain”, also retain a powerful appeal,’ wrote Anne Applebaum in her book Twilight of Democracy. She neglected to mention that a majority in Wales had voted Leave, and she also underplayed the frustration of the many people who believed that Parliament – and elected politicians from all parties – was attempting to thwart the vote for Brexit, a vote Parliament had granted.


‘Brexit was an instruction from the electorate to turn around the ship of state by 180 degrees,’ Nigel Farage told me. ‘You cannot do that unless you believe in what you’re doing. You have to actually, passionately believe in what you’re doing. Ignore all criticism, you just have to do it. It’s like an act of going to war.’


He spoke of his pride at having mobilized what he called a ‘people’s army’; UKIP, which first broke through at the 2009 European Parliament elections, won nearly four million votes at the 2015 general election. David Cameron had dismissed its supporters as ‘fruitcakes, loonies and closet racists’ – a remark as ill-judged as Hillary Clinton’s ‘basket of deplorables’ condemnation of Trump supporters. The deplorables and fruitcakes would have their revenge over Cameron and Clinton.


The referendum, wrote Ali Smith in Summer, the final novel in her state-of-the-nation quartet, ‘sliced right through the everyday to a bitterness nobody knew what to do with’. Value divides and the culture wars set Remainers against Brexiteers, the old against the young, the cities against the towns, graduates against early school-leavers, the open society against the closed society, baby boomers against millennials, home owners against renters, the north against the south, England against Scotland, the UK against the EU, and so it went on.


The discourse in the unregulated space of social media became ever more viciously polarized. The cultural schisms of the day were over race, trans rights, freedom of speech, immigration, and the legacy of colonialism. Twitter mobs swarmed, denounced, shamed and cancelled. A binary logic prevailed. We were barricaded behind walls of indifference and contempt. One was reminded of W. B. Yeats’s ‘The Second Coming’:


The best lack all conviction, while the worst


Are full of passionate intensity.


+  +  +


The social problems creating the conditions for Brexit were just as acute in Harlow, a former Labour town and now a Conservative stronghold, as they were in the post-industrial north and Midlands. Harlow has high unemployment, intergenerational inequality, deprived estates, struggling schools and, until recently, a semi-derelict town centre and a hospital rated ‘inadequate’ and placed in special measures. A large majority of people in the town voted for Brexit (68 per cent), and yet, in another striking example of the spatial inequality that blights much of Britain, it is only a short thirty-minute train journey from Harlow to Liverpool Street Station, the gateway to the gleaming corporate towers and stupendous wealth of the City of London.


My aunt understood all this but, until the abrupt closure of Osler House Surgery, she’d been pragmatic about the decline of the town. Connie valued a particular type of community that had long given meaning to her life and she mourned its passing. ‘I have always been happy in Harlow, but when I found out about what was happening to our local doctors, I was so angry it actually made me ill for a few days,’ she told the Daily Mail.


Ever since the Great Recession, people were experiencing, in many towns and for different reasons, the arbitrary closure of essential community services – doctors’ surgeries, child centres and nurseries, libraries, post offices. A fracture had opened up between comfortable and uncomfortable Britain. In the words of the writer and broadcaster Andrew Marr, a ‘social revolution’ began in the years after the 2008 financial crash, ‘when the British state responded by radically restricting spending and, in so doing, greatly exaggerated the gap in life expectations, hope and happiness between the poorest social classes and least invested-in communities, and the rest’.


According to the Marmot Review published by the Institute of Health Equity in 2020, austerity created a ‘lost decade’ of stagnant wages, stalled mobility and growing inequalities of income and wealth. It examined health inequalities in England and found that, for the first time in more than a hundred years, life expectancy had stalled and even declined for women in the poorest 10 per cent of areas. Between 2010 and 2020, the seven-year gap in life expectancy between the richest and poorest parts of the country had increased to more than nine years for men and nearly eight years for women. The north–south divide had also widened: life expectancy in a deprived area of the north-east was nearly five years lower than in a comparable part of London.


‘If you ask me if austerity is the reason for the worsening health picture, I’d say it is highly likely,’ said Professor Michael Marmot, who led the review.


The British Medical Association called austerity ‘Covid’s little helper’.


