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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BEING BRITISH


This is a sane, witty and shrewd picture of British identity—neither cynical nor paranoid, which is quite an achievement. Chris Parish sketches very skilfully the history and habits that make up this many-layered identity and gives us some essential tools for working out what we can properly celebrate, what we should properly regret and what we might reasonably hope for—what a mature sense of national self-esteem might look like.


Dr Rowan Williams, Former Archbishop of Canterbury, theologian, Master of Magdalene College Cambridge


Enjoyed its breadth and ambition—and optimism


David Goodhart, Founder of Prospect magazine, former Director of Demos think tank, author of The British Dream


Chris Parish has written a comprehensive, provocative and deeply thoughtful exploration of what it means to be British today. He skilfully integrates a wide range of perspectives and approaches to provide a much needed and refreshing synthesis of the positive potential of British identity, understanding and belonging. He is fearless in his honesty and in addressing all the arenas which he believes are vital to a rearticulation of the ‘British Journey’ and a powerfully constructive and important role for Britain into the future. As a British citizen I felt inspired, challenged and expanded by the book, but most of all, a powerful pride, delight and enhanced positivity about being British. A must read for anyone interested in the nature of Britishness and a much needed contribution to this field.


Dr Lynne Sedgmore CBE, Previously Chief Executive of three organisations in the UK Further Education sector, currently organisational consultant.


Thought provoking, humbling, inspiring—a veritable tour de force. Concerned that our postcolonial guilt has left no metanarrative or clear sense of who we are, Parish steps lightly, yet studiously, through our shared story. He encourages us to be in touch with the creative thread of this country, to know the past, warts and all, so that we might rediscover our connection, continuity and rootedness and remain a major player in the postmodern world. I am left with strengthened pride in being British.


Prof Julia Hausermann MBE, Founder and President, Rights and Humanity


Chris Parish provides a welcome reasoned statement for moderation and integration in approaching major issues and Britain’s place in the world. Parish calls for taking a long-term approach to these issues, one that incorporates a more positive view of Britain’s past while integrating that history into British identity and Britain’s approach to current problems.
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Introduction


Why another book about the British, you may well ask? There’s already, after all, quite a few of them out on the market. Is this some nostalgic journey back to an imagined rosy past, or its opposite twin, one more postmodern deconstruction of our history? And, in addition, there seems to be a rich seam to be mined in the genre of witty examinations of the peculiarities and eccentricities of this island race, such as Jeremy Paxman’s The English. Well, this book is genuinely none of the above, which I hope by the end of this introduction, will be clear. I feel there is a genuine need to present a revised view of the British which is more inclusive and fluid in its approach and one that reconnects us to our national story: a story through time which is living and which could also help shape our future. A way to rediscover a lost sense of belonging and of feeling at home, which perhaps paradoxically, is at once both less traditional and more traditional.


Before going any further though, I’d like to address one obvious question. I’m saying us British. Why aren’t I saying us English, you might ask? It’s as confusing and contentious to natives as it is to everyone else, with the UK, Great Britain, the British Isles, Britain and England, all in common use. The 2013 Social Attitudes Survey of the UK found that only 43 per cent of people in England see their primary identity as being British, and that percentage goes down further in the other constituent countries of the UK. People in the UK are now more likely to see themselves as Scottish, Welsh, or English or Northern Irish. We also can’t even think of identifying Britain as only a single island off the coast of continental Europe since it, obviously enough, includes many islands and part of the island of Ireland too. British ‘Isles’ is an attempt to include all of them; amazingly, some 6000, mostly tiny islets in total, though the people of Eire understandably wouldn’t want to be lumped in like this. Interestingly, the only section of the population in this country where a majority pick ‘British’ as their preferred identity, are those who are more recent immigrants.


I was at a fundraising dinner in London for a charity involved in Third World Aid and the keynote speech was by the then Labour MP for Glasgow Central, Anas Sarwar. This was before the SNP rout of Labour in 2015. The young speaker was impressively bright and inspiring to listen to. He said that his background was Pakistani and stated that he was 100 per cent British and Scottish too. Speaking in a broad Scottish accent, he talked of serving this great country of ours. Somehow it would have been very unusual to hear a similar spirit being expressed by a Briton not from an immigrant background.


Billy Bragg, the well-known singer/songwriter, is a great advocate for the English identity and has spoken strongly of the need to retire the term ‘British’ as long past its sell-by date. Yet there were ancient Britons (i.e. the British) long before the Anglo-Saxon invasions which followed the departure of the Romans in the fifth century AD, and the source, of course, of the name ‘English’. So a good case could also be made that ‘British’ is not just an embarrassing colonial concoction to be abandoned. Yet, even so, it has to be said, it’s a complex picture, especially since historians now dispute how much the Anglo-Saxon immigrants actually did displace the original inhabitants in order to lay down the foundations of Englishness. It seems we are a real mix, as comedian Eddie Izzard amusingly illustrated in his informative film on our identity, Mongrel Nation.


There’s also the big question of whether it is a united kingdom at all, with the call for ever increasing devolution, if not full independence for Scotland. The September 2014 referendum on Scottish independence came far closer than most people expected to the Scots choosing to leave the union. This has shaken up any cosy and unquestioning notions of an unchanging Great Britain. And also Wales, to a lesser extent, has increasingly chosen to devolve, though not to seek independence. Then there are people like me who use the terms British and English interchangeably to describe who I am, and feel that both apply at different moments. So I’m not going to attempt to settle this debate and will use both terms here. I am, in fact, half Scottish, half English, my mother coming from the Scottish western Isle of Bute, though I was born and brought up in England.


