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Аннотация
"This book is an account of Britain and British life specially written for the Russian reader. In 1991 I wrote the first version of Understanding Britain for readers in the Soviet Union who were, as was clear at the time, on the brink of jumping into a very different world from the one that they had known. That book was intended to help them understand the very strangeness of 'the West' about which there were so many myths in Russia, and to explain to them some characteristics of British life in particular. It was revised in 1994 and again in 1995, but much of the ex-Soviet flavour remained.
Much has changed in both our countries since then. My responses to Russia in the early nineteen-nineties have been out-of-date for years, and even stable Britain is preoccupied with an unexpectedly different range of problems from those that were discussed so avidly nearly twenty years ago. Consequently, Understanding Britain has not been reprinted since 2004 during which time I have been searching for ways of revising it for a new edition. In the event I found that about four-fifths of the text had to be completely rewritten. Basically this is a new book, although it has many echoes and reminders of Understanding Britain for those who are familiar with that text.
I have therefore decided to call it Understanding Britain Today. 'Today' is 2009 but most of the material I expect to remain valid for many years. No doubt my version will be inadequate by 2020, but by that time someone else can take over the task."


Karen Hewitt
UNDERSTANDING BRITAIN TODAY


Introduction

From the Author to the Reader
This book is an account of Britain and British life specially written for the Russian reader. In 1991 I wrote the first version of Understanding Britain for readers in the Soviet Union who were, as was clear at the time, on the brink of jumping into a very different world from the one that they had known. That book was intended to help them understand the very strangeness of 'the West' about which there were so many myths in Russia, and to explain to them some characteristics of British life in particular. It was revised in 1994 and again in 1995, but much of the ex-Soviet flavour remained.
Much has changed in both our countries since then. My responses to Russia in the early nineteen-nineties have been out-of-date for years, and even stable Britain is preoccupied with an unexpectedly different range of problems from those that were discussed so avidly nearly twenty years ago. Consequently, Understanding Britain has not been reprinted since 2004 during which time I have been searching for ways of revising it for a new edition. In the event I found that about four-fifths of the text had to be completely rewritten. Basically this is a new book, although it has many echoes and reminders of Understanding Britain for those who are familiar with that text.
I have therefore decided to call it Understanding Britain Today. 'Today' is 2009 but most of the material I expect to remain valid for many years. No doubt my version will be inadequate by 2020, but by that time someone else can take over the task.
In 1991 I was acutely aware of the differences in the attitudes of Soviet citizens towards economic transactions and work habits as compared with people in the West. You (or your parents) also had an image of an England in their minds which had disappeared decades ago or which had never existed. So my book concentrated on discussions of money, markets, choices and the class system. Since those days Russia has been through turbulent times and emerged with an understanding of the market as an institution which is not so very far from our understanding of it. Your debates about money and choice are almost familiar to us. And nobody now asks me questions about the workers as though we were living inside a Marxist diagram because you, too, have discovered that structures of work in a developed society are diverse and changeable. So I have abandoned the chapters on shopping in a market economy, on small businesses and on the class system in Britain - although I cannot help noticing that the postcard business in Russia is still hopelessly behind that in other countries. My British friends have too little sense of the beauties of particular places in Russia because of the lack of those postcards which I recommended!
I then had to ask myself whether a new book was needed at all. Russian teachers of English have mostly been able to buy English language textbooks published by major British publishers. These textbooks will tell you a fair amount about Britain with accompanying pictures and helpful charts. Unfortunately, because they are addressed to learners of English, the text and the ideas are simplified to a point where the information has little context and no density. If Russians, especially Russian students, are to think about the issues facing any modern society and especially to compare their own with a foreign society, they need more information, more explanation and more attempts to make comparisons. Somewhat reluctantly I decided to rewrite my book - and have found intellectual stimulation in doing so.
If market forces are no longer the alien phenomenon which they were twenty years ago, what distinguishes Russia from Britain? Apart from such obvious matters as geography, history and standards of living, all of which are all discussed in this book, I think the most striking distinction is the way we think about our relationship with those in power. The British political system is disturbingly undemocratic in ways which I analyse in my chapter on Politics, but we still have a complicated, involved and critical relationship with those who rule us; basically, they are constrained by the great public debates which are a response to what they do. They are public servants, elected representatives of the people. Russians do not think of their rulers thus. Therefore, in many chapters in the book (not just the chapter on Politics) I give examples of public debates and try to show how policies actually emerge from them. I also discuss failures of policy, for we make plenty of mistakes just as people and rulers do in any country. My point is that for us the Tsar is not so very far away, and we can - and do - call him back to reconsider his decisions and to submit himself to our criticism.
The other area in which British experiences and habits are unfamiliar to Russians is in what we can call 'Civil Society'. I can give an example. Many of my readers are also readers of the contemporary British novels provided for them by the Oxford Russia Fund. Several of these novels contain descriptions of characters taking part in some event or activity which is not fully explained. The readers ask me, 'Who has decided to arrange that event? Why did the authorities think it was a good idea to have such an activity? Who authorises the money to finance it?' These are useful questions because they distinguish between your expectations and ours. In Part Six of this book I try to answer the questions, giving as many examples as I can.
As for the sections on Personal Relationships, I have provided one chapter which is a fictional narrative in order to give a context for the issues discussed in the second chapter. The stories of my twenty-nine characters are also picked up in later discussions on, for example, our education system, our health service and our attitude to our laws. The third chapter looks at stories of older people since here again there are notable differences between your society and ours.
In discussing all these themes, my hope has been to encourage readers to think about the problems for themselves. I try to show both sides of a debate (such as the debate on what to do about illegal drugs, or the debate about teaching religion in schools) so that you can quickly identify where Russians and British confront problems in similar ways, and where our attitudes diverge. The statistics and other data can illuminate a situation, but they need interpretation and discussion if their meaning is to be understood.
Above all, Understanding Britain Today is an attempt to explain. Nevertheless, the explanations cannot come from some absolutely objective observer. This book is & personal account of my country. I have felt throughout writing it that I am answering specific questions from Russian friends and acquaintances, and intertwining my answers with much of my own experience and that of my relations and friends. So inevitably it has certain important limitations which I am very much aware of. I would be grateful if readers make a note of them before embarking on the main chapters.
First, I am a middle-class woman of later middle age, living in the prosperous south of England. I know as well as anyone that among the sixty-odd million people with whom I share my country are millions who are living in conditions which have not been adequately examined in these pages. If you are British and live in a big northern city, if your family includes people who work or have worked in declining industries, if your parents and circle of friends have never been near a university, and if you feel so disaffected from society that you would never think of voting in the next election, then your life scarcely touches those I have described. I have said far too little about the people who would fit more-or-less into this description for two reasons. I do not know enough. I have the statistics but not the reality. Although I have been searching for voices from these worlds I have mostly failed to find them. As people become more articulate they climb up the educational and social ladder; they tell me about their parents, but their own world is already much closer to mine. Also, those of you who come to Britain are unlikely to have close meetings with people who have little opportunity to meet educated foreigners. You will most probably meet the kind of people I describe in the book. Nonetheless, this is a big failing, and one which made me hesitate before deciding to re-write Understanding Britain.
Secondly, my personal interests do not coincide closely with those of most young people who will read this book. I have included new chapters on Sport and on 'Alcohol, Nicotine and other Drugs' (which, in terms of the issues it raises, interests me very much). But here you will find nothing about popular music, very little about television and very little about youth culture. Fortunately the internet has made these gaps in my account insignificant: readers who want to know about these matters will be familiar with all the best websites.
Thirdly, I know from experience that some readers will resent my observations on Russia and Russians. (The criticisms sent to me by readers of Understanding Britain almost always referred to the tiny sections of the book in which I discussed Russian attitudes, and almost never to my detailed accounts of Britain.) Of course readers are entitled to criticise whatever annoys them or where they detect error - and we all know that foreigners misunderstand us, even when they are our close friends. But while I look forward to queries and criticism of this book, I hope they will be focused on Britain rather than Russia.
What about the sources and material for Understanding Britain Today? I am not a professional sociologist but a teacher of literature. My qualifications for trying to explain Britain to you are chiefly that I was born and brought up here, that I married and brought up children here, that I have spent many years teaching adults who have their own views of Britain, and that I have been actively involved in various social, cultural and political activities since my adolescence. In addition, because I am nearly twenty years older than I was when I wrote Understanding Britain, I have had the chance to look back over many decades of evolving change in Britain and to reflect on the different circumstances in which my grandchildren are growing up. The years of conversations with my husband, Douglas, before he died, helped then and now to give me a context for these chapters. Life - whether personal, social or public - does not stand still, and perhaps being older makes me more aware of this truth than those younger people who are eagerly living in the present of their own generation.
For figures and data I have relied heavily on the statistics supplied by the independent Office of National Statistics, particularly in their annual volumes entitled Social Trends. I have also consulted the British Social Attitudes survey, published annually by the National Centre for Social Research. Both publications provide information in their own fields which is as accurate and independent as scholarly research can make it. As far as possible, the data is the latest available in mid-2009. Much of the other background information comes from a lifetime of reading both fact and fiction, and from reports and analyses in assorted provocative journals. I am also intensely grateful to BBC Radio 4 for the excellent education it has given me over some forty years.
I needed other voices. My work at Oxford University Department for Continuing Education enables me to talk to many adults from different backgrounds in and around the southern Midland counties; I must have absorbed and drawn on the views of hundreds of them. I listen to the voices of my large and argumentative family whose homes range from Brighton on the south coast of England to Kirkwall in the Orkney Islands north of Scotland. I have sent out letters and questions to younger people and consulted some of their websites. I am grateful to all of them, known and unknown, but in particular I would like to thank the following people who have answered specific questions, corrected me on details or commented on drafts of chapters: Derrick Bennett, Olly Benson, Beryl Braithwaite, Sandie Byrne, Kate Carpenter, Grace Connaughton, Vicky Connaughton, Peter Copley, David Grylls, John Harwood, Jim Herrick, Adrian Hewitt, Alex Hewitt, Alison Hewitt, Conrad Hewitt, Lucy Hewitt, Mark Hewitt, Rory Hewitt, Dorothy Kavanagh, Mansur Lalljee, Colin Low, Ann Marsh, Sue Matthew, Fiona McLeod, Roderick McLeod, Paulette Noble, Linda Noel, Peter Preston, Mari Prichard, Sophie Sheehan, Irene Snook, Theresa Strickland, Julian Wiffen.
I first travelled to the Soviet Union in 1984 before perestroika had been heard of; during the years when Gorbachev was in power I visited your country nine or ten times; since the fall of the Soviet Union I have been to Russia around fifty times. I have been able to speak to people in cities, towns and villages from Smolensk to Vladivostok, from Arkhangelsk to Piatigorsk, and on many train journeys across tracts of your vast country. Wherever I have been I have asked questions and have been fascinated by the candid, voluble and contradictory answers which I have received.
I would like to thank especially my colleagues at Perm State University where I am proud to be an Honorary Professor. Although I have now been to dozens of places in Russia, Perm is and will remain my second home. Many of my visits were self-financed, but I am particularly grateful to Anthony Smith and the Oxford Russia Fund for enabling me to travel even further across your country and for giving me the opportunity to organise seminars and meetings in Perm and elsewhere.
I have two special debts: Vladimir Ganin, the other director of Perspective Publications, has been unwearied in correcting me whenever I have been too naive or complacent in my opinions of Russia and Russians; and my daughter-in-law, Kseniya Hewitt, has provided enlightening and provocative observations during the months of re-writing this book.
Understanding Britain was dedicated to my closest Russian friends and to my children. I would like to dedicate Understanding Britain Today once again to Boris and Lyuba Proskurnin whose hospitality, conversations and honest answers to probing questions over twenty years have never failed me. As for those on this side of Europe, I am grateful to my children for all their help, but would like to dedicate the book to my twelve young grandchildren, and especially to two of them -Masha and Kirill Hewitt - in the hope that by the time they want to read it, understanding between our two countries will be closer and brighter and beneficial for all of us. To Russians and English with love.