+  +  +


In the summer of 2021 the Taliban recaptured Afghanistan following a humiliating and panicked American-led retreat from the country ahead of the twentieth anniversary of the al-Qaeda attacks of 11 September 2001 which destroyed the illusion of global peace. Shortly after 9/11, Tony Blair delivered a fervent speech to the Labour Party conference. It was a call to arms and action. Britain was heading for war in the Middle East: ‘This is a moment to seize. The kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon they will settle again. Before they do, let us reorder the world around us.’


A deeper understanding of Afghanistan and Middle Eastern history ought to have made Blair more circumspect about his astonishing ambitions to reorder the world. But he was a young prime minister in a hurry, seemingly energized by his own rhetoric of democratic messianism. Stuart Hall, the sociologist and leading exponent of cultural studies, once likened Margaret Thatcher to one of Hegel’s ‘historical individuals’: her politics and contradictions ‘instance or concretise in one life or career much wider forces that are in play’. The same could be said of Blair.


In February 2003 perhaps as many as a million people marched in central London to protest the coming American-led invasion of Iraq. They were heard and seen but ultimately ignored. But just as Blair thought he was winning, the ghosts of his political life blew wilder than before. You could even say that history caught up with him, not least in Iraq and Afghanistan, where Britain became tragically embroiled in America’s ‘forever war’.


The Iraq protests, the war itself and the growing disillusionment with Blair among leftish voters had one big unintended consequence: it was in those years, in the wider anti-war movement, that alliances were formed and the foundations were laid for the takeover of the Labour Party many years later by the Corbynite left. Another legacy of the Iraq War was a collapse of faith in the political class, exacerbated by the MPs’ expenses scandal of 2009, when it seemed to many voters as if our elected representatives at Westminster were all on the make. They were not. But the perception that they were hardened into something permanent.


Meanwhile, the devolution settlement introduced by Blair’s government did not kill Scottish nationalism ‘stone dead’ as Labour’s George Robertson, later secretary-general of NATO, hubristically predicted. It galvanized the independence movement, inflamed English grievance and exposed the discontinuities within the creaking post-imperial British state – ‘UKania’ in the coinage of Tom Nairn.


In 2016, Blair returned to public life after a post-parliamentary career dedicated to serious personal enrichment as a prominent leader of the anti-Brexit campaign. He still believes the arc of history bends towards enlightenment and justice, as he told me.


There was much that New Labour got right, especially during its first term in power as it invested significantly in schools and hospitals and early years education, legislated to eliminate child poverty and concluded the negotiations for the Good Friday Agreement bringing peace to the island of Ireland after so much violence and death. For all his extraordinary self-belief, or because of it, Blair became complacent. He was overconfident and believed in the myth of his own great good fortune, in the inevitability of progress, in his remarkable verbal fluency, in his powers of persuasion. Perhaps the country was suffering from wilful blindness back then, buoyed by continuous economic growth and caught up in the euphoria of Cool Britannia.


An attachment to the nation and the flag is often strongest among those groups who are struggling or feel excluded or scorned, and during the New Labour years, far away from the multicultural cities, increasing numbers of people started self-identifying in surveys as English rather than British. If the question was whether national identities were still pertinent at a time of accelerated globalization, the answer from peripheral England was unequivocally yes.


In his book The Future of Capitalism, the economist Paul Collier likens the vote for Brexit to a mutiny driven by stark social divergences. ‘Think of the most famous mutiny: on the Bounty,’ he said when we met. ‘What happened to those sailors was that they ended up on an island in the middle of nowhere. That wasn’t their objective when they mutinied. They didn’t mutiny with a view to the future but because the conditions they were living in had become intolerable. Mutinies are angry reactions to neglect.’


The era of social democratic hegemony that lasted in Britain, broadly, from 1945 to 1970 was ‘glorious’, Collier said. ‘It was when it all came together. We inherited a huge asset – a shared sense of purpose coming out of the Second World War, a sense of common endeavour. But it was a wasting asset that needed to be renewed. And both left and right failed to renew it. We are haunted by what was lost.’