Now the subject of devolution for England and what it means to be English has taken on new life following the Scottish referendum. The terms English and British are particularly hazy for English people. It’s worthy of a whole book in itself, yet in this study here, I am deliberately largely leaving aside a fuller investigation of that particular subject, because I want to focus on other issues. Similarly the subject of social class naturally comes up when the British are discussed, and this is a very valid subject in itself as to its origins, effects and seemingly particular persistence in this country. Yet I am deliberately also leaving class aside in this study in order to focus on aspects of our nation and ourselves which have in my opinion not been given sufficient attention.


From a twenty-first century perspective, a significant reality for us on this small rainy island with its myriad accompanying tiny islets, whatever name we give ourselves, seems to be that we are part of the EU; that is unless the current anti-European sentiment intensifies and in the planned referendum, we do decide to ‘leave Europe’, as if we could somehow tow the country a further distance off the coast of the continental mainland to emphasise our independence. We live in a de facto globalised world, where, like it or not, historical lines of demarcation on a map, or the small ribbon of water called ‘The Channel’ mean very little to the internet, to global markets, to the IMF, to multinational corporations; and mean nothing at all to climate change and the wind currents of carbon dioxide levels, or to the complex cycle of water currents which drive the Gulf Stream and thankfully, up to this point at least, prevent us from being an Arctic country, Britain being on the same latitude as Canada’s Hudson Bay, where polar bears roam.


Then again, aren’t many of us post-traditional individuals who have left behind antiquated fixations on nationality, which by their very focus on such labelling are inherently divisive? In this view, surely I’m a person who thinks for him or herself; a human being, a member of our interconnected global village? And yes, well, technically I’m British, as it states in my passport. After all, we all have to be born somewhere, on some particular patch of earth on this delicate blue planet.


Well, this was my more sophisticated view of myself, when I became an adult complete with a liberal university education under my belt. Although I have to admit that this view never really explained the strong feelings that I would sometimes experience within myself and which I gradually came to realise motivate me more than I would have imagined. For example, on one hand I felt bad about the exploitative imperialism of my country’s history, and in another moment I could well up with pride and emotion about great British military victories of the past. And in another moment I could feel an inarticulate pessimism that this country is sliding ever further down the slope of decline. We are all more complex human beings than my sophisticated but somewhat two-dimensional former post-national view tended to suggest.


We all physically live in the same world and yet when it comes to the interpretation of our own experience, we actually live in many different and only partially overlapping worlds. And when it comes to nationalities, similar differences apply too. I’ve spent several years living in the United States, on both East and West coasts, as well as in Australia, and in Holland and Germany. Those years helped open my eyes to the fact that different nationalities really do have some significantly different basic assumptions about reality, and that there are important differences between nationalities as well as important national commonalities. The difference between the prevailing attitude in the United States where a first-term Barack Obama could initially have been elected on the wings of the campaign slogan ‘Yes, we can!’, and the British attitude, is greater than the Grand Canyon. The British zeitgeist would be better captured by, ‘Well, actually, no, we can’t, thank you!’ The difference between the easy life in Australia, where ‘No problems’ is a stock answer in a land where the majority of the population live around the fringes of the continent near the sun drenched beach, and a British sense of decline with still lingering notions of a ‘Broken Britain’, courtesy of the Conservative advertising campaign for the 2010 General Election, are similarly large.


Yet if you are like me, and have a liberal background, you will no doubt also instinctively be repelled by such crude sounding aggregating generalisations. I would have dismissed such generalities as the raw material for downmarket comedians, or reserved for the gift shop book series, The Xenophobe’s Guide to the French/Germans/Japanese, etc., etc… But I’ve come in fact to think differently over time and if I may say, through quite a bit of experience and contemplation. On returning to live in England, I came to realise that we really do have a certain cultural predicament in this Sceptred Isle, this green and pleasant land of ours. To say it simply and crudely, we currently have a overly pronounced tendency towards cynicism and pessimism, feeling we are in decline as a nation, with no clear sense of national identity; no living national story to inspire us; and precious little connection to our collective past or aspirations as to our future. I will first attempt to explain the problem in this book while not dwelling on what’s wrong. More importantly and more interestingly, I identify the cause as I see it, and throughout the book attempt a rebalancing of this heavily skewed view of ourselves: towards what I could call a healthy national psyche, rooted in our shared story and able to draw upon our long term rich national resources. I also suggest possible ways to help effect this change. Throughout I include myself as the first object of study. I offer pointers as to how we may face our shadows, develop beyond our current limitations and discover a more positive self-identity and sense of belonging, both as a nation and as individuals, assisted in part by recognising and aligning with a deeper creative thread in ourselves.


I’m writing here for people like myself; for progressive liberals with postmodern, post-traditional sensibilities. I am proud of being British. I know that’s not politically correct, and having been left-leaning my entire adult life, just writing that phrase can feel almost like mouthing a profanity. And I certainly don’t unthinkingly back everything our nation has done in the past or is doing currently. I’m talking about basically feeling positive about myself and my national sense of self, as opposed to being cynical or ashamed about who we are as a nation and who I am. I feel passionately about liberating our creative talents, and it’s not my intention to heap on further disparagement, as I am aware that complaining seems to have become something of a national mantra. I’m an idealist, but I don’t think that has to mean jettisoning my rational faculties. I mean a realistic idealism. And if the notion of a realistic idealism sounds hopelessly starry-eyed and naïve to you, or even dangerous, well, just maybe, perhaps this could be a symptom of the very national syndrome I am pointing to?


This book is my sincere attempt to communicate and bring together threads that many of us may feel we already know, but perhaps haven’t deeply considered as a whole. It’s serious stuff, but I don’t think that has to mean overbearing or heavy. In fact I’ve learned from my experience of public speaking that we British are far more likely to listen and consider information (and trust the speaker, too), if it is also delivered with a touch of humour. The subject here may at times appear sociological and academic, but my approach throughout is not. Yes, I bring in elements of developmental theory, history and a sprinkling of philosophy, but it’s also very much based on real people, real incidents, and most of all, on my own personal experience.