Part One: The People of Britain


Chapter 1. Who We Are and Where We Came From

Defining Ourselves
In 2001 the British people took part in a census. A census has been held every ten years since 1801. Some of the questions on the census form have remained the same for two hundred years because the information gathered from the answers is always necessary. Governments need to know how many people live in this country, and in what parts of the country they live in order to plan their policies properly. At each census a few new questions are asked (and some old ones dropped) because society is never static. In 1991 people were asked for the first time to describe themselves in terms of their 'ethnic origin'. This was a new question about 'identity'. In the 2001 Census this exploration of 'identity' was developed through further questions. For the first time, people were being asked what they thought it meant to be British.
In this chapter I look at the debates about who we are, and what unites us as a people. Forty years ago such questions were almost ignored, since the answers seemed so obvious, but now the situation is more complicated. First, however, here are a few facts to explain the background to the debates.
The country in which I and sixty one million other people live is officially called 'The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland'. 'Great Britain' is the larger of the two big islands off the north-west coast of Europe, a long straggling triangle about 1200 kilometres in length. 'Ireland' is the smaller, more-or-less rectangular island to the west of Great Britain. The territory of Great Britain is divided into three countries: England, Scotland and Wales. The territory of Ireland is divided into the Irish Republic (an independent and separate country) and the 'Province of Northern Ireland'. England, Scotland, Wales and the province of Northern Ireland are a 'United Kingdom' and their Head of State is the British monarch - as I write she is Queen Elizabeth II who has reigned since 1952.
As a British citizen I have one passport only, a passport for foreign travel. Unlike Russians, the British have no internal passport because they can move anywhere in their own country, and unlike most European citizens, we do not have an identity card.
My passport tells me that I am British. My 'official' country is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. That is too long and formal for most of us, so we simplify to 'Britain'. But what about my own feelings? 'The United Kingdom' is a legal term. I live in England. My parents and grandparents lived in England. Earlier ancestors came from Ireland and Scotland. I am surrounded by other British citizens whose grandparents came from France or Poland or Pakistan or Australia. We have different origins but we were all born and brought up in England so we think of ourselves as English. If I moved to Scotland, I would continue to think of myself as an Englishwoman living in Scotland. Scottish people who come south to live in England still think of themselves as Scottish. But if their children are born and brought up in England, they will probably think of themselves as 'English with Scottish roots'. The idea of 'nationality' within Britain until recently did not have a legal status; it seemed to be a matter of personal feeling.
In the last ten years or so, this situation has begun to change. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have acquired new powers (which I discuss below) leaving England in a strange position. It is by far the biggest country in the United Kingdom, with a population of more than fifty million, five times larger than the populations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland put together. So if we have to think about identity at all, it is important to consider what the English think about England. When the United Kingdom was more tightly entwined, the English were not curious about themselves. They were simply 'English', rather indifferent to other people, with a history of a thousand years in which they had never had to defend their Englishness against occupation. But now that the Scots and Welsh are defining themselves as being distinct from the English, we in England have started trying to explain to ourselves and the rest of the world who we are.
Who are the English?
For us it is a strange question to ask. What do we share which is distinctively English? A territory? A language? A history? Institutions? A culture? A religion? A 'mentality'? A football team? (Russians are always, unlike the English, asking themselves - and foreigners - what makes a Russian distinctively and uniquely Russian. Being English I have to ask specific questions to find out what might make the English distinctly and uniquely themselves. I cannot allow myself to make vague gestures of some spiritual significance. In England we like to know what we mean.)
So: Territory? Yes, we have clear and longstanding borders with Scotland and Wales, and a very definite coastline. We have no doubt at all that we are in England: the land stops when you reach the sea. Since the territory is not very large, we can be in easy contact with those who live farthest away from us within the country. You can drive at a sensible speed along good motorways in nine or ten hours from the southwest corner of England to the north east corner of England - although it would need another five or six hours to drive to the north eastern corner of Scotland.
A language? Yes and no. English people speak English, but the English language is spoken by millions of the world's population who are not English. A minority of us speak another language as our first tongue; recent immigrants have more than one language; those of us who have lived here for generations are monolingual apart from any knowledge of other languages we have picked up in school lessons.
A history? We share our history in the sense that the people who were living in England a thousand years ago, five hundred, two hundred, one hundred years ago have all contributed to the story in which we now take part. Most of us are convinced that our ancestors lived in Britain hundreds of years ago, so that we think of ourselves as having inherited that story. However about 8% of us are fairly recent immigrants who know that although we share the story of England today, we haven't inherited it. Does that matter? Like many other problems about identity, it seems to matter if individuals or groups believe that it matters. I discuss this problem in the chapter on history.
Institutions? Yes and no. Even if we do not think about it, in our social life we certainly share institutions such as Parliament, the legal system, the BBC and so forth. We know, for example, how our Post Office works, we know more-or-less how to use our Health Service, we have been through a particular school system which is distinctive and not quite like that of any other country. On the other hand most of those institutions also belong to the other countries of the United Kingdom. We do not have an 'English Parliament' for example.
A religion? Yes - and no. Historically Britain was, like the rest of Europe, a Christian nation, and our national ceremonies, such as our commemoration of those who died in our wars, draw on Christian rituals. Many people would argue that England rests on Christian foundations, and that our attitudes and values are basically Christian. Surveys, on the other hand, suggest that millions of British citizens, nearly half of us, seem to have either no religious belief or vague feelings of spirituality unconnected with any named religion. Among the religious believers, a small but often devout minority are Muslims, and among Christians there are many different groups whose beliefs and practices vary so much that an observer might think they belonged to different religions.
A culture? This is the most difficult question of all, and I will be discussing it throughout this book. It is easier to describe the 'culture' of smaller nations in contrast to their bigger neighbours. The Welsh and the Scots think of themselves as being culturally distinctive, that is, that they are not like the English. But what is English culture? In the 1930s people used to write confidently of an English culture based upon a stereotype of the English gentleman and a quiet, law-abiding society. (Most of your textbooks write about a Soviet version of a pre-Second World War culture.) By the late 1960s and the early 1970s it seemed to some commentators that England had turned itself upside down. It was open, extreme, explosive, crazy, and the British led the world in popular music and in fashion. Those years have gone; they were replaced by the 1980s when our Prime Minister (the Head of Government) was Mrs Thatcher. She encouraged everybody to become 'enterprising' and make money. England was to become entrepreneurial. Many of the old traditions were abandoned; privatisation was the official creed. In the 1990s some of Mrs Thatcher's schemes were reversed, but Britain was changed beyond reversal. So, looking back from near the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century we find it difficult to decide what we mean by English culture. Is it a 'typical' way of behaving or the manner in which we entertain ourselves or is it something political? How do our arts contribute to it - arts such as poetry, painting, sculpture, and music? Are the popular arts (rock music) more or less important in creating a culture? Certainly it is not easy to say what we share as a nation, although I hope to show you by the time you have reached the end of the book that our culture is something to which we all contribute.
Do we have a distinctive 'mentality'? This is a word which has been taken into Russian from the French, and although it is much loved by you, it has no equivalent in English. Do we share a distinctive outlook on the world? Do we celebrate certain emotional and intellectual qualities? Perhaps: but it is characteristic of the English that I begin to feel very cautious at this point. The classic answer is that we share a sense of humour which is deeply ironic and difficult for other people, including Russians to understand. Other words which are often used are 'tolerant' and 'private' and even 'polite'. At this point I do not want to generalise. You must reach the end of the book in order to find out how we might describe English culture and values.
Finally, what about football? Here I can write a triumphant 'Yes!' But our feeling that English football is English rather than the football of Great Britain is a surprisingly recent phenomenon - perhaps going back to the mid-1990s, but no earlier. International football competitions require national teams, and our team is English, not Scottish or Welsh. But until recently, supporters used to carry the Union Jack, the flag of the United Kingdom Now the English sally forth to beat their rivals carrying the flag of St George which is the English national flag. In the 1980s and even in the 1990s the flag of St George was scarcely ever used or indeed known by most English people. The red cross on a white background was suddenly 'rediscovered' about fifteen years ago and is now deliberately used for uniting the English, at least during the World Cup tournament. (Russians will see many parallels: you too have had to become accustomed to a new (old) flag, and an old (new) National Anthem.
So none of these answers easily explain what it is to be English. In England, we are unwilling to be very explicit. Our personal feelings are not acknowledged in our passports where we are simply British citizens. Whether this will still be true in twenty years' time is open to question.
A Devolved Britain
'Devolved power' is power that is passed from the central government to smaller governing units. One of our debates is about how independent and separate the different parts of the United Kingdom should be.
The Scots, the Welsh and the Northern Irish have been more explicit than the English about the distinct cultures of their countries. Scotland has a long history of vigorous independence. When the Romans marched northwards across the country in 55 A.D. they found it impossible (or impractical) to subdue the Pictish tribes who lived in the north. Eventually they built a wall (Hadrian's Wall, some of which still stands today) right across the country, separating Roman Britain from an area which roughly corresponds to present-day Scotland. The kingdom of Scotland has existed for many centuries. (Think of Shakespeare's play Macbeth, based on a historical character in eleventh century Scotland!) Despite repeated attempts by the English at conquest and endless border raids from both sides, the two countries were eventually united peacefully. In the early sixteenth century an English princess married a Scottish king, and a century later, after the death of Queen Elizabeth of England, the Scottish King James inherited the English throne in 1603. Scotland and England joined in a political union in 1707, when the Parliament at Westminster in London became the Parliament for both countries. But Scotland already had a long history of independent foreign policy; it had developed its own religious and legal institutions, and was much more advanced than England in educating its population. Since the Union, the Scots, despite their small population, have taken a very large part in politics, education and engineering in the activities of the United Kingdom both here and overseas.
Wales, though much smaller than Scotland, is, like Scotland, a country of mountains and seacoast without much fertile land and with difficult communications. It was conquered by the English in the Middle Ages but was never absorbed into England. Economically, Wales needs the greater wealth of England and could never be effectively independent of its big neighbour, but the Welsh people like to point out that they may be a small nation but they have a strong national identity. The Welsh language is the only indigenous language in these islands, apart from English, which is widely known and spoken. About 600,000 people in Wales claim to speak it, out of a population of nearly three million. This figure includes many people who are learning Welsh, but even so there are still parts of Wales where it is the first language of the population. The Welsh religious and sporting heritage is also notably different from that of the English.
So the Englishman who crosses the border into Scotland or into Wales is soon aware that he is in a new country, not because of the flag flying from public buildings, but because of hundreds of small social and cultural differences.
Northern Ireland is an anomaly. The one-and-half million people who live in the Province have suffered - and inflicted suffering on each other - for eighty years. The political problems in Northern Ireland have a long history, are based on the bitterness of opposing religious groups, and may in the future be changed by demography. At present the 'Protestants' who want to remain as part of the United Kingdom are in the majority while the 'Catholics' who want to be united with the completely independent Republic of Ireland are in the minority. The words in inverted commas define communities as well as religious beliefs. In no other part of the United Kingdom is religious affiliation so significant; but it is defined by the community. If you are born a Catholic, you are a Catholic - the commitment is almost tribal. As I write in 2009, the thirty year period of 'the Troubles' when Protestants and Catholics turned on one another, and the ten years of protracted and painful negotiations between the two sides seem to have resulted in basic peace and a form of self-government involving both groups.
Recently, the situation in Scotland and Wales has also changed strikingly. In 1997 the government arranged for everyone in Scotland and Wales to vote on whether they wanted their country to have greater independence from 'Westminster' which is the name we give to the Government-plus-Parliament of the United Kingdom. The voters were not too sure about this idea. They feared that they might get less money from the centre and perhaps be forgotten by the government. But in the end, of those who actually voted, more than two-thirds in each country agreed that they wanted more 'devolved powers'. Scotland (population 5 million) acquired its own Parliament, and Wales (population 3 million) acquired a Welsh Assembly. These changes meant that not all decisions concerning these countries were made in Parliament at Westminster. Both countries took steps towards greater autonomy. Scotland always had a separate legal system and, in some respects, a separate education system, but legislation within the new Scottish parliament and the Welsh Assembly since 1999 has meant, for example, that the Scots pay for their higher education, and the Welsh organize their hospitals in different ways from the English. These distinctions apply to the people who live in Scotland or in Wales, whether they think of themselves as Scottish or Welsh or English or something else. Moreover, as the Scots have been enjoying their devolved power for a decade, the movement for separation from the Union, and Scottish independence has gained ground.
Nobody quite knows what the Scots would say today if there was a referendum on the matter, but it is possible that a majority would vote to set sail on uncertain seas, free from the grasp of that over-populated country to the south, England.
Ethnic Diversity
The question 'Who are we?' can also be used to answer questions about 'race' or 'ethnicity'. 'Where do we come from? Where did our parents come from?' In the Census of 1991 people were asked for the first time how they would describe their 'ethnic origin'. 'Ethnicity' is a confusing term. Does it mean 'race'? If so, how do you decide how many races exist, and which individual belongs to which race? Biologically we are all part of the 'human race' and some people regularly answer 'human race' to questions about their ethnicity. But even if the questions may seem strange or intrusive, they were a conscientious response to a specific situation which has been developing during the last four decades of the twentieth century.
Until the 1950s, almost all the population was 'white' or 'European coloured', ranging from the very blond people typically found in Scandinavian countries, to rather dark people, typically found in Spain or Italy. For, like all European populations, ours was mixed. People wandered into these islands over 40,000 years, and each new group that arrived intermarried with the people already living here, contributing their diverse colouring and features. Very few of them came from such distant areas as Africa and South-East Asia, so our population remained 'white'. But when the British government invited thousands of people from the West Indies to migrate to this country in the 1950s, those who arrived were black since their ancestors had been taken as slaves by the British from Africa to the Caribbean. A few years later, more people were invited, this time from the Indian sub-continent. Thousands of Indians and Pakistanis, (and later, Bangladeshis, when Bangladesh declared its independence from Pakistan) arrived. Like the immigrants from the West Indies they too looked different from the white population, since they had brown skins and black hair.
These immigrants came from our Commonwealth, formerly the British Empire. Although they lived thousands of miles from Britain, their relationship to us was rather like that of the countries of the 'near abroad' to Russia. In some sense they still 'belonged' to Britain. In any case, their children, born and brought up here, were and are certainly British citizens. At first, as they were easily identifiable as 'non-whites' or as 'blacks' or 'Asians', they attracted the abuse and discrimination that some people always use towards 'foreigners'. (I should say that at the time of writing, 'black' and 'Asian' are the standard polite terms to use for these groups in Britain. 'Negro' ceased to be used about 45 years ago. Over time such words often become unacceptable and new polite words must be found. At the moment, in Russia, 'black' is a term of abuse for people from the Caucasus. In Britain 'black' refers to people of African origin, whether from African countries or from the Caribbean.)
Thirty years ago the Government introduced legislation to make it a crime to 'incite racial hatred'. In order to identify the problems they set up a Commission for Racial Equality whose job was to ensure that the law was supported by campaigns, research and help for the victims of racial abuse and attacks. Legislation did not solve all problems. In the early 1980s race riots in London and elsewhere were shocking enough to require a special judicial investigations. The judge's report pointed out that both blacks and Asians continued to suffer discrimination. As a response to the report, the Government began keeping statistics to trace any official signs of discrimination, and at this point the word 'ethnic' began to be widely used in public discussions. 'Ethnic minorities' meant 'black and brown' minorities, but not white ones. (Groups of Italians, say, or Poles, living in Britain were 'white'.) At the time of the 1991 census there were long discussions about whether to introduce a question on 'ethnic origin'. On the one hand, the Government needed the data in order to make sure that blacks and Asians were being treated properly. On the other hand, such questions might themselves seem racist to people who disliked being defined as a special group. Eventually, on the Census form, people were asked to identify their ethnic origin from a list of possibilities which included 'white'. Just over three million people, 5.5% of the population described themselves as belonging to a minority group. The answers provided useful data, so the question was included in the 2001 census. By this time the 'ethnic' or non-white groups had grown to nearly 8% of the population and the government was eager to find out the numbers of each of these minority groups.
Once again it was faced with difficult and delicate questions. During the decade from 1991 to 2001 people began to ask new questions about the British population which was becoming more and more mixed up. First, they wanted to know how many groups could be called 'ethnic'? If you were a British citizen of Chinese origin were you 'ethnic'? What about Malaysians? What about black people who came from African countries, who had acquired British citizenship? They did not feel themselves to be the same as black West Indians, And the Irish protested loudly at being included in the 'white' category when their real identification was 'Irish' as opposed to 'British'! (The Irish objection illustrates the illogicality of the whole exercise!) Another problem was to decide how the increasing numbers of 'mixed race' citizens, the children of marriages between white and black, or white and Asian or Asian and black British citizens, could identify themselves? Did they have to choose one 'ethnic group' or could they belong to two? (This is still a small group, but it is the fastest growing group in Britain.)
The Government tried to satisfy everyone, and began to include 'mixed race' categories, so that throughout the 1990s on all official forms where people were asked to identify their ethnicity, the list of choices grew longer and longer. Sometimes there were twenty choices on a simple form. Was this bureaucracy run mad, or a sincere attempt to register the special needs of minorities? The lists are comic, even absurd, but they bear witness to a very important phenomenon: for more than thirty years generations of children have grown up taking a 'multi-ethnic' society for granted. 'We, the British' now include around four million non-white citizens. They are part of our society, they are a small minority, but a significant minority, and as part of the question of 'Who we are', they are normal.
Although people from the West Indies and the Indian subcontinent made up the majority of the immigrants who came here in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, they were followed by people from nearly every country in the world. Turks, Chinese, Iranians, Americans, Nigerians, Bosnians, Afghans, Kenyans, Iraqis, Somalis, Chileans, Greeks, Taiwanese, Poles, Russians. Some of these people were refugees, some came to be with family members already here, others came hoping to create a better life for their families, others came simply to explore and work in another country. Many of these people arrived but then left; there is always a flow of migrants who do not stay for long. Others, once they have received permission to stay, have settled down to live their rest of their lives in our country.
Not all immigrants become British citizens, but many do after they have fulfilled all the conditions, including a minimum of three years living here as a law-abiding, tax-paying resident, they also need a working knowledge of the English language. Their children, born and brought up here, become British. Legally they are as 'British' as those people who can trace back their ancestors for four or five hundred years to families living in the same small group of English villages.
In the years since the 2001 census a new group of people have arrived in Britain. They are 'white', so according to those old categories of the 1990s they are part of the majority culture. In fact they are a distinct group - Poles and other East Europeans - whose countries have joined the European Union and who are therefore free to look for work in other countries within the Union. Their arrival has had some comical consequences. Many Poles, coming from a country where almost everyone is white were shocked to find that they were working alongside black or brown British people. 'How can this be?' they ask. 'Isn't Britain a white country?' And the answer they have discovered is one which the white British have grown accustomed to over thirty years. We are now a country of visibly different groups - and we are used to being mixed. British white children study in classes with British Asian and black and other children of different cultural backgrounds. They are being taught by teachers of different ethnic groups, and this they take for granted. For children everywhere, what they happen to know is normal, and for most British children the experience of living in a society of people of different colours and features, different traditions and histories, is normal. The British have been all mixed up.
On the other hand, people of other races - if that means, of different colours, ethnicity - are still a small minority among the white British. Some parts of rural Britain are almost as white as Poland. But in large cities black and brown young British people along with non-British immigrants from all over the world provide a vigorous diversity that seems strange to people from eastern Europe. And while there are some doubters, some people who would prefer an England where everyone was white, that old world is now remote and strange for most city dwellers, especially younger people, under forty. They assume an ethnic diversity as part of what it means to be British.
National Identity
So how do you forge a national identity for a population, most of whom have little historical memory? The Second World War was the event that shaped Britain for those people who are now over seventy years. They had a strong sense of national identity, but that is so long ago! For about twenty years after the war it was possible for the British to think of themselves as living in a 'post-war' period, slowly clearing away the destruction and scars of war, slowly becoming more prosperous. From the mid-1960s onwards, with the war ever more remote, with exciting popular culture (the Beatles and so on), with movements like 'feminism' and with changing work patterns and a shifting population, it was already becoming more and more difficult to define Britain. The immigrants bringing ethnic diversity simply added to the complications and changes in ideas of traditional Britain - ideas which were already out of date. People do not look back very far; they do not know much history, and they accept the conditions of daily living now, however diverse, complicated and uncoordinated they may be.
Does 'a sense of national identity' matter in peacetime? Does it matter in Russia? If Britain were attacked by an enemy there would certainly be an immediate strong sense of national identity which would presumably take the form of Britishness rather than Englishness or Scottishness or Welshness. But peace is precious, peace makes us more internationally minded, more aware of other human beings as our brothers and sisters.
Then there is the problem of 'Nationalism'. We are rightly suspicious of some kinds of nationalism; 'nationalists' can be narrow-minded, xenophobic, dangerous. So there are some people who say that it is better for the British not to think about Britishness, which can so easily become a belief in British superiority. They say that diversity and lively difference make Britain such an exciting place that we should not try to impose on it a spurious identity.
This is an attractive line of argument: it sounds friendly and open-minded. But we are a nation and we have to live together, accepting certain rules, organising ourselves through national institutions, and doing our best to help each other. If each little community lived in isolation from the next little community down the road, we would be living in a very uncomfortable and unpleasant society. We have to share many experiences; should we not also share some values, some sense of being together?
Creating a sense of being together is a task which has been faced directly by our current Prime Minster, Gordon Brown. He is talking about 'Britain' not 'England' because he is very anxious to preserve the United Kingdom from the drive for independence by the Scottish and Welsh nationalists. We have lost a sense of national identity, he declares. We must agree on our common British values and then we must teach them to our children. The problem is that in Britain at least we cannot 'agree' on values which are announced from the top right down through society? Why should the values of the Prime Minister, or of people with responsibility be the same as those of ordinary people, or of the powerless and poor?
Perhaps it is possible to find such values if these sound good to most human beings. If the Prime Minister, after discussion, announces, for example, that the British stand for 'honesty, courage, loving your family' we can only reply that they are values shared by billions of people world-wide. If he suggests a list which fits in with traditional ideas of being British, then many people will indignantly declare that such ideas are much too old-fashioned, and that they have quite different ideas about being British in the twenty-first century.
So the Government is beginning by taking some practical steps. It has introduced new regulations for new British citizens. For the past few decades, when an immigrant had lived here and worked here for the necessary length of time, and had applied for citizenship and acquired all the necessary qualifications, he or she used to be welcomed as a citizen by a signing of documents and a handshake from an official. Now there is a public ceremony. Before that ceremony, would-be citizens have to show that they understand basic English so that they can deal with everyday situations and take an active part in a citizen's responsibilities, such as voting in elections, sorting out tax and bills, being a good parent who knows about their child's school life. They also have to pass a test in knowledge of British life (a test much debated since the majority of the resident British population do not know the answers to some of the questions). The ceremony takes about an hour with, typically, twenty to thirty people at each gathering. There are speeches by the chief Registration Officer and by local important people who explain what they feel about being British. Each person has to take a citizenship oath and pledge, and is then given a nationality certificate and some presents by a representative of the Home Secretary (the Interior Minister). Then there are further brief speeches followed by informal refreshments. The new group of British citizens are encouraged to talk among themselves -Bangladeshis with Poles, Australians with Jordanians. The new citizens with whom I have spoken have all enjoyed the ceremony and found it helpful, even when English was their first language and they were familiar with the country. It seems to be even more popular with new citizens whose country of origin has very different traditions from ours.
Integration, pride, civic responsibility - these are fine, but they are values encouraged in all citizens in real democracies. So in what ways is Britain special? Do we have British values? As I write there is a great debate with articles and programmes everywhere on the topic 'In search of British values'. In the final chapter of this book I try to summarize what we discovered when we started searching.
The European Union
My passport also tells me that I am a member of the European Union. At present sixty million British citizens share this status with the citizens of twenty-seven countries. The United Kingdom joined the European Economic Community (as the European Union was then known) in 1972, but without great enthusiasm. Through all the many changes and enlargements to the EU, the British have always been divided in their attitude to being part of 'Europe' which is how we usually refer to the European Union. The reasons for our ambivalence are discussed in detail in Part 7. One reason, however, is obvious. Our geographical position, on an island in the Atlantic, cuts us off from the intimate project of linking the parts of the continent. If you are French you can simply walk or drive into Belgium or Germany or Spain; from Britain you have to sail or fly or travel under the sea in a tunnel So we have always asked ourselves and continue to ask ourselves, 'Do we belong to Europe?' although we have been members of the European Union for more than thirty years.
One consequence of being an EU member state is that our citizens are allowed to travel freely around all the other EU countries and they have the right to work in those countries. Tens of thousands of British people work in the EU outside Britain; meanwhile hundreds of thousands of people have, in the last few years, come to live and work in Britain from Poland, Lithuania, and other eastern European countries, as I have explained. It is difficult to know how many have come, and how many have decided to return. These immigrants are perfectly legal, and if they have found work and decide to stay, they can stay legally. In 2008 it was estimated that as many as 750,000 Poles were living in Britain. This makes them the largest wave of immigration at any time in the history of the peoples of this country. The largest group, ever. (The descendents of the West Indians who arrived in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s are now about two million, but the original immigrants were a much smaller group.) However, in 2009 many Poles returned to Poland because of the world financial crisis. Immigration and emigration are always changing. In the future we can expect more Europeans, especially from Eastern Europe to arrive. A different kind of diversity is added on to the complicated mix that we must consider when we ask Who We Are.