LOST FUTURES


One experience of being haunted is noticing absences in the present, as the cultural critic Mark Fisher wrote. The New Labour era, with its cult of Cool Britannia, can be understood in retrospect as having been haunted by an England that was lost in the shadows, but always present. Something was stirring. England, wrote Jeremy Paxman in The English (1998), in which he attempts to define national character, continues to be based in a ‘slow to anger’ tradition of personal liberty, fair play, tolerance, amazing theatre, good television, choral music, beautiful countryside, intellectual freedom. ‘And yet they [the English] remain convinced they’re finished. That is their charm.’ Paxman spoke too soon: the English were far from finished when he published his book, a year after New Labour took power. England was rising again. Rapid changes in society and a bold reconfiguration of the constitution were nudging the British state towards a reckoning with this submerged English identity. In a 1999 speech William Hague, then Conservative leader, warned his listeners not ‘to ignore this English consciousness or bottle it up’ because ‘it could turn into a more dangerous English nationalism that could threaten the future of the United Kingdom’.


In his book New Model Island (2019), Alex Niven writes that the ‘most complex and profound facet’ of Englishness is its ‘hiddenness’. There is a ‘void at the heart of all England’, he says, which is why ‘Englishness is so often felt as a condition of loss’. For too long its regions have been disempowered and its infrastructure – rail links between the northern cities, say, or from west to east – has been neglected. Niven, of Newcastle University, advocates what he calls a new ‘radical regionalism’, a remaking of the country so that it might more closely resemble something akin to the pre-Norman, Anglo-Saxon heptarchy, the seven kingdoms (or regions, in this reimagining) of the geographical space that was once ‘England’.


The problem is that there is no sustained bottom-up demand for autonomous English regions and the creation of new bureaucracies and levels of government. In 2004, the north-east overwhelmingly rejected proposals for an elected regional assembly in a referendum. Today politicians such as Andy Burnham (Greater Manchester), Andy Street (the West Midlands) and Ben Houchen (the Tees Valley) are regional election-winning mayors of national prominence, yet there is not yet a movement for an English parliament. The message from the north-east in 2004 seemed to be that regional politics in England is no simple answer to national politics: it devolves the questions and postpones the answers. Nor is it any less corrupt.


For Ferdinand Mount, a conservative essayist and author, the dominant tone of English discourse is less one of loss than ‘one of regret, of nostalgia rather than self-congratulation’. The way to escape nostalgia, as Mark Fisher wrote in 2014, ‘is to look for the lost possibilities in any era’.


For Fisher, the present was haunted not by the past exactly but by the lost futures it presaged. Or perhaps, more accurately, we experience a kind of double haunting: we feel the presence of the past that has gone and the future that never happened.


Born in 1968, Mark Fisher grew up in an upper working-class family in the Midlands and went to a state comprehensive school. In his essays and blogs, he celebrated what he called ‘popular modernism’, the culture that had shaped his early intellectual development: the music press (especially the NME); post-punk and pioneering electronic pop bands such as Joy Division, Kraftwerk and David Sylvian’s Japan; avant-garde programmes on BBC 2 and Channel 4; art-house and science-fiction movies; Penguin paperbacks; the stories of J. G. Ballard. Fisher studied at Hull University and did post-graduate research at Warwick University, but he struggled to find fulfilling work as an itinerant academic, teaching bored, often demoralized students. ‘Ask students to read for more than a couple of sentences and many . . . will protest that they can’t do it,’ Fisher wrote. ‘The most frequent complaint teachers hear is that it’s boring . . . To be bored simply means to be removed from the communicative sensation-stimulus matrix of texting, YouTube and fast food; to be denied, for a moment, the constant flow of sugary gratification on demand.’


Fisher’s best writing on music, popular culture and politics was published in small magazines or on his k-punk blog. His breakthrough arrived with the book Capitalist Realism (2009), in which, inspired by his reading of Slavoj Žižek, Franco Berardi, Jacques Derrida and Fredric Jameson, as well as his critical engagement with pop culture, he wrote about the spiritual impoverishment of neoliberalism and about a culture of social pain that was affecting education, work and family life. He described ‘the widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it’. (He especially disliked what market-driven reforms had done to higher education: the excessive bureaucracy, the form-filling, the box-ticking, the relentless targets.)


Tormented by the ‘malign spectre’ of depression – he wrote with painful, hard-won authority about mental health issues – Fisher killed himself in January 2017, while at home with his wife and young child in Suffolk. He was forty-eight. At Fisher’s memorial service, Tariq Goddard, his publisher and co-collaborator, said that meeting him was a bit like ‘joining a band; you shared a sense of purpose before you knew whether you were even going to like each other’.