I am not an historian, sociologist or any other kind of academic. I think of myself as a generalist, by which I mean my interests are broad rather than being specialist. Ever increasing specialisation is the inexorable direction in our times in the professions and academia, and of course this has been and continues to be very important in the advancement of human knowledge. But less valued these days, in my opinion, is the generalist who may be able to recognise patterns and connections from across the spectrum of life, culture and human endeavour, which may not be visible to the specialist. Carter Phipps in his Evolutionaries: Unlocking the Spiritual and Cultural Potential of Science’s Greatest Idea, identifies being a cross-disciplinary generalist as one of the important characteristics of the type of people he has termed ‘evolutionaries’: which means those, in often very different fields of endeavour, who are forging new pathways based on a reframing and widening of evolutionary understanding.


This brings me to another key thread which runs through this book and which is a helpful orienting lens through which I am looking at the question of what it means to be British today. And this is namely an evolutionary worldview or perspective. This view has afforded me a wider context to make better sense out of my experience. It’s a fairly recently emerging perspective of the last few decades, although its origins go back quite a bit further. On first hearing, this view can appear a bit abstract, so please do bear with me as I attempt in the following chapters to bring to life what it means. I feel it can enable us to come to a better understanding of how culture and society develops, of our intrinsic place and continuity in this national story, and also of the creative process in ourselves and in the nation.


You may already be wondering if I’m just suggesting an extension of classical Darwinism or of Neo-Darwinism as it has now become. I was originally trained in biology and value the evolutionary view of biology as a giant step forward in human knowledge. But by developmental or evolutionary perspective, I am meaning much more than the very circumscribed biological interpretation of evolution in which all human development and culture is seen only as a result of Darwinian natural selection and the random mutation of genes. This view is quite in vogue these days as an expanding catch-all explanation of human culture and society. Researchers keep coming up with ever more ingenious explanations of how human behaviour or culture can plausibly be traced back to the adaptive advantage that this gave us in our prehistoric past. For example, offering the explanation that religious feelings were adopted because they created stronger bonds between people, thus conferring a selective advantage to our tribal ancestors.


I mean by developmental perspective, however, something much wider than this: a worldview which encompasses the evolution of culture, the development of values, of ideas and beliefs, of perspectives themselves, of meaning, of sense of self and identity, of consciousness, of spirituality and religion; and well, virtually anything else. This viewpoint can give us, I feel, an illuminating way to see patterns in our human development and also to see potential ways forward and also limiting pathologies. I will explain how this view is both wide and philosophical and yet simultaneously personal and pragmatic.


What I’m endeavouring to do in this book, to put it another way, at its very simplest, could be summed up as this: in order to understand how to approach the future, we need to understand what it means to be British now, and to do this, we need to understand where we have come from and what has shaped and formed us. We always have been part of a story, but today in Britain we have lost conscious touch with that thread, and we are in need of a new living story. As Simone Weil said,




To be able to give, one has to possess; and we possess no other life, no other living sap, than the treasures stored up from the past and digested, assimilated and created afresh by us. Of all the human soul’s needs, none is more vital than this one of the past.





My aim throughout this book is to focus not on what’s wrong, but on a healthy reappraisal of ourselves and to effect a rebalancing of our overly pessimistic national view of ourselves; to assist in seeing how we might best go forward in these times of great disruption. So I guess you could say that I lean towards the ‘Yes, we can!’ school of thought. In the light of the 2012 London Olympics, which, if you remember, brought to the fore another side of the British, perhaps this sentiment might not be so far from the British mind-set as we are used to thinking.





Chapter 1



It’s Getting Better All the Time…Or Is It?




The past is not dead, it is living in us, and will be alive in the future which we are now helping to make.


William Morris







It would be useless to turn one’s back on the past in order to simply concentrate on the future. It is a dangerous illusion to believe that such a thing is even possible. The opposition of future to past or past to future is absurd. The future brings us nothing, gives us nothing; it is we who in order to build it have to give it everything, our very life.


Simone Weil





A British Dream


Recently I had a lucid dream. It was one of those dreams so vivid and tangible that it really felt like I was awake throughout the whole experience. It was so striking and meaningful I recorded it in my diary. Here’s an excerpt:




I don’t recognize the place where I am except it’s clearly somewhere in Britain and there is a sense of vast space without any limitations at all. Everything is bright and spotlessly clean and it all feels enormously inviting. I’m walking across the open ground in the brilliant morning sunshine, and there is a clear path and I become aware that I’m not alone. I am accompanied by a great throng of people of all backgrounds, ethnicities, young and old. And this multitude of us is walking together and everyone is disarmingly friendly and effusive and caring. They mainly seem to be British as far as I can make out from hearing their voices. There are also people who seem to be there purely to greet us and help us, and apparently no trouble is too much for them. Yet it seems that they are not employees; it is only out of love that they offer this generosity of spirit.


As we march on, I see people sitting strangely high above us as if on stilts, and these people offer us uplifting thoughts and cheerful messages as we pass. We enter a beautiful park and there are meadows of wildflowers swaying in the gentle breeze, and huge wonderful buildings sparkle in the preternatural morning light. I feel a weight drop away from me that I hadn’t realized that I was carrying. In the experience I somehow know that Life is overwhelming good in spite of everything, and it feels like a deeply healing salve for the soul.





An uplifting dream…a British Nirvana, no less. And yet it wasn’t a dream. Believe it or not, it’s a pretty accurate description of my experience of alighting from Stratford station in East London and walking to the Olympic Park in the summer of 2012.


Up to right before the opening ceremony, the talk in Britain had largely been of how the transport system would creak and collapse under the strain. It would be chaos, there would be unheard of delays, terminal gridlock and London would more or less implode. The media was overflowing with all manner of predictable British moaning and dwelling on what could possibly, and most likely—in fact certainly—would go wrong, because it’s Britain and everything is expected to go wrong.