Chapter 2. What Do the British Know About Their Own History?

In order to understand the people of another country, you may not need to study their history in detail, but you need to know about their own idea of their past. In the last twenty years in Russia, efforts to re-assess your history and understand how to interpret the seventy-odd years of Soviet rule have been discussions at the very front of public debate. The anguish of such discussions contrasts with the seemingly steady march of events which have shaped British history. But debates about our past are taking place in Britain which should be of interest to those who are re-examining Soviet 'history'. Even the differences are revealing. The British (apart from those in Northern Ireland) live in a country which has not been successfully invaded for 900 years. Monuments to our past cover our countryside: bronze age burial mounds, Roman walls, churches from the ninth century onwards, castles, palaces and simple country homes are all part of a landscape we take for granted. Because much of our building was in stone or brick it has survived better than the predominantly wooden buildings in Russia. Even without wars there would be more visible remnants of our past than yours. That preserved past affects the way that millions of people in Britain, even those without much education, respond to our history.
How much do most of us know of 'the facts' of our history? 'Rather less than can be written on the back of a postage stamp,' said one friend tartly. The problem is partly that we do not know quite what to teach. History teaching in our schools has never been openly ideological in the Soviet sense, but unspoken ideologies have shaped the story told to children; over the decades the accounts of what happened have been influenced by 'what is happening now'. As a child I was expected to know a basic' chronology of events', such matters as 'reasons for the (seventeenth century) Civil War' and, later, an analysis of our relationships with other countries. My older children concentrated on economic and social history: they learnt about how we lived in different centuries, they studied the growth of industry and transport, they examined medical facilities in Victorian times. My younger children were taught that 'history' was always the interpretation of evidence, and that therefore they must examine the evidence. So they investigated archaeological sites, studied census statistics and read conflicting reports of notable events in order to appreciate that the truth can never be fully known. Unfortunately, this taught them to be sceptical without an adequate basis of facts that need to be known before we can criticise such facts for being inadequate.
Recently the emphasis has been on the history of the twentieth century, especially the World Wars, but often without adequate explanation of the context within which those wars look place. Perhaps these subjects were selected because earlier events are too obviously not the history of some of our immigrants. They have not inherited the country and its history as I and other indigenous 'white' people have; so choosing to study the world wars is a way of being inclusive. Unfortunately, (he study of war and overwhelming suffering can become a topic for nostalgia by those who have not had to endure violence and death.
Each generation of children has had to think about history in different ways. History teachers are constantly involved in methodological discussions, and somehow from between the cracks in their debates emerges a 'story of Britain' which is crude, simple and not very accurate, but which goes something like this:
After the Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age, Romans, Saxons and Danes, England became England. William the Conqueror invaded England from France in 1066 (this is the date that everybody knows), killed King Harold and became Our King. He built many castles and ordered his officials to compile a list of all the property in England which was written into a book called the Domesday Book. In the Middle Ages we built beautiful churches, started limiting the power of the King with the signing of Magna Carta in 1215, died in millions of the Black Death in the 1340s, and beat the French at Agincourt in 1415, (though we forget that the French won the war). In the sixteenth century we had Henry VIII with his six wives. He abolished the Pope as the head of the Church in England and made himself head of the new 'Church of England' instead, which was generally taken as a popular move. Under Queen Elizabeth we fought and beat the Spanish and enjoyed the plays of Shakespeare. When Elizabeth died the King of Scotland became also James I of England (1603); we captured Guy Fawkes just before he attempted to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605, an event which the English population celebrates every year on the fifth of November with big fires and effigies of Guy Fawkes. Under Charles I we fought a bitter Civil War which was partly about the rights of Parliament, partly about the ways in which the Church should or should not have power over our lives. A group of serious men executed the king after a careful trial in 1649. For ten years we lived in a Commonwealth and Republic under Cromwell when conditions were gloomy and people were discouraged from enjoying themselves. In 1660 powerful men restored the monarchy - on conditions. Charles II accepted those conditions, more or less, but his brother, James II made efforts to restore Catholicism to what was now a deeply Protestant country. He was forced to abdicate and his son-in-law, William of Orange became King in 1688, a more-or-less peaceful change of government which we call the 'Glorious Revolution. Thereafter, major power passed into the hands of Parliament and was steadily enshrined in law. In the eighteenth century we began to establish a large overseas empire, and invented new scientific, agricultural and industrial processes such as the steam engine. These were the basic for the great Industrial Revolution: we became the first industrialized nation. When the French started a French Revolution we opposed them because we were already more politically advanced. We beat Napoleon, heroically at sea, and in several campaigns on land. During the nineteenth century, especially during the long reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901) we extended our Empire even further, produced brilliant men whose science changed the world - like Faraday and Darwin -refined our sophisticated Parliament, increased Britain's riches ... and went into battle in 1914 with all banners flying...
Doubts
Or did we? At this point the triumphant story falters. Perhaps it is already too close to the present day, even though it was nearly one hundred years ago. Memories of the First World War are preserved and cherished and brooded over with horror in Britain. One fact which challenged the complacency of the richer classes in the early twentieth century was that many of the conscripts in the First World War had to be rejected for malnourishment and ill-health. The social consequences of nineteenth century industrialisation had been horrific, a fact which could not be ignored when the authorities looked at the physical fitness (or lack of it) of the conscript soldiers. Trench warfare became our image of futile and disgusting death on all sides. Although it is true that we were on the winning side in the First World War, a huge proportion of that generation of young men had been killed, while the surviving soldiers returned to unemployment and even hunger.
Unlike Russians, we cannot forget the First World War. Every town in Britain and almost every village erected a War Memorial on which were engraved the names of those from that place who had been killed. (In about six British villages no one was killed - everywhere else had its Memorial in some central place where people could gather together.) 11th November 1918, the day when the war ended, was chosen to be the day dedicated to remembering those killed in the war. 'Remembrance Day' is approximately equivalent to your 9th May, but our ceremonies are quiet and sober since we do not celebrate victory but remember those who died - including those on the other side.) I have been told there are no memorials in Russia to honour the dead of the First World War.
Some people, anxious that the poor at last would have rights, hoped for a revolution such as had happened in the Russian Empire. The colonised peoples of our Empire were growing restive too. But Britain, unlike Germany, was never poised on the edge of revolution. Despite a General Strike and the Depression that overtook the capitalist countries in the 1930s, many parts of the country were getting more prosperous, particularly from the late 1920s onwards. Between the wars, millions of people moved for the first time into decent housing, while electricity, roads fit for cars and other public services became widely available. Our politicians argued about whether to fight Hitler although the people seem to have known that war was inevitable and that it would be grim and necessary.
Like you we have our national myths of the Second World War and every Christmas new books are published on the subject and old films re-shown. The chief myth (which is also true) is that in 1940 Nazi Germany controlled all of Europe except those countries where it had allies (Italy and Spain), neutral Switzerland and Sweden, and the Soviet Union with which it had a secret pact. The only country which was unoccupied and ready to oppose Hitler was Britain. In 1940 and early 1941 there were many air battles over the country between the RAF and the Luftwaffe; dozens of cities were bombed, night after night by German bombers. Britain is an island which cannot and could not produce enough food to feed all her population, so we had to organise huge convoys of merchant ships which steamed across the Atlantic bringing food from the Americas, and often getting destroyed during their long journey. Germany could call on all the food and military resources of the continent, so there was absolutely no reason why Hitler's armies should not eventually invade and destroy Britain. When Churchill told the British that the fight was going to be difficult, almost impossible, he was not exaggerating. For many bleak months everyone was preparing for invasion while finding ways to prevent soldiers landing on our shores, in a vast defensive operation that could not go beyond these shores.
The Germans were drawing up in battle order on the coasts of France with air power to protect them in their invasion, when Hitler decides to change his strategy and invade the Soviet Union. So, on the one hand, the struggle between Germany and the Soviet Union took the pressure off Britain and probably saved us from invasion. But for months only Britain stood between Germany and its complete domination of the continent, a stand which helped to ensure that the Nazi armies never quite reached Moscow.
British armies also fought in North Africa, in Italy and in Asia, and then later, in 1944, invaded France along with the Americans and Canadians in order to defeat the Germans from (he west. But it is this story of standing alone, of defence against the odds, which is the story that parents pass on to their children. The battles between German bombers and the small fighter aircraft that the British seemed to be producing out of old cans and scrap metal - the fights in the sky which became known as the Battle of Britain - are the struggles that caught the national imagination.
In Britain far fewer people were killed than in the First World War (about a quarter of a million, of whom some tens of thousands were civilian victims of bombing). But although our losses were only a fraction of yours, there is a striking and puzzling difference between popular perceptions of the War in Britain and Russia. In this country every able-bodied adult was conscripted; women were sent to do war-work; gardens were turned over to vegetables and spare pieces of land were cultivated. We needed food. The miners had to work night and day, so many men were conscripted into the mines instead of the armed forces. We suffered considerable bomb damage, and many people, especially children, were evacuated to safer parts of the country. By the standards of what happened in the rest of Europe, Britain was very fortunate, so my point is not about the scale of suffering but the attitude to civilian and military responsibility. Everybody was affected. It was a people's war.
The Soviet Union had 'veterans' who took part in the actual lighting and who were awarded a place of honour. In Britain soldiers, unless actually disabled, were not practically distinguished from the rest of us. When asked by a Soviet veteran what privileges British veterans were given, I was rather shocked. The British were all veterans and recognised as such, including the young mothers like my own mother.
I have given this brief account of Britain in the Second World War in the form of a myth, because, although war is immeasurably more complicated than any military or diplomatic or social or ideological description, the simplified stories which are told afterwards by each nation are often claimed as the truth. The Red Army at Stalingrad inflicted the crucial defeat on Hitler's army which began the long German retreat, a fact which is acknowledged by all historians. It is true that the Soviet victories are not given much attention among ordinary people in the west. But on the other hand, Russians are just as unaware of what happened before you were invaded. In Russia the history of the Second World War is the history of the Great Patriotic War. Nobody else in Europe would see it quite like that, especially those who had been fighting since 1939. So understanding Britain involves understanding something about our recent history and how it differs from yours.
After the war, in 1945, the world position of Britain altered. We were virtually bankrupt. Our Empire collapsed around us and we reluctantly conceded that we no longer had the right to rule other countries. We joined NATO and became part of the 'American sphere of influence'. The consequences of this I discuss in the last part of the book.
Teaching History Today
This version of our history in which triumph gives way to doubt and debate in the contemporary world has been questioned by some of our politicians. They would prefer to see history used as propaganda, for example to give schoolchildren a new pride in Britain. The problem with a propaganda version of history is that it would be inaccurate, biased, and not good at helping children to think critically about what has happened in the past. Also, many teachers shy away from teaching heroic narratives that seem to them false and even absurd.
Some people argue that we should teach a more critical version of British history that incorporates the histories of the West Indian and Asian communities living here. Lessons should pay attention to the slave trade, to oppression within the British Empire, and to the limitations of former heroic narratives. Others point out that if we want to teach the history of the oppressed and forgotten, we could begin with the poor who have always existed in Britain: the rural labourers, the factory children, the women pushed to the sidelines. (This would be like teaching a history of the serfs in Russian - the forefathers of most of you - and leaving high politics out of the story. Would that be a good idea?)
So what is actually taught now? The Government can suggest suitable content but cannot impose exactly what is taught or textbooks which should be used or interpretations of what happened. British history from mediaeval times onwards, but, as I have said, special emphasis is put on major events in world history during the twentieth century - such as the course of the Russian Revolution and the course of the Second World War. Unlike the situation in Russia, however, different schools choose from among a range of options, and a wide range are available. (Consequently, if you ask British people now about their history, lake note of their age because it will explain their approach to the question.
Meanwhile, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the British are reviving their enthusiasm for history. Whether this excitement will last is not clear, but serious academic historians who have the gift of communication enthrall millions with their television programmes. History books (not just about war) fill the shelves in bookshops, and fiction writers turn to historical themes in order to examines our present predicament. All over the country groups of amateur historians write the history of their town or village; new museums open almost daily. Partly the enthusiasm is no more than a sentimental dream of the past, full of stately homes and romantic aristocrats. But much of the passion is more significant. Although we have not been cut off from our past by a colossal fracture in our history (as have the Germans and the Russians, for example) we nonetheless find a great need to relate our contemporary experience to what has gone before. So people watch the TV programmes, read the books, study the documents, dig up the ancient cities, and wander round the museums asking themselves the questions I have discussed in the first part of this book: Who are the British and how do they come out of the past into today?