Capitalist Realism particularly appealed to a generation of millennial students who, after the financial crash, had graduated into a prolonged economic crisis. Some of them became involved in the Occupy movement and student protests over the coalition government’s imposition of higher tuition fees. During the New Labour years there had been a significant expansion of higher education – ‘So today I set a target of 50 per cent of young adults going into higher education in the next century,’ Tony Blair said in a 1999 speech. Twenty years later, around 50 per cent of the UK population attend university, compared to as few as 3 per cent seventy years ago.


Fisher analysed the psychological stresses on a precariously employed, debt-burdened generation of young graduates whose anxieties were increased by their experience of coming to maturity in an age of shrinking security. The future these young people had been educated to expect had been ‘slowly cancelled’ and this made them seem, for different reasons, as disconsolate as those early school-leavers in the neglected towns who embraced Brexit. ‘What should haunt us is not the no longer of actually existing social democracy, but the not yet of the futures that popular modernism trained us to expect,’ Fisher wrote, in characteristic gnomic style.


+  +  +


What ‘lost futures’ were being mourned during the Brexit culture wars? In his 1999 conference speech, Blair had expressed confidence that, ‘having modernised itself’, New Labour was now ‘the new progressive force in British politics which can modernise the nation, sweep away those forces of conservatism to set the people free’. Blair set a liberal-modern Britishness against a conservative-traditional Englishness, and thought there could only be one winner. ‘We will be a young country,’ he promised in a 1995 Labour conference speech.


Or should we go further back in search of lost futures: back to the 1970s and early 1980s, and to the unravelling of the more socially cohesive, less unequal era of the welfare state and post-war consensus – Paul Collier’s period of shared sense of common purpose and endeavour – to understand what we have lost and what we might yet aspire to regain?


WHAT IS HAPPENING WITH ENGLAND?


In this book, I ask a simple question: who are we now, after Brexit, in these times, as a pro-independence majority in the Holyrood Parliament marshal their forces in Scotland and the United Kingdom faces the threat of dissolution? I want to answer this question – or at least try to – by asking some other questions about England, the country in which I was born and have lived all my life, and I mean England rather than Great Britain or the UK. Why do so many people believe their Englishness has been suppressed or ignored? What accounts for the stubborn notion that Englishness and loss are inextricable? Where do feminist, ideological and multicultural rebellions against established narratives of Englishness fit in? How has immigration shaped what it means to be English? Why are so many progressives uncomfortable about celebrating English nationhood? Why is Englishness associated with reaction and even racism for some?


Spanning the years since the election of New Labour to the Covid pandemic, the book explores how England has changed and how those changes have created the anxious political culture of today. I examine contemporary England through a handful of the key news stories of recent times and explain what they revealed about the state of the changing nation. And in doing so I want to show the common threads that unite these stories, whether it is attitudes to class, nation, identity, race, migration or religion. I contrast the exceptional (the effects of the fast-paced, high-tech world of globalization and the mass movement of people) with the unexceptional or unnoticed (my aunt struggling to save Osler House Surgery in Potter Street).


+  +  +


In The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius, a book-length essay completed during the German bombing raids on London in late 1940, the year of Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain, George Orwell wrote that it was ‘of the deepest importance to try and determine what England is, before guessing what part England can play in the huge events that are happening’.


More than eighty years later, we are still struggling to determine what England is, and what part it can play, in the huge events that are happening.


David Cameron’s desire to resolve the Conservative Party’s divisions over Europe through a single binary plebiscite shattered the kingdom; unresolved tensions from the deep past – the Irish border, Scottish independence, the English Question – returned with a vengeance. The pandemic exposed our pre-existing divisions and racial and social inequalities as never before.


‘Everyone understands English,’ Jean-Claude Juncker, the former president of the European Commission, once quipped, ‘but no one understands England.’


‘England’ here serves as a synonym for Britain, or the United Kingdom, but Juncker was broadly correct. England is hard to understand – but so are other countries. What he surely meant was that England has its own unique peculiarities and vulnerabilities as the dominant nation in the fragile, post-imperial multinational British state, the only country ever to have left the European Union.