As we all know, the Olympics was spectacularly successful on every level and none of these calamities came to pass. Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony set the tone and it was staggeringly inventive, bold, positive and interwoven with humour, such as only the British could pull off. I found myself drawn magnetically to the TV to watch every scrap of the Olympics I could, and when the Paralympics came, well, that was, if anything, even more inspiring and moving. We believed we could succeed and we did, and with success came more and more positivity. The Union Jack flags, so long the more or less exclusive domain and symbol of the BNP and fellow extremist travellers, came to represent again, at least for the duration of the Games, all the people of these islands, as Britons of all ethnic backgrounds would drape themselves in the national flag on their victory laps. The message was reinforced again and again: Being British equals success, positivity; black, white, brown equals inclusivity. We were proud to be British, yet, at the same time, not at all narrowly nationalistic, for we graciously cheered the endeavours of athletes from all the other countries, too.


I realized afterwards how amazing and refreshing it was to hear not a trace of cynicism or carping from the media for a full six weeks. It’s only when it’s absent temporarily that I realised just how ubiquitous it normally is in our country. It was like going on a fast from negativity for six weeks. This was a unique rejuvenating experience for me and truly gave a taste of how we could be as a nation.


How much the spirit of the Olympics truly might mark the birth of a new sense of positivity and confidence in us British as a nation still remains to be seen over a longer period of time. Commentators are quick to point out that there’s always an ‘Olympic effect’ in host cities and countries, which wears off over time. Undoubtedly so, and in many ways we British did slide back to our default state after 2012. And yet I sense that something deeper may be happening in our ‘Isles of Wonder’, as Danny Boyle called them, and that the country may be ready for, and perhaps even already starting to shift in its mood and values. About this, much more later.


How we Perceive our own Country


There are facts about a nation and then there are feelings, sentiment, general mood, confidence and cultural zeitgeist. How much correlation there is between the more objective facts and the general mood in a country at any given time or decade seems to be extremely variable, and no doubt always has been thus. It’s rather like the sentiment in the financial markets, which often seem to be driven more by mood and sense of confidence or lack of it, than by any actual reliable data. And, of course, our mood and attitude has a large bearing on how we will interpret facts anyway. I’ve long since realized that we human beings make decisions far less on rational grounds than we imagine we do.


Even as small a mood inducer as the right music playing in a clothing store can tip the balance and lead me to impulse buy some ridiculous jacket which I afterwards will never wear and end up throwing out. And how much more so when it comes to broad currents in culture which have such an effect on our outlook? We can get fed up with governments and vote for the opposition sometimes just out of boredom with seeing the same old political faces on the TV, irrespective of what the government or opposition’s policies may be, or whether they seem effective or not.


Britain’s prevailing mood and sense of itself has been through some seismic changes during the recent decades since the end of the Second World War in 1945. Consider this global survey conducted in 2011 and what it says about us British in terms of the difference between facts and our sense of ourselves. It really made me stop and ponder. Called the Global Prosperity Index, the survey aimed to capture what social progress means. What seemed particularly interesting about this survey was that it did so through not just measuring, as is often the case, economic growth, but by using a wide range of diverse indicators, such as levels of safety and security, prevalence of corruption, optimism about job prospects, and suchlike. Even more unusually, it also included in the ranking of the country, people’s perceptions of their own country. It compared a total of 110 countries and it was the data about good old Britain that naturally caught my attention most. All the more so, believing, as I mentioned in the introduction, that nationality is one important part of what has formed and conditioned our sense of identity and our worldview.


In terms of the overall world ranking Britain came in 13th. This was based on an averaging of all the various indicators. Some of the findings were salutary. This country, the survey found, has the fourth largest proportion of people who give to charity. It has ‘high levels of safety and security’, ‘a highly effective government’, a ‘robust democracy’ and ‘low levels of corruption’. Britain ranks fourth in the world for entrepreneurship and opportunity and also excels in terms of innovation and it has the sixth largest consumer market in the world. The report says that ‘the United Kingdom has shown a notable increase in prosperity’.


These are the objective facts. But as I said, in this survey people’s perceptions of their country also affect its ranking. When it came to this area, a strikingly different view of Britain emerges. When asked about confidence in their own government, Britain comes 74th in the world. When asked about feeling safe walking home alone at night the UK comes 40th. And this in the face of objectively ‘high levels of safety and security’. In fact, British people’s perceptions of the UK were so at odds with the actual facts, that it led the Legatum Institute, the authors of the report, to say in their press release about the report,




Of the 110 countries covered by the survey, Britain ranked a staggering 101st in public confidence in financial institutions, 98th in optimism about job prospects and 93rd in expectations of future economic performance, the kind of ratings usually found in the world’s poorest countries.





Our view of ourselves puts us, in the Global Prosperity Index ratings, according to our own subjective perceptions of Britain, in some measures a little below Rwanda and on a par with countries like Sudan and Yemen, and only marginally ahead of Zimbabwe. Something doesn’t add up, for sure. Could this indicate, perhaps, a slight lack of objectivity on our part? Yet perception is what counts and politicians know full well how to campaign on issues like law and order since it is the sense of fear of crime that constituents feel that matters; much more so than whether crime is actually increasing or decreasing, or how likely or remotely unlikely you are to be a victim of crime. We feel things are getting worse and in the end that’s what sticks.


Our view of ourselves as a nation is not fixed and our sense of ourselves can change seismically over the time scale of decades, let alone through the time scale of centuries. What seemed obvious to people in the 1950s may very likely seem strange and foreign to people in the 1970s and far more so today. I want to get across a sense of how our national attitudes and outlook are always being formed, responding and reacting to the general and inevitable changes in life and fortunes of the times. And our feelings and outlook are not just ephemeral; they can have a very significant effect on our actual lives.