Part Two. Our Country and How We Inhabit It


Chapter 1. The Land

Russia is a vast country: it goes on and on and on ... and on. Your legends and dreams and historical images relate to the idea of an endless territory. Your great landscape painters and many of your writers try to create in paint and in words that immensity which is both frightening and strangely consoling. What about the legends, dreams and images of the British? It is simple: we live on an island. We are bounded by the sea in all directions. No-one, even those in the very centre of the country, lives more than a hundred and twenty kilometres from the coast. Most of us do not live in actual sight of the sea, but there must be very few British people who have not walked, clambered or simply driven down to the water and gazed at the waves that come in endlessly across seas and oceans.
Many of us have seamen in the family: merchant sailors, fishermen, men who work the ferries, enthusiasts who skipper small sailing boats around the island or across to France, people who live on the hundreds of smaller islands round our coast and have to cross dangerous seas to reach the mainland, weathermen and lighthouse keepers, harbourmen, those who serve in the Royal Navy, and those who patrol, inspect and keep our shores safe from damage from the sea.
The shoreline itself is immensely varied. The British, wherever they travel, are constantly bumping up against the coast, and when they get there they may find long sandy beaches, rocky inlets, tall cliffs, mudflats or placid coves. Tides reach up the rivers; the Thames is tidal in London, and London smells of the sea.
It might seem that living on an island makes one feel claustrophobic. I do not think this is much of a problem. Great Britain (England, Wales and Scotland) is a crowded island, but it is indubitably 'home', a very definable area which clearly distinguishes 'us' from 'them'. ('Them' is anyone on the continent of Europe.) Whatever the limitations of this view which is discussed politically in a later chapter, it gives us a strong sense of national identity because those shores have always guarded us, and clarified for us the beauty of our home. In Shakespeare's play, Richard II, the young king's elderly and dying uncle John of Gaunt, speaks of
This royal throne of kings, this scept'red isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,
This other Eden, demi-paradise,
This fortress built by Nature for herself
Against infection and the hand of war,
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This previous stone set in the silver sea,
...This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England...
(Scottish and Welsh people can point out that the 'precious stone' is the whole island, not just England!)
Inspired by the Biblical garden of Eden, Shakespeare, through the words of Gaunt, asks us to think about England as a garden, a small plot of land, a precious stone, lived in by fortunate people. Nature, he claims, is on our side, and we are (as history has proved) protected from invasion.
Perhaps the essential quality of our English landscape is its variety. I was once driving a Russian friend in the country about seventy kilometres from our home. We stopped to take a photograph.
'What do you think of this view'?' I asked.
'It's very beautiful, but it's very unEnglish,' he said.
UnEnglish? I looked at the rounded chalk hills, bare of trees, covered with thin grass and tiny wild flowers, where sheep were grazing. It was hard to think of anything more English. Then I realised that the countryside was very different from that which my friend had seen in the two weeks he had been staying with us: first, a region of river meadows with long lines of poplars and willows, and then a region of beech-covered hills with lanes twisting between high banks shadowed by large trees and thick with leaf-mould, I have called these 'regions'. They are forty kilometres apart from one another, and each of them is quintessentially a part of southern England. As you go north - or east or west - the landscape changes continually, through ironstone country, limestone country, East Anglian fens, northern moorlands, the red earth of the Welsh borders or the forests of Northumberland. Britain may be a small island by Russian standards, but geographically it is immensely varied.
The geological structure is complicated and convoluted. Children at school learn that the northern part of Scotland used to belong to Canada, but sailed away until it collided with Britain -and that this explains the long diagonal rift across Scotland that includes Loch Ness and its monster. Nobody is very surprised. The bones of our country are close to the surface, so that even though the climate is officially 'mild and damp' throughout Britain, we know that within a distance of less than one hundred and thirty kilometres we can struggle with sub-arctic conditions in the Scottish Cairngorm mountains, or enjoy a subtropical forest garden on the Scottish West Coast. None of our rivers are large but it is possible to trace the course of a river from mountain spring to tidal estuary in one day's long walk; and if you stand on the top of the highest mountain in Wales and look east towards the Urals on the other side of Europe, there is nothing higher in the way to obstruct your hypothetical view.
Our agriculture and our industry were (and, up to a point, still are) intimately related to these variations in the geography of our country. To understand how we live, work and distribute our products, you need to consider the relationship between the land and the sixty million people who live on it which is quite unlike the relationship of Russia and the Russian people. Because we live on a crowded but fertile island, land is thought of as something to be used, to be developed, to be given a purpose. If you were to fly a low-flying aircraft over England you would see a land-use pattern unlike that of any other country. It is a pattern of early settlement, winding lanes following the boundaries of mediaeval land-ownership, eighteenth century agricultural changes, nineteenth century industrial development, and twentieth century adaptations to what had become out-dated established usages. Our history is down there.
In England, unlike most of Europe, we never developed a peasant culture of more or less self-sufficient family units farming their own bit of land and living limited but independent lives. Most people were employed by landowners, either as tenant farmers or as agricultural workers. The workers would improve their poor wages by spinning and weaving cloth, by growing their own vegetables, and by grazing their cows or sheep on common land. But new methods of farming invented in the eighteenth century made the land much more productive, and therefore the common land much more desirable as a source of profit. So landowners began to enclose the common land, depriving workers of their traditional rights to raise animals. The land was enclosed by planting hedges round it, creating small protected areas of irregular shapes, according to the line of ancient boundaries and the haphazard development of the scheme. The delightful effect of patchwork green, characteristic of our countryside, is a memorial to early efficient farming and to unfortunate landless labourers.
During the nineteenth century, the landowner farmers felt constantly threatened by the possibility of cheap imports from abroad. Parliament passed laws to protect their high prices until at last the urban poor, supported by those who believed in free trade forced Parliament to allow cheap food into the country. The advantages for the city-dwellers were obvious, but in the countryside British agriculture suffered a great depression. (You can read about it in Thomas Hardy's Tess of the D'Urbervilles.) The new machines also encouraged depopulation of the countryside.
During the First World War, and especially during the Second World War, Britain became much more dependent on what it could supply itself. An island is difficult to invade but easy to blockade. From 1940 onwards, Britain was more intensively cultivated than any other country, and although we still needed supplies from the convoy ships, we managed to produce the major part of the food needed for forty-odd millions of people. Since then, with the extensive use of fertilisers, technology and improved 'breeds' of plants, our ability to feed ourselves has actually increased. We have cheap food and plenty of it.
There are prices to pay for this efficiency: hedges which were planted to improve the efficiency of the land three hundred years ago, have been torn up for greater areas of land use and greater profits, so vegetables are grown intensively, often under glass or polythene. As consequences the soil becomes less stable and the land is more liable to flooding, while fruit and vegetables are cultivated so intensively that they can be almost tasteless. Russians know how tasteless are many of the imported vegetables from Western Europe; many of you return to the tomatoes you grow on your dacha land with greater enthusiasm after you have eaten a Dutch greenhouse tomato. We have the same feeling but no dachas! (However, we have small gardens and many gardeners. You can read more about them in the section on leisure.)
England has much rich fertile land, suitable for growing crops - wheat, barley, oats, rapeseed (for oil) and vegetable crops. In the meadows beside rivers we grow rich grass, suitable for cattle and for fattening sheep. Pigs and chickens are bred all over the country; fortunately, the practice of 'factory farming' where pigs and chickens are reared in tiny cages in horrifying conditions is slowly disappearing. The British have seen too many films of what such conditions mean for the animals.
Scotland and Wales are both hilly or mountainous countries with thin soils and not very much flat land. The climate is colder and wetter. Farmers ~ on small farms - grow oats and potatoes and sometimes cultivate the berries that grow wild in Russia, but the main agriculture is raising animals on the moors and open hillsides. Cows can find enough food in the valleys while on the higher hillsides, sheep will graze, spending all year out in the open. Unlike Russians we have millions of sheep and think of them as an essential part of our countryside - picturesque and delicious to eat!
Another way in which Britain differs from Russia is in the small proportion of our land which is covered with trees: less than 9% in England, about 11% in Britain as a whole. We do not have your endless thousands of square kilometres of original forest. Most woodland in Britain is not original forest; it has been planted. Long ago forests covered the country, but ancient man began to clear the trees, and over the centuries more and more forests were chopped down. During the last two hundred years we have slowly replaced it.
When I was first taken into a Russian forest I was disconcerted, even disappointed. The English climate favours broad-leaved deciduous trees like oak, beech, ash, sycamore, chestnut and - yes - birch. As someone who had passed a happy childhood climbing all kinds of trees in our local woodlands, I was disappointed to find that a Russian forest offered me fir trees (cramped and prickly), birch trees (beautiful but fragile) and pines (impossible to climb). Subsequently I learnt of the pleasures of finding mushrooms and berries in your forests - but for the tree climber they do not offer much.
As our Russian friend looked round our English countryside he could see tidy fields, with hedges and fences in good repair, weed-free crops and blooming orchards, well-cared-for outbuildings and farm machinery, and an air of prosperity over all. He looked - and wanted to walk over a field of grassy pastureland to some woods on the crest of the hill.
'No,' we said. 'You can't.'
All the land he saw was private. It belonged to landowners and to their descendants, to individual farming families or to the 'agribusiness' commercial men' who farm thousands of hectares of our land simply for profit. Land is not 'common' in Britain except for small, anciently guarded areas. In cities we have public parks; in the countryside we have to look carefully for access to these fields and meadows.
However, we were able to reach the woods on the crest of the hill, by making a short detour and finding a public footpath. Our footpaths are the British answer to the ubiquity of private land: they are 'public rights of way' which means that anyone has (he right to walk along them. They criss-cross the private territory of the land-owners, and if the public keep to the path, they have every right to walk, sometimes even through people's private gardens. Across Britain there are about 240,000 kilometres of public footpaths. Some of these paths have always existed, but many were established in response to the demands of nineteenth century city-dwellers. Beyond the edges of the towns where the countryside began, people who came out in search of fresh air and green fields were barred from walking by all kinds of obstacles, most obviously dense hedges and heavily-barred gates with notices: 'Private: Keep Out'. In these circumstances, ordinary people began to fight back against the landowners. They claimed common rights to roam. They argued that paths should be a right, so that everyone could enjoy the pleasures of walking in the country. Eventually the campaigners were successful so that all over the country you can see green notices pointing across fields and assuring people that here is a 'Public Footpath'.
Since fields are small and boundaries are many, paths are always encountering obstacles: a hedge of tough twisted shrubs, a barbed wire fence, a drystone wall, for example. For this reason the walker has to deal with stiles. Stiles are a means of crossing these barriers if there are no gates to open. A stile can be a simple wooden ladder, or a wooden frame with a step. In stony country, ingenious footholds are built sideways into the walls, or small gaps are made in the wall, too narrow for a sheep (or a fat person) to pass through.
Apart from the footpaths (and bridleways along which people can ride horses and pedal cycles), we have a few large National Parks for open-air recreation. The land is often privately owned and privately farmed, but the public have free access to the most beautiful areas. Thousands of volunteers work with the park wardens to ensure that these wild natural areas are free of rubbish, glass, litter and that the natural plant-life is protected. One big difference between Britain and Russia is that when we go out into the open countryside and enjoy the beauties of nature, we do not have to wade around in a mess of broken glass, dirty plastic, tin cans and other kinds of filth. Most walkers and campers clear up their sites; those who behave badly can be prosecuted; but the difficult work is done by paid people and by these volunteers.
The British have one other valuable source of exercise and pleasure - the shores of our island which were described at the beginning of this chapter. Most of our beaches are public, unlike those in America or much of Europe. Our coastline is thousands of miles long, with wonderful opportunities not only for sunbathing and playing and swimming, but also for solitary walking. Where the coast is rocky we have established cliff-top walks with views across miles of sea to the furthest horizons. Sixty million people on a small island need space in which to enjoy their 'precious stone set in a silver sea'.