What then is the condition of contemporary England? We know England doesn’t have its own discrete political institutions or its own parliament. Devolution has been incoherent and incomplete. The United Kingdom abandoned national capitalism in its restless embrace of free-market globalization, as the historian David Edgerton has written, and no other country of comparable economic power has allowed so many of its utilities, strategic assets, so much of its national infrastructure and so many of its iconic brands, companies and football clubs to be sold off or captured by international speculators. Too much wealth and power are concentrated in London and the south-east. Too much power is still centralized at Westminster. If the Scots and Welsh define themselves in part against England, the English, when given the chance, defined themselves against Europe. Yet the English are also internally divided: regionally, spatially and between social classes. What holds the nation together?


‘Where’s England?’ Donald Trump asked in August 2019. ‘I asked Boris [Johnson], where’s England? What’s happening with England? You don’t use it too much any more.’


One wouldn’t expect Trump to understand the difference between England, Great Britain and the United Kingdom, but he had unintentionally asked the right question.


What is happening with England?









PART TWO










2 CROSSING BORDERS



Richard had night sweats and bad dreams. In these dreams his feet were submerged in quicksand and he could feel himself sinking. Or he was up to his neck in water. Or his lungs were filling with water. Sometimes he saw a woman on a foreshore, in a long, dark coat, her face covered by a scarf, and she was calling out to him as he walked across the sands. Sometimes he woke with the word ‘mother’ on his lips and would find his wife asleep beside him and the house quiet. He was sure, in these recurring dreams, a woman had called out to him in a warm, familiar voice, but not his wife, and she’d used another name, his real name. He never used to be called Richard. He used to be called Li Hua, and this is his story.


THE JOURNEY


Li knew very little about England before leaving his home village in China, beyond what he’d read about and seen on television – and yet he already made of it in his imagination something magnificent and welcoming. When he thought about England, he imagined a light shining as if from a city on top of a distant hill. In the early negotiations with Mr Chang, the local gangboss who was part of a network smuggling Chinese workers to Western Europe, North America, Australia and Japan, Li was told the journey would take only a few weeks and that, at the end of it, he would be guaranteed work in a factory or restaurant. He would be reunited with his wife as soon as he’d found somewhere of his own to live in England, he was told. The gang – Li called them ‘snakeheads’ – demanded an initial cash payment (the equivalent back then of £10,000) and it was explained to him that he would be going via Moscow, and from there he would fly direct to London. Further payments would be required in the months ahead, and the full debt would have to be repaid when he was settled in England.


To fund the first payment, Li borrowed money from his uncle, who had borrowed money from a cousin. A man who worked for Mr Chang had taken Li’s passport because, he was told, he would need a visa to enter Russia. One morning Li received a one-way train ticket to Beijing; the time of his departure was near. He felt uneasy the night before he left the village in Fujian Province, as if he had an emerging fever. He was reluctant to leave his wife and their young son behind on the farm, with only his parents and siblings to support them. But he knew if one day he and his wife were to have more children of their own, as they wished, and if these children were to have a better life, he had to go.


On the morning of his departure, Li held on to his wife for a long, silent time. She was crying and he wiped the tears from her face. He kissed her on the forehead and pulled her into a tight embrace. He recalled this last, warm embrace in the lost, lonely months that followed.


+  +  +


When he arrived in Beijing, Li was greeted by a sullen, officious woman who spoke briskly in an unfamiliar dialect. She said he would stay in the city for several days until his visa was approved. He was now part of a group of twenty other workers, all from Fujian Province – ‘the Fujianese’ as they were known – and they were all on their way to England. They were taken to a hostel, where they slept and ate and were free to come and go. Within a few days, the visas arrived and the Fujianese travellers boarded the Moscow flight. 


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Dedication page



			CONTENTS



			Epigraph page



			PROLOGUE



		Part One



		1 THE ENGLISH QUESTION









		Part Two



		2 CROSSING BORDERS



		3 THE TOWN THAT WEPT



		4 THE IMAM OF FINSBURY PARK









		Part Three



		5 THE BREXIT MURDER



		6 STRETCHING THE FLAG



		7 A VISITOR FROM THE FUTURE









		Part Four



		8 LOCKDOWN



		9 UNTIED KINGDOM









		EPILOGUE



		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



		NOTES



		Praise



		About the Author



		Also by Jason Cowley



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		v



		vii



		ix



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		29



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		131



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JASON COWLEY

‘Orwellia
Th ng ph

Stories of

Modern England

SLLSHTHIRL