A Post WWII Personal Story


To illustrate the profound shifts in the British mood and sense of identity through time, let me take you very briefly through the recent decades of this country. I don’t mean this as a detailed history, for I am certainly not an historian, but more to highlight how people generally felt then, which I’ll partly illustrate by my own personal story, and to see how this overarching mood, this perception of the nation and the prevailing circumstances, has changed and is changing.


As a child growing up in 1950s Britain, times were, in many ways, tough and austere; tougher than they’ve ever been since then, at least in my experience. Food rationing had only recently ended and food was not exactly plentiful. I recall going to school in London at times wearing what was euphemistically called a ‘smog mask’: a crude tin contraption with layers of cotton wool held on by an elastic strap round your head, to protect against the impossibly thick fog caused by millions of heavily polluting coal fires, the only form of home heating most families had. I can still almost taste and feel the biting way that the smog burned your throat with each breath. This was smog so thick that you could almost cut it with a bread knife. It’s funny how American friends still ask me if, on coming to London, they can expect to be enveloped in a blanket of fog, like a scene, I think they imagine, from a Jack the Ripper film, and I have to inform them that, no, it isn’t actually foggy in London and hasn’t been for more than half a century.


I grew up in north-eastern suburban London. There seemed to be, through those early years, an unrelenting grey quality to the city and much of the city centre was like a mouth with missing teeth, dotted with the rubble of buildings destroyed by German bombing from a war ended just a single decade earlier. Rows of ugly, temporary pre-fab houses replaced the bombed-out homes that people once had occupied and they also filled the playing fields well into the 1960s before more permanent housing could be built. Yet despite the hardship, there was, as I remember, a simple optimism at work, and although as a child I didn’t know this then, it was a renewed optimism after the depression of the 1930s. We were the victors in WWII. And it was a simple, just war with no ambiguities—at least that was the sense back then as a child. Good had prevailed over evil and a New Jerusalem was promised. Our comics, boy’s comics and early graphic novels such as War Picture Library, celebrated it ad infinitum. In the cinemas jaunty newsreels never failed to extol the essential goodness of being British. Being British was good and so was history. These were truths which from a young boy’s point of view, were absorbed as being self-evident. Life was bright, full of hope, with universal health care for the first time, a new education system, and a rocketing birth rate, producing the bulge in the population graphs which later came to be known as the Baby Boomers, which was my generation. Objectively, living standards were, by today’s standards, low; everything had to be repaired, clothes patched up, handed down, never thrown out. Buying new was way too extravagant, unless absolutely necessary. People took a pride in this very make-do and mend ethos. Hardly anyone had central heating. I remember our primary school teacher trying to explain to us in the late 1950s what central heating was. She obviously had never seen this fabled invention and imagined that it must be something similar to how the ancient Romans channelled water from hot springs, with heated water flowing under the floor.


The economy continued to get better, and for many, we started to have more disposable income as we moved into the 1960s. For me too, as I entered my teenage years, these were exciting times. Britain seemed to be the vanguard of a cultural revolution. Our small island nation seemed to be at the forefront of all that was new and thrillingly different. Led by an explosion in popular music, with bands such as the Beatles, the Stones, the Who and the Kinks taking the world by storm, and extending through fashion, art and design, London suddenly became the place to be, the epicentre of a seismic cultural shift. This was swinging London and the mood was soaring optimism; anything was possible. In the background, Britain was quietly and with surreptitious embarrassment divesting itself of all its former colonies and granting independence to these new countries. Yet life was positive and the future looked good and these shifts in our status as a nation were still shadows swirling in the background. At least this is how it felt to the younger generation, though many older people were no doubt much more aware of and concerned by the sense of Britain’s shrinking status in the world as the Empire evaporated before their eyes.


As the 1960s progressed, I remember getting hauled up before my headmaster at my Grammar school, told I looked like a violent ‘yob’ and demanded of that I get my long hair cut. It was 1967 and the Beatles had just released All You Need Is Love, performing it to hundreds of millions on the first-ever worldwide television satellite broadcast, and I was profoundly moved by this event. I endeavoured to explain to Dr Jones, my stern yet even-handed headmaster, that my long hair, far from being a symbol of violence, was actually an expression of a new movement that was ushering in a different order of human life, a world based on peace and a new spirit of ‘coming together’. Dr Jones, in his dignified and rather intimidating black gown, was not impressed, and regarded me, I would imagine from his uncomprehending look, as slightly unhinged, if not actually stark, raving bonkers.


So there was this interesting switch from the sense of a loyal, dutiful and proud people to a new ethos of freedom of expression tinged with a strong element of rebelliousness, but the common thread was, as I experienced it, a sense of optimism and unbridled possibility and potential; that Britain mattered and was going somewhere. And for a time this was true of this new, reincarnated version of our country. Another key and integral aspect of this cultural shift in the 1960s was a new, liberating sense of the importance of the individual rather than rote conformity to a collective and preordained will. The excesses of this new subculture have since been parodied as the self-centredness of the ‘Me’ generation, yet, in my opinion, it has to be said that much that emerged from the 1960s has genuinely proved to be of lasting value, and which I will return to and explain in more depth later.


Of course, it needs to be added that not everyone in Britain necessarily enjoyed the same expansive mood, and conditions remained hard for many. Recently watching the film Made in Dagenham reminded me of this. For the women workers at Ford in Dagenham in 1968, as portrayed in the film, it was a bitter fight to gain equal pay, including encountering implacable resistance from their male co-workers. Their eventual success though, became absorbed in, indeed helped take forward, the tapestry of a new society with new values on a worldwide scale: equal rights, women’s rights, civil rights, gay rights, multiculturalism, pluralism, environmental awareness and much more, which are all the legacy of this cataclysmic period of the 1960s. By any objective standards, this short period was an amazing one in the history of our nation, in terms of social and cultural change. And, as already mentioned, in so many ways Britain was at the forefront of a shift that was occurring throughout the Western world.