Chapter 2. Cities and Towns

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland has a population of around 61 million in 2009. Of these people, more than 50 million in England, an area approximately the same size as Permsky Krai. We may love and enjoy our countryside but most of us live in cities and towns; we are, by a large majority, an urban population. When we think of towns and cities in England we have very different images in mind from the images of typical Russian towns. The origins and structure of English towns and cities relate to the land and are manifest in their size, architecture, and relationship to one another.
Some of our towns have recorded origins nearly two thousand years ago when Britain was part of the Roman Empire and when strategic roads were built across England for military purposes. They needed military stations which quickly developed as towns for trade and construction. After the Romans came invasions of Saxon, Danes and eventually the Norman French under William the Conqueror. William ordered his officials to compile an account of the new country over which he ruled. As a consequence of this order, we can see that nearly a thousand years ago most of our present-day towns and villages were recorded in the Domesday Book (1087). We know that besides the Roman roads, many of which were partially disused or half-buried, the tracks and roads which connected these towns and villages to one another were already well-used by walkers, horses and carts. From mediaeval times the largest towns were ports; inland were 'market towns' which provided useful trading for the surrounding villages. London was capital, port and commercial centre for the whole of the country. This traditional and organic pattern of population settlement was later overlaid with the rapid development of the great industrial cities of the north and the midlands in the later eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries.
If you have the chance to look out of a plane over England you can see this pattern of development. Most towns and villages look like irregular stars; even the smallest village is connected to two or three others. A town of about 100,000 people can have seven or eight major routes leading out of it in an approximate star shape; cities of 500,000 or more have dozens of connections to the nearby towns and villages. By contrast, the view from a plane over Russia where the population is more thinly spread shows roads stretching vast distances in lonely grandeur through empty countryside, villages where houses are built in a single line on either side of the road, settlements constructed on a grid pattern, and the old centres of towns surrounded by high-rise flats that come to abrupt end right up against the forest. This is a very alien pattern for us. We have no such forests or other 'virgin land' on which to build. Even the nineteenth century industrial cities grew up on the basis of an existing network of roads and villages.
One result of this historical development of our urban areas is that although our country is much more densely populated than yours, only London has more than a million people (around 7 million). By contrast, Russia has a population less than three times the population of England, but has 36 cities with around one million inhabitants or more. In Britain, the next biggest city after London is Birmingham with just one million, Leeds with about 700,000, and Sheffield, Bradford, Liverpool and Manchester all with between 400,000 and 550,000. All these cities are separate cities, although they are very close to other urban areas, and all of them, apart from London, expanded as major industrial cities in the nineteenth century. The largest city outside London which was already highly developed in mediaeval times as a port and commercial centre is Bristol, with less than 400,000 inhabitants.
(Scotland's largest city is Glasgow with a population of 580,000, followed by Edinburgh (the capital) with 450,000. Cardiff, the capital of Wales, has a population of about 300,000, and Belfast, the capital of Northern Ireland, a population of 275,000.)
You may be puzzled by the use of two overlapping terms: 'town' and 'city'. A city is either a very large town (perhaps 300,000 or more inhabitants) or a town which has been granted a special charter and which has a cathedral in it. (A cathedral in Britain is not equivalent to a 'sobor' in Russia; there are only about forty English cathedrals in the whole country.) The two definitions of 'city' overlap, and today most people will think of the first meaning: a city is a large town. It has a grand centre with major civic buildings, several industries, substantial suburban areas and a region over which it has some authority.
Apart from the big cities, our land is tilled with hundreds of towns with populations between 20,000 and 150,000. There seem to be very few such towns in Russia, presumably because -given your distances - they are not very viable as commercial and industrial centres. In Britain they are usually historic market towns, or towns which developed with specific industries based on local resources (such as wool for glove-making, or suitable sand and clay for making bricks). Most of them have a centre where some of the streets have buildings dating back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The huge increase in the urban population in the nineteenth century meant that the Victorians built brick suburbs around these old centres and along the roads out of town. In the twentieth century, further housing developments 'filled in' the areas between one radial road and the next, and stretched out further along these roads. Hence the slowly-growing star shape.
A few 'new towns' were founded in the twentieth century as an experiment in creating a new social environment. One of the most distinctive is Milton Keynes which was built in the early 1970s, and which now has a population of about 240,000 people. It was constructed on a grid pattern, with innovations such as little centres of population inside each of the grid roads which are linked by small roads and cycle-paths under the main roads. It is an unfamiliar and intriguing sight in Britain, reminding us that we are most familiar with the 'star-shape' of our traditional towns and cities.
One other notable difference between your towns and ours is the variety of architecture which you will observe in English cities. The geological complexity of our small island means that we have many different kinds of stone - and many places with no suitable stone, so that we use brick. Local materials predominate; we have no remaining large oak forests, so wood is not a material to be used except in very expensive houses. We do not have pine forests so we cannot build your wooden houses.
For reasons discussed in the next chapter, we do not build many high-rise, multi-storey blocks of flats, so our residential areas consist of rows of two- or three-storey houses neatly arranged along roads. The English visitor to an unfamiliar area can easily find the house he wants if he has the house number; he does not have to plunge into land away from the road where large blocks of flats stand at odd angles to each other, often confusingly numbered and not clearly related to the nearest road. Our suburban roads may be neat but they are rarely straight. Town planners designed them so that they curve elegantly in S-shapes or contour round hills, or end in a little cluster of half-moon terraces. We like these patterns, particularly those which mean that the houses are hidden from the main road and noisy traffic. Wherever we can, we use the shadowy map of old lanes and alleys which curved and twisted along the boundaries of old properties.
Perhaps the most serious damage to these traditional towns and even to our big cities was the enthusiasm during the 1960s and early 1970s for radical redevelopment, using large-scale concrete and glass rather than traditional brick in traditional classical styles for our municipal buildings. The old centres of many cities were pulled down and new concrete buildings erected. Most of them are now considered ugly and soulless; many have been pulled down in their turn. Birmingham suffered particularly badly although it has now done its best to create an exciting super-modern centre.
Another debate was about the development in the 1980s of the 'out-of-town' shopping centre. These huge supermarkets built on the edge of the town so that people could drive to them and collect all their shopping in one visit were and are very convenient. But their existence meant that something was destroyed in the middle of town where people traditionally walk up and down, enjoy meeting friends, visit the library, the park, the cinema, the cafe, the pub, and take pleasure in the variety and beauty of the local architecture. The centres of small towns used to have lots of little shops selling different things, with individual shop-keepers to serve their customers and know their stock. Many of those shops closed because of competition from the supermarkets. So people no longer came to shop in old streets around the centre, and then the other shops which provided goods not to be found in the supermarkets, also suffered. Some town centres seemed to die. Even the enthusiastic shoppers at supermarkets began to regret the consequences. Now it is much more difficult to get planning permission to build out-of-centre supermarkets, but the inhabitants of some towns believe it is too late to save their town centres as places of lively activity. On the other hand, as supporters of big supermarkets point out, ultimately this is a matter of the people's choice. If shoppers had continued to use small shops they would have saved their town centres. Instead they chose to shop at the cheapest places.
A post-industrial age
In the nineteenth century Britain was famous as the first industrial power. Its factories and mills covered great areas of central and northern England, central Scotland and southern Wales. We had a dense network of roads, canals and railways. We produced vast quantities of coal and iron, and built the heavy engineering works which could develop because of our supply of these basic materials. Our ship yards turned out huge metal ships; at the other end of the scale, individual cities were devoted to creating the finest quality steel for domestic and military purposes. In Yorkshire we had huge woollen mills; in Lancashire huge cotton mills; and in Staffordshire in the area called 'the Potteries' we turned out the simplest earthenware plates and the finest china to satisfy the needs of an Empire.
Almost all of that world of industrial activity has disappeared along with our Empire. As world trade became more globalised it was obvious that people in poorer parts of the world could and would work for lower wages to produce these essentials. Britain, with its increasing population and changing expectations of what a decent life meant could no longer compete. Since the end of the Second World War we have been steadily losing our heavy industry. So - except in rare places -you will no longer see the pithead wheels of the coal mines, the tall chimneys of industrial factories, the warehouses, the huge single-industry communities which Russians call 'settlements'.
Instead we have turned to high-quality technological industries requiring specialised and highly trained labour; for example, in the pharmaceuticals industry, in food processing, and in specialised engineering (including arms). Our car factories have been sold to foreign firms although British workers still make the cars. Much of our ingenuity has gone into small inventions requiring skilled workmen not so many material resources. Computers have taken over from manual labour; buildings are no longer vast but are often inconspicuous two-storey 'workshops'.
The great and grand northern industrial cities suffered badly when our heavy industry declined rapidly and disappeared in the 1970s and 1980s. These cities - Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield, for example - suddenly became places where tens of thousands were unemployed and where poverty returned to the streets. (Several fine British films explored the predicament of northerners in the 1980s.) During the last fifteen years much money has been directed by the government into 'regenerating' them, especially by developing new specialist industries and big, colourful cultural centres. Not all the schemes have been successful, but multiple efforts to clean these cities fundamentally - cleaning the slums, the streets, the rivers, the canals, the parks, the wasteland, the ruins of industrial collapse - has stimulated much more enthusiasm and employment within them.
What I have described here will be difficult for Russians who have not travelled to other countries to visualise. Your cities look very much the same as each other from the furthest west to the furthest east. This is partly a matter of climate and materials, partly the fact that many cities are almost wholly new constructions, and partly Soviet policy.
In British urban areas we can of course see many similar features in our towns, especially when they are close to one another and use the same local materials; but we can also see great diversity of structures, styles, materials and layout. As we walk about our streets it is possible to trace the old streets of six or eight hundred years ago which lie beneath them. We are walking on the bones of our country.

Chapter 3. Houses and Homes: How We Build Them, Buy Them and Care For Them

Types of houses
From towns and cities let us turn to the houses of Britain. The most important point is to understand that most of us do not live in flats. Every country has its typical housing so that if you cross from England into France or Germany or Spain, you will know instantly that you are in another country. The differences are partly architectural, partly aspects of the way people choose to domesticate their immediate surroundings. But there are also similarities. If you travel from Russia across Europe to western France you will observe that almost all cities have a centre with old buildings of three or four even five storeys, but that these centres are surrounded by modem blocks of high-rise flats. The details will vary, but all countries have found that the obvious solution to cheap new housing in order to accommodate families moving from the countryside or needing improved conditions is to build blocks of flats. They are rarely beautiful or spacious, but they are convenient and efficient. The problems are similar: noise, cramped public areas, unpredictable water supplies, broken lifts... but they are homes for millions of people who prefer them to the more primitive conditions they have left.
In England, however, our cities are not encircled by these high-rise buildings. We resist living in flats; we prefer to live in rows of small brick houses. Of course some English people enjoy living in flats, but for the vast majority of us, the basic idea of home is a brick house with rooms upstairs and downstairs and with a garden, even if it is a very small garden. If you fly into London from Russia and the weather is clear, you will see the difference immediately. Below you will be all those small roads I have described, each road consisting of neat rows of houses. You will be able to see the individual houses quite clearly, and also the gardens. These houses stretch out from the centre of the cities to the edge where it meets the countryside.
At first sight our preference for little houses makes no sense. If England is one of the most densely populated countries in Europe, why don't we seize on the obvious solution and build upwards? Even in Scotland people often live in flats although there is far more land per person available. Why is England different not just from Russia but from most of continental Europe? The answer is in our history.
The brick house is a legacy of the English - the earliest -Industrial Revolution. Employers at the beginning of the nineteenth century had to build accommodation for the millions of workers pouring into the cities and at that time they did not have the materials or technology for cheap building upwards. For them the cheapest solution was to build rows of small houses joined together (terraces), each with two small rooms downstairs and two small rooms upstairs. The rooms were small because they were heated by open fires, not by stoves, and families tended to huddle in one room (the kitchen). Bedrooms were unheated, and to this day many English people find it impossible to sleep except in a cold room with the windows wide open.
Most of our housing schemes thereafter are logical improvements to this working-class pattern. Houses became larger; millions of us live in houses with two rooms and a kitchen downstairs, and two or three small rooms plus bathroom-and-toilet upstairs. Before the First World War someone invented the 'semi-detached house' which was still cheap to build but which allowed each family to reach the back of their house down a narrow side passage. This enabled men to carry sacks of coal to the back yard where it could be stored and used for the boiler and open fires. Since the nineteen-sixties, such houses have regularly been built with garages. Richer people kept to the same pattern. The later Victorians at the end of the nineteenth century built three-storey houses, but rarely higher. Such a house was intended for one large family with servants. Houses for richer people in the twentieth century had larger rooms and more land in the garden, but kept to the two- or three-storey pattern.
Today, with central heating built into all new homes, the 'two downstairs rooms' have often been knocked into one because we no longer need to keep a small space warm with an open fire. Sometimes the kitchen area is open to this large room. We have small entrance halls (the climate means that we rarely wear heavy winter coats and in any case we do not wrap ourselves up as Russians do, so we don't need much cloakroom space). Bedrooms have changed. They used to be used exclusively for sleeping. When I was growing up, my parents bought me a small oil heater so that I could do my homework in my bedroom without freezing to death while my brother and sister played downstairs. Nowadays, with central heating warming the whole house, bedrooms have been converted to bedroom-playroom-television looms, since the open-plan downstairs means less privacy.
All individual houses, whether joined in rows or standing detached, have their own back garden. However tiny, this is much preferred to communal land. We like to have our own fences, our own little garden shed and, preferably, our own strip of land outside our own front door. (This is one objection to flats by a nation of gardeners.) In the nineteen sixties, architects went against the instincts of the English, pulled down many rows of old Victorian houses and put up new shining blocks of flats. Within a few years many of these blocks had become slums, hated by the people who had been moved from the terraces. Many of these tower blocks have since been demolished and few blocks have been built since. Architects have gone back to semidetached and terrace houses, grouped in interesting patterns, each one emphasizing privacy.
Russians have a habit of describing anything built before about 1955 as 'old'. (So do Californians, and no doubt many other people.) In England a house does not qualify as old unless it was built at least a hundred years ago. We still have tens of thousands of really old houses, built between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries scattered throughout the country. They may be inconvenient but richer people love to live in them so they become very expensive, even when they are quite small. Thousands of these older houses are strikingly beautiful and protected by law. At the other end of the scale are 'bungalows', small brick houses of only one storey, built especially for the elderly. Many older people move from a house into a bungalow.
I have written that we do not live in flats. To be more precise, most of us do not live in flats unless we are young or old or poor. Students and young people who are renting accommodation will often find a converted flat constructed inside one of the many houses built for a single family with their servants a hundred years or more ago. These houses are too big for today's family (with no servants!) so they are converted into three or four separate flats. The arrangement and size of rooms is often odd, but they have the advantages of ordinary family houses such as a garden. In many towns special housing is built for older people in three-storey flats. Nobody is very far from the ground and gardens, the styles are still intimate, but lifts and carefully designed doorways and so forth make these flats ideal for those who cannot move around easily. Those poorer people who live in council housing (municipal housing) are normally provided with a small house. If they are offered a flat, it will be in a building rarely higher than five storeys, and more likely four or three storeys.
Just as Russians can recognise the approximate date of a block of flats: is it a 'Stalin house' or a 'Khrushchev house' or a 'Brezhnev house'....? so the British can look at houses and tell you their approximate date. Anyone with a general interest in domestic architecture could probably guess correctly to within twenty years, the date of a building from 1800 onwards, by observing the materials, the proportions, the style, the details, the decorations. Typical materials depend on where in the country the house is built. Although brick is by far the commonest material for the walls, its colour will vary according to the local clays and sands, and in parts of the country the authorities still insist on using stone. Roofs may be tiled, or covered with different kinds of local slate. Flat roofs are very rare, concrete may be used for the basic frame but is otherwise despised, and wood is used for outer walls only if the owners are rich and can afford such special architecture. Your typical izba seems very exotic to us.
Because we mostly live in individual houses, we have a confusion of terms in translating to and from Russian. The English use the word house for a dwelling intended for one family. We would not describe a purpose-built block of flats as a house (although the whole building may be given a name such as 'Paradise House'). Hence dom has no exact equivalent in English. The word home is much more personal, much warmer than house: a 'home' is the place which you have created: not only its furnishings but also its atmosphere, your sense of other people who live in it, your feelings about its past as well as its present. Something of the Russian feeling about the privacy of kitchens is found in the English word home. Therefore a house, a flat, a caravan, a shed, or a castle can each be a home.
How we buy our houses
When I wrote the first version of Understanding Britain in 1991, I had to explain to my readers the concept of a 'housing market' in which houses are privately owned and are bought and sold according to the market price. At that time almost all Russians lived in municipal flats, but over twenty years you have become familiar with housing markets. Nonetheless there are differences between your situation and ours.
More than 70% of British householders own their own houses. The others live in rented accommodation, owned by the municipality (council housing) or housing associations supported by local government (about 20 %), or they rent from private landlords (about 8%).
The statement that 70% own their homes is, however, misleading because virtually all homes are bought on a mortgage which is a loan from the bank that must be paid off over a period of about 25 years. So a large proportion of the people who apparently own their homes are actually in houses owned partly by the bank. Few people who buy houses are free of mortgage payments until they are in their fifties, and many continue to pay for longer.
Suppose that you and your partner/wife/husband are aged 28 and you have been renting two rooms on the top floor (Russian third etazh) of a Victorian house for three years. You have saved some money and now you want to buy your own house in the same town. You go to the bank and find out how much the bank is prepared to lend you; the sum will be based on your incomes and prospects. You work out how much you will need for the deposit (let us say, 10% of the price of a house). Then you work out how much you can afford to pay each month for the remaining 90% of the cost plus the interest on the loan; then calculate the top price that you can afford for a house and resolve not to look at anything which is more expensive than your top price. You go to an estate agent to look at properties for sale within your price range. You visit three or four (or more) of them, and eventually decide to 'put in an offer' on a house that you like and can afford. If the sellers and you, the buyers, come to an agreement, you then return to your bank and ask for a loan so that you can pay the seller.
It is normal for the bank to require that you pay the first 10% or so of the house price. Since that is already a large sum, you need to have saved money and be able to borrow money from somewhere else - perhaps your parents. The bank will then loan you the remaining 90% of the price of the house. You will have to pay back not just the loan but also interest on the loan. Depending on the state of the economy and current inflation rates, interest can easily be as expensive as the house itself. In other words, over 25 years you may have to pay the bank twice as much as the original price. This remains common practice because almost nobody is rich enough to pay for a house in cash, directly. We do not march into the estate agent with a big roll of bank notes and buy on the spot!
So now you have your house but for the next 25 years you have to pay a substantial sum every month. For millions of home owners 'paying the mortgage' is by far the largest expense to be taken from their monthly income, after taxes of around 22% and local taxes. Sometimes it is more than income tax, perhaps as much as one-third or two-fifths of their income. Incomes also increase as people are promoted to better-paid jobs. If you, the couple who have bought this house, decide, 15 years later, that you can afford to buy a larger house, you can transfer and renegotiate the mortgage, which in practice means that you will probably add another four or five years of big monthly payments. When couples in their late fifties or early sixties eventually pay off their mortgage there is much rejoicing!
Because 25 years is such a long time during which problems may occur that no-one can foresee, most mortgage payers also have to pay insurance to cover the loan from the bank. If illness or unemployment means that you can no longer, temporarily, go on paying the mortgage, the insurance company will do so. Sometimes even that is not enough; people find that the monthly payments are too expensive; they simply do not have the money. In such cases, the bank takes back the house which it still legally owns. The defaulters find either that they are homeless or possibly that they can now rent the house from the bank. Either way they have lost ownership of the house for which they have spent years paying. The mortgage system is the only practical way of fulfilling our dream of owning our own home; most people are grateful for the system even when paying the mortgage is a struggle. But if things go wrong, the consequences can be cruel.
I have simplified the account of the procedure which usually involves solicitors, bank searches, surveys, taxes, builders, men checking the gas and electricity supplies, months of waiting and worrying, before the final papers are signed and you are given the key of the house.
How we live in our homes. A comparison with Russian home life.
Few young people who move into their first home are able to furnish it completely. They buy something here and something there. They look for cheap or second-hand furnishings; perhaps their grandparents are ready to pass on a chest of drawers or a cupboard; perhaps they see an advertisement in the local paper offering a table for a very cheap price. Creating your own home is a slow but enjoyable activity. And a great deal can be done with a paint-pot and some elementary techniques in repairing and decorating.
Among the many contrasts between Russian and British (especially English) life is the contrast between living on the ground and living in the air. In your muddy or snowy Russian climate, you enter a large building, walk up stairs or crowd into a lift, and arrive at a front door - often a forbidding front door covered with bars and locks that seems to be saying 'Keep out!' -and there you stand waiting to be let in. Inside you will take off your outer coats, your scarves, hats, gloves, maybe your inner warm clothes, your shoes, and put on slippers. Now you are in a cosy friendly warm bubble. But if your friends live in a house in England's temperate climate, you will come from the street straight to the front door (which is probably painted a bright colour and tries to say, 'Come in!'. If you are English, you are unlikely to be wearing hat and gloves but you will wear a light coat if it is winter or early spring. You wipe your shoes on a doormat, but you do not expect to change them. The house may not feel very warm. The windows are open and perhaps the first thing you do is to walk out of the back door into the back garden to admire the flowers. No matter what month, if it isn't pouring with rain, the outside is immediately available to you. You may find yourself standing around, inside or outside, because it does not make much difference. You may go with your hosts to cut some flowers to decorate the table. Children will go in and out. Cats and dogs will go in and out. If there are small children around you will be warned not to leave the front door open in case a child runs out into the road, but if this is not a problem the front and back doors will open and shut with casual regularity. Even when Russians think it is cold in Britain - say, between +3 and + 14 - the British do not expect to put their outdoor clothes on every time they go outside. Fresh air is nice, and we are not going to freeze. We find the Russian insistence on wrapping up as though the temperature is -10 when actually it is +10 very strange.
One obvious consequence is that British homes tend to be less tidy and less clean than Russian homes. A small flat is easier to clean than a house with several rooms on two storeys, even if it is quite small. If house and garden are intermingling, there will be traces of dirt, bits of grass will wander into the house, flowers will drop their leaves. Moreover, although in Britain as in Russian, some people are naturally 'house-proud', we are culturally less inclined to worry about cleaning and scrubbing and keeping everywhere very tidy. So if you enter a house that seems not to have been dusted for a week or so, do not be surprised. Your hosts are not being rude, they simply have different standards and priorities.
As for the furnishings; as a general rule, Russians who can afford to buy new things for their flat will make sure that their furniture is new. Rich Russians make sure that everything is new.
In Britain, houses have much more of a mixture of new and old. Families inherit furniture from parents and grandparents. Sometimes they hate it and pass it on to someone else; sometimes they preserve it proudly. Many of us search deliberately for old things in antique and second-hand shops, partly because much furniture that has survived one hundred and fifty years old or more, will be hand-crafted and well-made. Also there is a pleasure in using a table that has been used, say, for two hundred years. You can feel its history in its polished surface, in its stains and marks and imperfections. It is possible to love such furniture. Part of its attraction is that it is not perfect, it is used. So if you sit down in some British homes you may be surprised to find how shabby and worn the furniture is, even though your hosts appear to have enough money to buy new furniture. The point is that they prefer what they have.
This delight in old wood, old china, old pictures and so on does not extend to electrical equipment such as fridges and washing machines, where, on the whole, new technology is to be preferred! We still have different taps for hot and cold water, and expect to put a plug in the hole in the basin, and wash ourselves or our dishes in a limited amount of water. Russians think this is ridiculous and even painful since it is easy to scald oneself on hot water unmixed with cold water. The British are used to the inconvenience, but feel very uncomfortable about washing dishes under running water. We say to ourselves: "Think of how much hot water we are wasting'.
British visitors to Russia almost always return saying how charmed they were by the clean, cared-for and friendly flats of their Russian friends. Just as often they admit to being appalled by external conditions: dirty stairways, smelly lifts, uncared-for entrances. There are two reasons. First, almost all British visitors to Russia come from the prosperous or reasonably prosperous middle-classes. They do not come from poor and ill-kept housing estates in the grimmer parts of British cities which have similar ugly external conditions. Secondly, because we are used to gardens in a temperate climate we think of the outsides of our houses as places for more flowers and bushes, a little painted gate or some other kind of cheerful display. I doubt if we would be better than Russians at living in communal conditions, except perhaps in one matter. We would provide better benches for elderly people to sit down at the entrances, for we have a good tradition about seats and benches. When someone dies who has loved a particular spot in a park or near his house, his friends will sometimes gather money to 'donate' an outdoor seat in his memory. The seat is set up for other people to enjoy the same spot or the same view, with a little notice on it remembering the dead person.
The absence of dachas
We do not have dachas and therefore we do not have a dacha culture. So what do we have instead?
If we want to be outside, we can sit or work in our own garden attached to the house. It is almost certainly much smaller than a dacha plot of land, but it is immediately accessible. If we want to do more gardening than our own gardens allow we can rent an allotment which is land owned by the local municipality for those who want to grow vegetables and fruit.
A small minority of prosperous people own a 'second home'. This second home will be a long way away - at least two or three hours by car, which by our standards is indeed a long way. The second home is usually an old (and often inconvenient) building in some beautiful part of the countryside, where it can be used as a holiday home rather than an extra place for gardening and growing vegetables. It will be inhabited during occasional weekends throughout the year and for few weeks in the summer. Many second-home owners rent out them out to other holiday makers when they are not using them to help cover the costs of this expensive luxury. Second homes are simply not available to 95% of the population, so we make different arrangements both for holidays and for weekend relaxation. (You can find out more about all these matters in the chapter on Leisure.)

Part Three. Personal Relationships


Although statistics can tell us how many people married in a certain year and how many children were born, we know nothing about the personal commitments and dilemmas faced by the men, women and children who are represented in the data. In order to give them some reality I decided to describe a few imaginary families. By this method I can discuss some of the changes in attitudes towards personal relationships and family life over the last few decades. I also try to explain why these changes have taken place.