The Indelible Legacy of the 1970s


So, from those bright and optimistic times—and, if not always so ‘bright’, then radical and questioning—how did we arrive at where we are now? How did we get to the point where, regardless of the objective picture, people (and I mean we British) tend to feel a certain sense of dejection about our own opportunities and the prospects for the nation, as evidenced by the survey mentioned previously. Certainly the Olympics and Paralympics provided a refreshing temporary suspension of that mood, and hopefully even the beginning of a more lasting shift to a more balanced view of us. Why, though, do we so easily slip into our old comfortable slippers, feeling that we have no opportunities, little hope, when the bigger picture is quite otherwise? Is it just that we like to be miserable, and if so, where does that come from? Is there, in fact, a very different way of understanding all this?


But I’m jumping ahead of myself here; so, if I may, I’d like to return to our quick overview of the last few decades. Following the euphoric days of the 1960s (a period which I feel is more properly dated as starting in about 1963 and ending roughly in 1973, since this more accurately delineates the cultural upheaval which gets labelled ‘the 60s’), came a time of intense social and political problems. The 1970s were a key period, in my view, in the formation of our current national self-sense. Just looking at a BBC website on a people’s history of the decades, it informs us of the character of the 1970s. ‘It’, we are told, ‘was the decade of strikes, electricity shortages and piles of rotting rubbish on the street.’ We remember, if we are old enough, the three-day working week, power cuts, ongoing industrial unrest and strife. Perhaps, too, we remember the nickname for Britain, ‘the sick man of Europe’, a term incidentally coined for the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century and which has since been trotted out, at one time or another over the last century or more, to almost every mid to large-size country in Europe.


Our sense of ourselves in the 1970s was of decline. We were in decline. Britain was going downhill and our memories of the 1960s became relegated to a hazy, heady fantasy. No longer could we ignore that our Empire was a thing of the past and nearly all our former colonies were now proud, independent nations. Our competitors in Europe, including the ones that lost the War, like Germany, were now outperforming us, the supposed victors. These undercurrents of doubt in ourselves had slipped into the background through the 1960s, but now they dominated our sense of who we were. No longer a great power and certainly not a superpower, that was very clear. A poignant quote from historian Dominic Sandbrook writing about the 1970s and the then Prime Minister Jim Callaghan is worth pondering for a moment to let it sink in.




Even Callaghan himself seemed to have little faith in his native land. In November 1974 he told his colleagues, “Our place in the world is shrinking: our economic comparisons grow worse, long-term political influence depends on economic strength - and that is running out.” And, he went on, “If I were a young man, I should emigrate.”





If even the Prime Minister himself had such a view of his own country, it shows just how deep the currents of negativity and cynicism had begun to run. The 1970s are also strongly associated with the ‘Winter of Discontent’, a Shakespearean turn of phrase adopted by the British media, referring to the winter of 1978–79 in Britain: a bitterly cold winter marked by widespread strikes by local authority trade unions for pay rises for their members. This term has somehow lingered ever since in our collective subconscious, along with the particularly macabre memory of dead bodies lying unburied as a result of the gravediggers’ unofficial strike.


Undoubtedly the 70s were a difficult time for many of us and the British couldn’t avoid the fact of our relative decline in the world. Yet there is more to the picture. Much of what occurred could not be put down solely to Britain’s decline or to political incompetence or truculent unions. The West as a whole experienced the worst economic decade since the Great Depression and the oil crises of 1973 and 1979, caused by factors in the Middle East beyond the West’s control, led to rationing of power and petrol across the Western world, not only in Britain. American historian George Bernstein, for example, in his book about Britain since WWII, The Myth of Decline: The Rise of Britain Since 1945, comes to a very different and counterbalancing analysis: ‘Apart from the catastrophic decades of the 1920s and the 1970s, both linked to larger worldwide economic phenomena, the peacetime story (in Britain) has been one of growth and prosperity.’ Andrew Marr in the prologue to his book, A History of Modern Britain, makes a revealing and interesting comparison between Britain’s post-war story and the personal psychology of an individual:




If one decides that the breakdown of the Seventies was the single most important thing to have happened to post-war Britain, which shadows everything before and since, then inevitably the story of the Forties, Fifties and Sixties becomes darker. All the things that went right, all the successful lives that were lived during 30 crowded years, the triumphs of style and technology, the better health, the time of low inflation, the money in pockets, the holidays and the businesses that grew and thrived, are subtly surrounded with “yes, but” brackets…guess what’s coming next. But this is a strange way of thinking. In personal terms it would be like defining the meaning of a life, with all its ups and downs, entirely by reference to a single bout of serious illness or marital break-up in middle age.





Popular music can be an interesting way to read the shifting sands of the times although one has to be careful since styles can be so infinitely fickle and changeable, and react to all manner of cues, especially the fashion or style which immediately preceded it. Nevertheless, no one could fail to recognise the enormous difference between the upbeat, creative, expansive, life positive music of the 1960s, in contrast to say Punk, the defining musical movement of the mid 1970s which, with its nihilism, anger, hopelessness and boredom, appears as the complete antithesis of the 1960s. And yet Punk, too, is undoubtedly creative; there’s raw energy, fresh expression and an understandable reaction to the 1960s, and especially towards the increasing self-indulgence of late 1960s and early 1970s rock music.


The 1970s became, in many ways, the defining decade for the modern British outlook and character and has had, I believe, a disproportionate influence on us. The hope of the 1950s and the soaring optimism of the 1960s evaporated and have not seriously emerged again in the decades since. However the pessimism of the 1970s has remained and has been largely unchallenged except in brief moments like the Olympics. Yet I will return later to why this downbeat mood seems to be our default state, since it is my firm conviction that the events of the 1970s are more of a contributing and precipitating factor, rather than the deeper reason for it.



The 1980s until Now


The 1980s are inextricably associated with Margaret Thatcher in political office and her tenure undoubtedly brought huge change to Britain, as the country went from recession into growth with her radical brand of free market economics characterised by privatisation and deregulation like never before. It was also a period where the sense of division, of the haves and have-nots, was painfully accentuated and intense polarisation took place within our society. Many of us were better off, and a quarter of the population became instant shareholders through the privatisation initiatives, though many others, like the miners, suffered tremendously. Despite this, these were also the years when the great causes of the 1960s revolution were consolidated: women’s rights, anti-racism, the gay movement, environmental concern and so on. In terms of anti-racism it was also the time of the anti-apartheid movement and the role played by Britain in providing a sanctuary and support for this cause is one deserving of more than a little pride on our part. It was, of course, in 1990 when the struggle came to its fruition with the release of Nelson Mandela from prison.


If the 1980s and early 1990s were a time marred by an intense sense of social inequality, the coming to office of Tony Blair in 1997 was, at least briefly, one of those moments of renewed optimism and sense of purpose. His athletic positivity and unveiling of what was called the Third Way, seemingly beyond the tired old divisions of Left or Right, swept him into office, making him a beacon of hope for so many who had become cynical about politics. It’s my contention that the enormous mistrust and dislike with which he is now viewed, whilst, of course, to a large degree explicable by the very dubious looking manner of his getting the country into the Iraq War, is also an unconscious reaction to the sense of the unfulfilled promise of the possibilities and aspirations which accompanied his becoming Prime Minister. People dared to hope and believe again and then felt their hopes dashed. The reaction to Tony Blair in Britain is so extreme and vitriolic that he can hardly dare appear publicly in this country, although he is popular in other countries, particularly in the United States. Friends of mine—exclusively British ones, that is—tell me, in all sincerity, how Blair was worse than Saddam Hussein and one friend is working with tremendous dedication to bring him to court for war crimes. Archbishop Desmond Tutu has thrown his considerable moral authority behind this cause. And so, having entered the twenty-first century, we have been faced again with recession, struggling through the greatest global financial crisis since the 1930s, which we have only tentatively emerged from, coupled with a profound lack of trust in the banks and the whole financial sector and not a great deal of confidence left in the political establishment or the print media either.


While I find the history and development of our nation interesting per se, my particular interest, as already mentioned, is in the profound ways national attitudes and even identity are constantly changing and how it affects us as individuals. How this is actually part of our personal identity and worldview, though often largely unseen, operating below the waterline, as it were, without us realising why exactly we feel so strongly and believe in the things that we do, including when our position and belief is one of non-belief and mistrust. Hence the above short thumb nail sketch of the recent decades seen through my personal and somewhat idiosyncratic lens. Our individual personal sense of self is, to quite a degree, and much more than I previously would ever have imagined, formed and influenced by the culture and society and the times in which we are born and live in.


For much of my adult life I always considered as self-evident that I’m an individual who thinks for himself and comes to his own conclusions, and is relatively uninfluenced by trends or fashions in society. I make up my own mind and am not part of any group thinking, thank you. I really deeply and genuinely believed that by and large I formed my own independent opinions based on the available facts. It was a profound shock when I realized that this just isn’t true. Some years ago, I was at a friend’s house idly looking at the books on his shelves, passing the time before dinner. I happened to notice that his book collection was pretty similar to my own collection. This chance observation for some reason started a train of thought in me that widened and escalated to a revelation far beyond the contents of bookshelves. I literally was halted in my tracks. It dawned on me that there were perhaps millions of people just like me in Britain, who all felt broadly the same as me; who read the same liberal media, bought the same books; liked and disliked similar things; felt independent from nationality; cared about the environment; were left-leaning politically, though not of course party members; and who as young men would have refused conscription had it existed to rebel against. It was a kind of humbling experience to realize that I am a product of my times. To take my particular case as an example, if you came of age in a middle-class, relatively well-off family in Britain in the 1960s, the chances are reasonably high that you would turn out sharing many of the same views as myself. You would very likely be conditioned to have a high regard for emphasizing the individual and his or her own free expression. And, of course, to quite an extent we all are products of our own times, of our particular background and reflective of the national society around us.


Becoming more Objective about Britain


The sense of national identity is not static and never has been. It changes and develops over time and while there is a definite thread which runs through it, our national and cultural identity is also very different today, as I mentioned already, than 45 years ago, or a 100 or 500 years ago. George Orwell in his brilliant essay The Lion and the Unicorn, writing in 1940, with his typical economy of words and gift for a fresh use of the language, puts it thus: ‘What can the England of 1940 have in common with the England of 1840? But then, what have you in common with the child of five whose photograph your mother keeps on the mantelpiece? Nothing, except that you happen to be the same person.’


The prevalent post-1960s mood of pessimism has influenced pretty much all of us. I can feel the same pessimism in myself. Even, though, I know that I really am very privileged and have the good fortune to live in an affluent, free, civilized country, I would often catch myself murmuring how this and that in Britain is falling apart. Or I would recognise that I was harbouring some vague sense that the country is sliding ever further into decline, when it’s not actually true. The thing is, we fail to recognize the difference between relative decline and absolute decline, treating them as interchangeable when they’re not. Yes, Britain has obviously declined relatively in its position in the world from having the largest empire in history, to now being a decidedly mid-sized country. At the same time, allowing for minor spikes and dips in the short term, the average person in Britain continues to be progressively better off throughout most of the years and decades than he or she has ever been before in all of recorded history. And when we go back to before recorded history, well I don’t think any of us would really want to endure what life must have been like back then. It has been estimated that prehistoric human life expectancy on the African Savannah, where, quite probably, the earliest members of our species roamed, was only about 20 or maybe 25 years.