Chapter 1. Fictional Families: The Taylors and Others

The early history of the Taylor Family.
The fictional family, the Taylors, first appeared in Understanding Britain. In Understanding Britain Today I bring their story into the twenty-first century. To begin, here is a summary of the story of Carol and Bill Taylor and their children up to 1991.
Bill and Carol Taylor were both in their early fifties in 1991. They had three children: Sarah, then aged 28, Peter aged 26 and Kate aged 23. The family were not 'typical' - for how can any family be 'typical'? - but as a reasonably prosperous middle-class family living in the south of England they were probably quite like many of the families whom Russians would have met in England at the time. Bill and Carol had met in 1959 when he was 22 and she was 20. They married two years later and lived first in a rented flat in an inner London suburb. Bill was an engineer dealing with problems of noise and stress. He and Carol, who had trained as a nurse, brought up their children on a housing estate in a pleasant outer suburb of West London. Later they moved twice before reaching their present home in which they were still living in 1991, although all three children had moved out.
The three children grew up in the sixties, seventies and early eighties when a family routine was established similar to that of most children in their district. They attended the local schools, leaving home at about 8.15 in the morning and returning home at about four in the afternoon. The primary school was on the estate, but the comprehensive (secondary school) was fifteen minutes away by bicycle.
At school, Sarah was shy and musical, Peter was friendly, a bit lazy, and (as it turned out) a really successful swimmer, and Kate was clever, wild, and stubborn. Both Sarah and Kate went on to university. Peter did not, but when he failed to get a job he trained as a sound recordist.
Sarah worked hard at university, and after receiving her degree she found a job in the planning department of the local government offices of a town on the borders of England and Wales. Working there she was not too far away from either her parents or her beloved grand-parents in Wales. Through her job she met a young accountant working for a local accountancy firm, called Martin Wright. Like her he was quiet and rather shy, but they found it easy to talk to each other. Martin was six years older than Sarah and proposed to her when he was twenty-nine and she was twenty-three - in 1986. They were married three months later in church. (Less than half of all marriages in Britain are religious ceremonies. Sarah did not mind much but Martin was a devout churchgoer, and she was happy to have a traditional wedding. Her father's chamber group played music at the service.) Ten months later Sam was born in 1987. Sarah took maternity leave, but returned to part-time work when Sam was eighteen months. A year after that, Nell was born. Sarah decided to become a full-time mother, at least for three years.
Peter finished the course which he hoped would enable him to find a job as a sound recordist in a recording studio, but he could only find a variety of short-term, semi-skilled or non-skilled jobs. It all seemed boring and disappointing. Eventually he found work in a shop which sold new and secondhand bicycles. The shop had a workshop attached where bicycles were repaired. He left home and found a room to rent, about ten miles away in south London, with his girl-friend, Linda. After a year or so, they moved to a rented flat with two tiny rooms in a cheap part of London, while planning for a future in which Peter would become part-owner of a bicycle shop and Linda would run the administration of the office-furniture business. Peter was already 2(> and had not saved very much money, while Linda was getting restless. They were not married, they had no children and they expected none for some years.
Kate believed that individual freedom was what matters most of all. She had two passionate and complicated affairs during her first two years at university, and dedicated her final year to 'chastity and study'. She left university with a first-class degree, a large overdraft at the bank and plans for working for a political-ecological society. Two years later Kate fell in love with Graham. Graham wanted to investigate the ecological situation and the question of human rights in Turkey. And he wanted to take Kate. By this time she was 23, nearly 24. She had no money because the political-ecological society paid tiny wages and hoped that people would work more or less as volunteers. So she struggled with the idea that Graham would be paying for her.
This is a summary of the lives of Sarah, Peter and Kate up to 1991. These were exciting and busy years. They could not anticipate what would lie ahead, either for themselves or for their nation. Nearly twenty years have passed, and readers will be more interested in the younger generation. So what follows is an account of the family as it spread outwards and forwards into the first decade of the twenty-first century.
Sarah and Mark
Sarah and Mark have continued to live in the market town on the English -Welsh border. Mark has been a quietly successful accountant with enough clients to keep him busy and plenty of outside interests where he can, if he wishes, use his accounting expertise. Sarah waited until Nell had started full-time school in 1994 before looking for part-time work. She was offered her old job at the planning office, but this was a full-time job with no flexibility, and she did not want to work full-time while her children were still young. Mark was earning enough money for them to pay their regular mortgage instalments as well as day-to-day expenses, but Sarah wanted work for the interest and pleasure of adult company, and to contribute to the household income in order to give them extra money for holidays, for redecorating the house, for special excursions for the children. At that time the Local Education Authority (LEA) where they were living organised, as part of its music education, a county junior orchestra. The performers mostly rehearsed on Saturday mornings at one of the town schools. A part-time job (one day plus Saturday mornings) organising and arranging the rehearsals, meetings and end-of-term concert was advertised in the local paper. Sarah applied and got the job. As a young mother she had abandoned her flute playing, but now her enthusiasm revived as, through her contacts at the Saturday music school, she met other amateur wind players. They have now play chamber music among themselves and with a local string quartet. After a couple of years, Sarah moved further into the musical education world. She eventually became a music adviser for the LEA; now she is known in schools for fifty kilometres around. She occasionally teaches the flute, but most of the time she is busy bringing together children, instruments, teachers, music, performance places and music examination halls for all the youth events in this musical county. Sarah is now 45 and wondering, hesitantly, whether she might look for a different job or somehow change her pattern of work. She enjoys it, but is beginning to feel slightly restless.
Sam, like his father, was always good at maths. As a child he was absorbed in all the new computer technology of the late 1990s, but then he discovered that what really fascinated him was theoretical mathematics; this was obviously going to be his chief A-level subject. In 2005, aged 18, he applied to three universities and was awarded a place at the most prestigious one. Now he is completing his degree and wondering whether to look for a job or to continue with post-graduate studies. Sarah worries sometimes at his self-sufficiency. He is perfectly polite and friendly, but he does not seem to have any real friends, no one to talk to in the long private conversations that for Sarah are the meaning of friendship. And he does not have any girl friends - or if he does, Sarah and Mark know nothing of them. He seems content to study seriously at university and to live quietly at home during vacations. In 2007 he took himself off to Holland for two weeks, which he spent cycling alone round the country, following the good advice of his uncle Peter.
If Sam was quiet and clever, Nell was loud, cheerful and no more than average at school. Her school reports spoke of her as a friendly girl, a helpful girl, but someone who should 'try harder' in just about every subject she studied. At weekends the house was full of her friends, or else she was out at parties which she loved. She did not inflict hours of anxiety on her parents by coming back later than she had promised; mostly she was an obliging teenager, but she simply did not take her academic lessons seriously and was always ready to drop work for any kind of social gathering. Only later, when Nell insisted on leaving school when she was not quite seventeen (two years earlier than expected), could Mark and Sarah look back and say, 'Of course!' For in 2006 Sarah announced that she wanted to take a course in catering at the town's College of Further Education. She wanted to learn to cook. She liked the idea of cooking for 'functions' - celebrations like weddings and official dinners. Later, perhaps, she explained, she might like to run her own restaurant, but that was in the distant future. So far, completing her second year of the course, Nell has continued to be enthusiastic about her chosen career. She feels that it is her obvious path in life.
She is still living at home, aged 19, since there is an excellent course at the local CFE which gives her skills and qualifications which would be recognised by any restaurant, institute or hotel where she might want to work. She has already completed four separate weeks of 'work experience' and cooks once a week in the restaurant attached to the college. As far as Sarah and Mark can see, Nell is surrounded by admiring boys but does not have a particular boyfriend. She accepts their admiration easily and goes to a concert with one boy, one evening in the week, and ten-pin bowling with another boy the next evening. The third evening she will be out somewhere with a group of girls.
Peter and Linda
We left Peter and Linda saving money, possibly for a mortgage for a house, possibly to support Peter if he decided to buy his way into the bicycle firm. In 1991 the housing market was very unstable; nobody knew how prices were going to change in the next two years - would they go up or come down or stay much the same? If you are buying a house on a mortgage such kinds of uncertainty make the future look very precarious. [For discussions of mortgages see Part 2, Chapter 3] Perhaps for this reason, when Peter's boss left for Australia and the remaining partner wanted to find someone else to share the bicycle shop business with him, Peter, now aged 27, offered to put his own money into the business and become a partner. Linda encouraged him. She was earning good money, and she could see that Peter was becoming more enthusiastic about bicycles rather than less. At first, as a junior partner, Peter worked long hours and received little money from the profits. But he was lucky; two new shops opened next to theirs, one a hardware shop, the other a car accessory shop - just the kind of businesses which will attract people who might want to buy a bicycle or get their own mended. Customers came; the business began to make bigger profits; and cheerful, friendly Peter was liked by all the 'regulars'. By the time he was 30 in 1995, Peter was a confident businessman as well as the man who actually got his hands dirty, buying, renovating and mending bicycles.
As a result, Linda and Peter, who had never married but who were comfortably and happily together as a couple decided that they could afford to buy a house. The market seemed to be improving, interest rates were going down, and they had enough money for the deposit. With their joint income, which was rising, they would be easily able to keep up the mortgage payments. They wanted somewhere not too far from Peter's bicycle shop, with good connections to central London for Linda. After much searching, they found a house in south London, a semi-detached, 1930s house in decent condition with a very overgrown garden. They moved into the house in late 1995, at which point, much to Peter's surprise, Linda showed an enthusiasm for do-it-yourself repairs and decoration. Late at night he might find her in front of her sewing machine, making curtains for the second bedroom, or ready to clean the utmost recesses under the sink. Peter had always thought of Linda as smarter then himself, both in her looks and her skills. She had become an indispensable Personal Assistant to the Director of a big company, where she enjoyed much responsibility and the confidences of her boss. So why was she cleaning the cupboard under the sink instead of preparing for the next day? Was she dreaming of a home with children?
Linda was 32. Since her own parents were divorced, she had not wanted to have children until she was absolutely sure that she had found a man who would stick by her. Peter's serious commitment to his work and his love and goodwill had eventually reassured her. Now she wanted to have a family. They had already abandoned contraception and waited for Linda to become pregnant.
The next two years were very stressful. Linda did not become pregnant, and when she eventually discussed the problem with her doctor, he sent her for tests. The verdict was that she would need 1VF (in-vitro fertility treatment) if she was to have a chance of giving birth to a baby. This treatment is now more than thirty years old, but the success rates are still low, and the process is emotionally and physically stressful for the mother. In Britain at that time fertility treatment paid for by the National Health Service was very rare and couples had to wait a long time. Peter and Linda could afford their way of life on the basis of Linda's salary and Peter's increasing income but private IVF treatment was (and is) very expensive. What should they do?
At this point Bill and Carol, Peter's parents offered to pay for one cycle of the treatment (one operation to insert fertilised eggs into Linda's womb). Then Linda's mother told them that she could manage to pay half the money for another cycle. So Linda went through the lengthy and complicated process twice. Each time she failed to become pregnant. This was not surprising -success rates are low, and more than half of women who try 1VF fail to conceive, even after many cycles.
Linda was 35, Peter was 33 and they had no children. Should they - as Peter suggested - accept the situation and enjoy their life together, perhaps developing other child-related interests. For Linda this was difficult advice which she did not want to accept. But she was too sharp and intelligent not to realise that more IVF for her was probably a waste of money and effort. The other possibility was adoption. So they turned to the adoption services. In Britain there are very few babies available for adoption and a long waiting list of would-be hopeful parents; they considered adopting from overseas - Russia, for example -but meanwhile they were on lists of potential parents for children waiting for adoption in their area. They visited one or two homes and studied the case histories of older children. Among these cases was one of two little boys, brothers aged 5 and 3 whom the adoption agency believed should be adopted together. The older boy, Craig, seemed to be fine; his little brother, Stuart, had some problems in his normal development. He stumbled rather than walked, and his speech was behind that of children of his age. Linda and Peter were told a little about the violence of his early childhood which explained these difficulties. After many discussions between themselves and with the adoption agency they took the huge step of adopting two children together. Linda was 36, nearly 37, and Peter was 34 - and now they had two sons. They celebrated the arrival of the Millennium on 1st January 2000, as their first New Year together as a family, two months after the adoption.
Adopting children, especially those who have already had a troubled and disturbed childhood is not easy. (For further discussion of adoption see the next chapter.) Peter and Linda's experiences as parents were very different from Sarah and Mark's. In any case they were new parents with no time to 'practise' on one baby. But they had some immense advantages. Linda was a strong, clear-headed and intelligent mother, committed to giving her children the kind of security she had missed, while Peter, who had always been one of life's 'easy' people, found that he had an ideal temperament for being the father of two troublesome and troubled boys. He had patience, cheerfulness, and a readiness to accept whatever they threw at him (and they threw a great deal, both literally and metaphorically). He was also enthusiastic about bicycles. The children became cyclists; Stuart who would always be slightly disabled was not at all disabled on a bike, Craig had spent his life looking after his younger brother and was very protective. Even now that he is just 13, and keen to show the world how tough he is, he is never tough towards Stuart who loves him and always tries to imitate him. Peter is 43, with a wife (for he and Linda married before they applied to the adoption agency) and two sons of whom he is very proud, and a bicycle business which requires much work. But Peter, unlike some self-employed people, keeps tight control over his working hours. He wants to spend as much time as he can with his wife and sons; they are a close family.
Kate and Tariq
In 1991 Kate was nearly 24, in love with Graham, and ready to go to Turkey with him, partly to walk and climb in the Taurus mountains, partly to look at how Turkey dealt with environmental problems, and partly (with her political interests) to investigate the question of human rights for Turkish citizens. She had no money, so eventually she borrowed money from Graham and together they spent four months in Turkey. Graham believed in strenuous walking, and, as a specialist in plant studies, he was eager to investigate the bulb industry in Turkey. Kate loved the mountains and the local life but found the flowering bulbs, however important for Turkish villages, a little boring. Although they met three or four impressive human rights activists, Kate realised that, despite her experience in Britain and the reading she had done before the visit, that she was quite unprepared for work of this kind in Turkey. For two years she and Graham were very happy as a couple, but eventually it became clear that Graham was a wanderer and that Kate did not want to spend the rest of her life in other countries. So they split up, in a friendly fashion, and Kate was on her own.
Besides her degree in politics and history, Kate had taken courses in law which enabled her to act as an advisor to environmental organizations which were becoming active in response to development in the 1980s. These organizations were campaigning against building more motorways and extra air terminals in our major airports. She enjoyed meeting the environmental campaigners and kept in touch with many of them. However, her time in Turkey must have been lying in the depths of her mind, because when she met Tariq Khan, a British lawyer of Pakistani origin who was working in a solicitor's law firm in Reading, with an active interest in human rights legislation, she eagerly challenged him on what she had seen in Turkey.
Tariq was highly intelligent, a charismatic talker and someone who enjoyed Kate's enthusiasm for putting the world to rights. He was also someone who accepted Kate's strong views on the place of women in society although he explained that, culturally he felt himself to be a Muslim even though he did not feel any personal religious belief. Kate gave this account much thought over the months in which they grew closer, and decided that she was a 'Christian atheist' and that Tariq was (probably) a Muslim atheist although he would feel uneasy about describing himself as such. Early in 1996 they were married at the Registry Office in Reading where they were both living. Kate was 28, Tariq was 30. Bill and Carol were surprised that Kate had decided to get married ('too bourgeois!' she used to say), and surprised that she wanted to marry a Muslim, since Muslim men were supposed to keep their women in order! Then they met Tariq and were charmed. They also thought that he probably would be quite good at keeping Kate in order ('though it'll be harder than he thinks' said Bill, feeling sympathy for Tariq).