Again, just to sprinkle a few salient facts to counterbalance our national more pessimistic self-sense. Far from being an insignificant, rainy island that the world now passes by, the UK is actually the sixth largest economy in the world according to the IMF, measured by GDP, as of 2014. The famed business school INSEAD in its 2014 Global Innovation Index, ranks Britain as second in the world for innovation out of 143 countries surveyed, second in market sophistication and first in the rating of its universities. It may also surprise you to know that Britain has the perhaps dubious distinction of still being one of the world’s biggest defence spenders, despite the recent swingeing military cuts. In the West African Ebola crisis in 2014, Britain was second only to the USA as the largest supplier of aid, and proportional to our size, Britain was by far the largest aid donor of any country in that crisis. When we let in such facts and figures, I hope it will start to become apparent why the distinction I am making between relative decline and absolute decline is so key. Just to add, contrary to our popular narrative of decline, the Legatum Institute’s latest 2014 Global Prosperity Index survey, which I mentioned earlier, showed Britain actually rising in the rankings to become Europe’s most prosperous (a combination of wealth and wellbeing) large country, having now overtaken Germany.


As I said at the beginning, my aim is not at all to add any more to a collective sense of woe about how bad things are. I hope instead to show you how the part played by our perspective on how things are, is a far bigger deal than we are used to thinking. I hope too, to take you on a journey that will convince you there is a different and more creative lens to view our experience through; one that is totally valid and which offers more scope for us to discover a greater fulfilment of our sense of self, together with a healthier national sense of self. I hope this will also convey how we can rediscover an important felt sense of being part of a living story and to experience a sorely needed sense of belonging, in these times of dislocation and alienation. But I’m getting ahead of myself here once again. I’d first like to turn our attention to examining some of the more visible downsides of our British attitudes before coming to a more balanced and integrated sense of ourselves.





Chapter 2



The Downside of British Culture




There’s a joke among cosmologists that romantics are made of stardust, but cynics are made of the nuclear waste of worn-out stars


Joel Primack and Nancy Abrams





Perhaps the best way I can introduce what I am referring to as the downside of British culture is by relating the story of how I came to embark on this whole project about the British. When I lived abroad and periodically returned home on visits, I would often be struck by small incidents and observations which would lead me to ponder. Often these tended to be of a superficial nature and not worth mentioning in isolation. I likely would not have noticed them at all were it not for the contrast with the cultures I was living in then: variously, the USA, Australia, Holland and Germany. Then on returning to live in the UK, my cultural antenna already attuned to this aspect of Britain, I started noticing a certain pattern in British life whether I was at work, shopping, or reading newspaper and magazine articles; a kind of insidious undercurrent. Investigating this became a kind of strange fascination for me for a certain period, and friends, hearing of my peculiar hobby, would send me cuttings and web links in a similar vein.


Let me explain by sharing a few of these observations and experiences of mine, bearing in mind that some of the examples are on face value, of a pretty superficial nature and some certainly do have a humorous side as well. They are merely indicators and of value chiefly because of what they may point to, lying beneath the particular example. These small vignettes served for me as the starting point for a more serious and in depth investigation, which I will go on to explain, that opened up valuable insights into much deeper and significant cultural currents in present day Britain, which to my mind do need attention.


Curious and Unsettling British Vignettes


A project which I had followed with interest and growing incredulity over recent years was the one to create a handbook for British citizens. Successive governments have busied themselves with this task for years, done, presumably, because we literally had nothing of its kind up to that point. The task was to educate new citizens as to what it means to be British today. A manual was eventually arrived at, but reports at the time suggested that the only thing the eminent authors could agree on that defined being British was that one lived in this country. This was clearly not exactly the epitome of citizen’s pride. You can’t imagine the USA, for example, having a similar problem with such a handbook. Having said that though, finally we do now have a handbook on being British which aspiring citizens have to study for their naturalisation process. However, more recent thinking from the present Conservative government has been that it should educate potential citizens in our British history rather than concentrate so much on the new rights and the welfare benefits which are now available to these new citizens, one of the main emphases of the first booklet. But what a strange state of affairs for a guide to citizenship to be so difficult to devise for so long, with seemingly no way of stating what becoming a citizen of Britain might entail?


For some years I directed a charity in the UK and my wife ran the trading arm of the charity, which offered an events venue service that would then donate all its profits to the charity, a favoured way of funding for UK charities. In our organisation we endeavoured to foster deeper human values and we placed great store on good human relationships with our staff and clients. And it made a tangible difference; people remarked on the friendly and uplifting atmosphere at our premises, and the good service, which clients often positively remarked on and were surprised by. My wife had established a good relationship with a local college who would send their 17-year-olds for work experience at our business. The principal of the college wanted to help raise the expectations of these kids, who often came from very difficult backgrounds, and deliberately sent them to our charity because of the values we upheld, and so that they could experience a workplace where people were actually happy working. A full time job became available at our premises and we let the college know that their students would have preference. One of the lecturers was visiting our place shortly afterwards and he related a conversation he had had with a 17-year-old student who was looking for work. The lecturer told the young man, who had previously spent a day of work experience at our business, about the job opportunity. ‘So are you going to go for an interview, since they are likely to give you a job?’ said the lecturer. ‘No,’ said the young guy, ‘I don’t want to work there. People are too happy.’ The lecturer was shocked and dismayed as he cared deeply about advancing his students, and it was sad to hear him relate this tale. This story really made me think: how is it that a 17-year-old in London, with all their life ahead of them, doesn’t even want to be happy? Just one story, but it made me ponder more on what this said about our country.


When I read articles in British magazines and weekend supplements about some new self-improvement regime or course—and it could be the latest yoga routine or a new diet or exercise programme—I’ve often been struck by the reporter’s attitude. The reporter may well find the particular health course helpful and positive, but towards the end of the article, if not before, the reporter will invariably have to declare that he or she is a lethargic couch potato who will continue to overeat and to drink in excess. I realised that in order to be considered rational and objective, they have to display a ‘healthy’ or ‘balanced’ pessimistic world-weariness. Perhaps, without this, in our present British cultural milieu, you might not get published and could appear easily impressionable and perhaps even dangerously starry-eyed.
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