Tariq's parents and two sisters with their husbands came to the wedding. One of the sisters seemed to have a traditional Muslim husband who felt uncomfortable about his brother-in-law marrying a white British girl. The other husband was quite different: he quickly identified Peter as another man who liked machines and using his hands, so they talked about bicycles and the car-trade during most of the party. Tariq's mother was clearly nervous about meeting so many white people whom she did not know, but she felt very warm towards Sarah's nicely-brought-up children, then aged 9 and 7. As for the children, they thought that Mrs Khan was very exotic because in their small town on the Welsh borders there were very few Asians. (In Reading there are thousands, for Reading has a typical urban mixture of different ethnic groups.)
Once married, Kate and Tariq decided to start a family as soon as possible. Their son, Ismail, was born in 1997, their daughter, Emmeline (named after the famous English suffragette), was born in 1999. Apart from the fact that Tariq's solicitors' office was in Reading, one of the reasons why they stayed in the town was that in 1996 around the time of their wedding, Kate became actively involved in a famous campaign against the building of the Newbury Bypass. [Newbury, a town in southern England, was suffering intolerable traffic congestion, since the direct route from Portsmouth and the Channel Ferries to the Midlands ran right through its main street. The Transport Ministry decided to build a 'bypass' around the town, through particularly beautiful and peaceful countryside. Six major environmental organizations, Friends of the Earth, the Council for British Archaeology, Greenpeace UK, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, the Wildlife Trusts and the World Wide Fund for Nature, all argued that although a solution to the serious traffic problem was needed "the proposed bypass route is not the answer". The bypass was begun in January 1996 and completed nearly three years later, having been much delayed by the sustained activities of protesters who lived in tents and in the trees along the route of the new road.]
During those years, Tariq was increasing his reputation as an excellent lawyer in Reading, Meanwhile, often carrying baby Ismail, first in a sling on her front, and later in a 'baby carrier' on her back, Kate spent months working as a legal advisor to the protesters - often unpaid. Although the campaigners were eventually defeated, their efforts changed the views of the British public about adding even more roads as a solution to traffic congestion. (This is not such a great problem in Russia where you have huge spaces; in our small but beautiful country, every stretch of road means a landscape destroyed, peace disturbed, beauty damaged - but a swifter, safer, route for lorries and cars.)
Soon after Emmeline was born, the family moved to Nottingham, a large city in the Midlands because Tariq had applied for a job in a law firm which specialized in immigration problems and in human rights law.
What is a 'large city?' Nottingham has about 288000 inhabitants, but in the 'Greater Nottingham' area which includes suburbs and villages which have expanded towards the city until they are adjoining, the population is more than 650000. This makes Nottingham the 'capital' of the East Midlands. The Taylors had always been based in and around London until Sarah moved westwards. By moving northwards Kate and Tariq felt themselves travelling into an unknown part of England. Despite our small size, the different regions of our country feel much more diverse than many cities in Russian which are a thousand kilometres apart. For example, people in Nottingham speak with a different accent, often using different words from people in Reading, so that Kate and Tariq were instantly identified as southerners. Midlanders also feel themselves to be different from northerners. These are subtle matters of long historical memory, and of the industries developed in these areas in the nineteenth century.
Tariq and Kate settled into the bottom two floors of a house built at the end of the nineteenth century. The top floor contained a separate flat with its own side entrance and 'back staircase'. Kate looked for part-time work which she could combine with looking after Ismail and Emmeline. Eventually she found a job as a 'support officer' at a Community Centre in a different part of the city. It was not easy to get there by bus, but once there, she could relax because the Community Centre had a cr�che for small children, so that she was free to attend to all the people who turned up with various problems ranging from debt and childcare to arguments with the neighbours about gardens and rubbish. Kate had by now had years of experience in giving advice, helping troubled people to reach the right experts. Soon she was extending the range of activities in the Centre. Then she got pregnant again; the baby was due in September 2001.
In the afternoon of 11th September 2009 she, like people across the globe, was summoned to the television. Terrorists had attacked the Twin Towers in New York and other places in the USA.
After the events in the USA, many people looked suspiciously at the British Muslim population. Attacks on peaceful British Muslims rose; Tariq was suddenly very busy with appeals for legal protection from many people of Pakistan and Bangladesh origin in and around Nottingham. Both he and Kate were - like virtually everybody else - appalled at the attacks, but, as Tariq said, 'The world is much more appalled when people die in America than when they die elsewhere as a result of violence.' They took part in the endless debates which followed about the source of the bitterness against Americans, and what best could be done to make Britain a decent and safe place for all who live here. As a result of all the confusion, Kate, who gave birth two weeks later, insisted on calling her new baby daughter 'Clarity'. 'I want her to see clearly and think clearly and feel clearly' she announced.
The last eight years have been busy in dozens of ways. Ismail, born in June 1997, started school in September 2001 at the nearby primary school. Emmeline and Clarity followed him. The teachers made lots of jokes about the three children, all at the same school, and all prepared to argue. None of them was in the least shy, though Ismail was perhaps quieter than the girls and extremely hard-working. In 2008 he moved on to the local comprehensive school, along with most of his friends. Emmeline loved dancing and has begun to convince her parents that this is a most beautiful art. Clarity, when she become six years old, insisted, to her mother's alarm, that she wanted to take karate lessons. (Karate is now very popular as a sport for children.) Clarity keeps her father and brother entertained by all her karate routines, but Kate is still bothered. 'Is this clear movement, is this clear thought?' she asks. Tariq points out that karate requires clear-headed discipline, and jokes that human rights legislation should ensure that human beings are not bound by the whims of their mothers.
Once the children were at school, Kate took further training and is now qualified to act as a legal advisor to immigrants. She visits immigrants at different stages of their experience: those who are waiting for their cases to be heard, those who are newly settled and those who are being deported and returned 'home'. She is also active in a charity that tries to help immigrants who have been victims of torture, rape and other savagery. Tariq, by now a real expert in our changing human rights law, and Kate spend much of their time together discussing the cases of their clients - and arguing. They think of themselves as very happy -but constantly aware of the pain that is inflicted on so many around them, through no fault of their own.
The Family Upstairs:(1) Jonas, Stephanie and Clifford
The house in Nottingham where Kate and Tariq live has a separate flat on the top floor - which in this case is the second floor according to English custom, the third floor according to Russian custom. Large, well-built nineteenth century houses are often adapted in this way. In this flat in 2001 lived Jonas and Stephanie. Jonas' brother, Clifford was also living with them.
Jonas and Clifford are black, Stephanie is white. All three were born and brought up in Nottingham. In 2001 Stephanie and Jonas were both 22, and Clifford was 18. Jonas as a boy started helping out a garage where cars were serviced and repaired. He enjoyed the work, and when he left school, he went to the College of Further Education to study car maintenance. Then he worked in various garages in the area, until he found himself working on lorries. He loved the lorries. Stephanie was a secretary in a small business dealing with imported spare parts for certain types of lorries. That is how she met Jonas.
During the next few years as the Khan children were growing up downstairs, Jonas found a chance to build up a small lorry repair business of his own. He began by renting space in a garage where he was working, and then found premises on a small industrial estate on the edge of the city. By 2008, aged 29, Jonas is doing very well. He and Stephanie have moved out of their flat and are now paying a substantial mortgage on a semidetached 1960s house in a pleasant housing estate nearer his business. The business is still small, but his customers are satisfied, he is employing a young man part-time, and he has his eye on bigger premises.
Meanwhile, Stephanie found herself getting rather bored with her job, just as Jonas began complaining about all the paperwork in his business. So she became his company secretary, began to sort out his accounts, taxes, and the forms necessary for registering a business. She enjoys the increased responsibility and has now taken on a similar job for a friend. Jonas pays her and often grumbles at the need to do so, but in fact they both know that this is a very convenient arrangement. Stephanie is 29 and has just given birth to her first child, Denise. Jonas rejoices at being at last a Dad. He has two sisters with children and is tired of having no role but 'Uncle'.
Clifford, Jonas' young brother, entered Nottingham Trent University in September 2001 to do a B.Sc. degree course in Civil Engineering. He graduated in June 2004, and found a job in Sheffield, a major city in Yorkshire, 100 kilometres to the north. First he worked with a private firm to which he had applied on the recommendation of his university tutors. He was delighted to be given the job against considerable competition and he worked there for three years. Late in 2007 he transferred to working with Sheffield City Council, as part of the team dealing with the city's infrastructure. By this time he had a girl-friend, Lily who works for a city courier firm. They feel very settled in Sheffield, a city that will certainly require people with Clifford's qualifications for as long as he wishes to work for them.
The people upstairs(2) Stella's extended family
Kate and Tariq are professional middle-class people with two incomes. When Jonas and Stephanie moved out, they discussed whether to move to another house themselves, rather than have people living in a flat above them. They could afford to do so; but they did not really need extra space. Downstairs they had a large kitchen, a comfortable sitting room, and a playroom which was used for all kinds of practical work. It had a television in it - strictly controlled by Kate. Tariq and Kate had a large bedroom looking out over the street, and at the back of the house were three smaller bedrooms, one for each of the children. The children often moved into each other's bedrooms, because of the frequent guests who arrived at the house, but they enjoyed living all in a heap. Neither of their parents was obsessed with housework, so family life moved along in clutter where there would always be a space for friends.
They decided that they did not want to enlarge their house, but that they would like to buy the freehold of the whole house and then rent out the top flat. It took more than six months to sort out all the legal implications. Buying houses in England is a slow and complex process. Eventually their scheme was accepted, so then they had to renovate the top flat and replace much of the equipment. Local 'health and safety' officers came to inspect the work and ordered them to make various (expensive) additions. They were just about to advertise for tenants when Kate had an urgent call from an old university friend, Stella. Over the next two hours Kate heard a long and involved story.
Stella had married Dave immediately after university, in 1989. That was unusually young for a university graduate to get married but Dave was a strong, impressive man, several years older than her, a biologist and a friend of Kate's then boyfriend, Graham. Holly was born six months after the wedding, in February 1990, and no-one ever quite knew whether Stella had decided to marry Dave because she was pregnant, or whether she was eager to have a child as soon as possible. Their son, Jake followed in 1991. Looking after two very small children proved to be much more stressful and worrying than Stella had realised. Her relationship with Dave became bad-tempered, became bitter, became exhausting, until they decided that divorce was the only possible route for them. From 1994 Stella lived as a single mother, bringing up Holly and Jake in a small house on the edge of Retford, a market town of about 20,000 people in Nottinghamshire. Dave had moved to work for a firm in Nottingham, but every other weekend he travelled to Stella's house to collect the two children. He spent the weekend looking after them in his Nottingham house. Neither he nor Stella wanted Holly and Jake to lose contact with their father.
Two years later, Stella met Ken. Ken was a probation officer who was widowed with a small son, Ethan, born in 1993. Ken's wife had been an African from Nigeria, who had died of cancer when Ethan was two. As a probation officer, Ken worked with criminals - 'offenders' - both before their sentences and when they had finished their sentence. He was particularly concerned with teenage offenders, for it is the job of probation officers to keep a check on them and try to ensure that they do not offend again.
Stella with her children, Holly and Jake, moved into Ken's house in Retford. They did not marry, because Stella felt wary of marriage after that swift wedding to Dave and its unhappy ending. Ken did not care; he wanted love and security for his son and himself, marriage was not important. Ethan became a younger brother for Holly and James. In 1998 Stella and Kate themselves had a son, Noah, who completed the family. They continued to live very happily in the town, which was small enough for 'everyone to know everyone' while Ken commuted to the nearby town of Worksop where the probation service had its offices. Stella felt more or less relaxed, thoroughly enjoying the baby, Noah, who was the kind of small child to delight all those who met him.
Meanwhile Dave, her ex-husband, had moved to Manchester and met a new partner, Jacky. Jacky had married - and divorced -very young and had a son, Simon, who was already twelve when she met Dave. Simon did not much like Dave. He resented his mother's love for this new man, even though he rarely saw his own father. Through difficult teenage years he went off several times to stay with his father, and when he was sixteen he insisted on leaving school and joining the army. Since Jacky disapproved of almost all the actions in which the British army was then engaged, she felt guilty and unsure of what to do. Simon himself insisted that he was much happier, but his visits home were sporadic and unannounced. Jacky and Dave had two girls, Alice and Beth, who took up much of her time, so that she kept telling herself that with two little girls to look after she would have to accept her son's choice in life.
So daily life for these two families continued much as they expected until Holly turned 14 in 2004. Suddenly she metamorphosed into a difficult, awkward, irritable teenager. Up till that point she and Jake and Ethan seemed to get along very well together, but now she began complaining that her stepfather, Ken, was 'too bossy', and that Jake and Ethan were always being given privileges which she did not have. Her complaints were not very coherent, but Stella and Ken found them persistent and upsetting. One day she ran away - to her father, Dave who had continued to keep in touch with his older children. Even so, he was surprised and disconcerted when Holly arrived on his doorstop asking to live with him. She said she loved her half-sisters in Manchester but she couldn't stand her brother and stepbrother, although she did admit that she loved little Noah.
After much discussion between the two families (and more discussion with Holly's school) it was agreed that she should live with her father and her step-mother, Jacky, in Manchester. Meanwhile, Ken had been offered a promotion in the probation service but it would mean his moving to Nottingham. Housing in Nottingham was much more expensive than housing in the Retford where he and Stella lived. Could they afford to move?
Stella pointed out that once they were in Nottingham, she could easily find a decently paid job, and so they would be able to afford a house. Meanwhile, they could rent, but they would need to rent somewhere reasonably cheap until they had managed to sell their house in the market town. Ken agreed; he was very keen to take the job but he had a wife and three children to support. (The agreement among the adults had been that Dave would take full financial responsibility for Holly, and would give Stella a smaller allowance for Jake. In practice, Ken felt himself to be responsible for all three boys.)
So Stella rang Kate in mid-2006. Could they rent the top flat in her house? Kate protested: It would be wonderful to have Stella and Ken so close, but the flat was not big enough for two teenage boys and an eight-year-old. 'Oh, we can manage!' said Stella when she had seen the flat. 'It will only be for a short time.' And Kate, thinking of her spacious home below, agreed.
In fact the move proved to be very complicated. Stella and young Noah stayed in their old home for several months until they were able to sell it. Meanwhile Ken with Jake and Ethan moved into the top flat, because he wanted both boys to start at their new school in Nottingham at the beginning of the school year in September 2006. Ken was very busy with his new job, the two boys would wander back home from their new school, often coming in later than Ken wished - and Stella rushed between her old home and Nottingham, looking for a house which they could afford to buy. Meanwhile Kate found herself feeding the two boys, and sometimes Ken, too. Stella and Ken eventually moved into their new home, a three-bedroom house about two kilometres from Ken's work, in November 2007.
As soon as they were settled in Nottingham, Stella started looking for a job. She found work in a company dealing with computer parts who needed a French speaker. Stella had studied French at university and although she did not think this was an exciting job, it was reasonably paid. Besides, she could see that she would need to put some of her energy into dealing with Jake (who was starting A-levels), Ethan (who was starting his GCSE course) and Noah, who had recently joined a children's theatre group, along with Emmeline Khan, and who expected Stella and Ken to listen to him learning his part every evening!
Holly and Jake
Stella was an emotional person, the sort of person who is full of life one day, and nervous or angry the next day. After the divorce from Dave, life had been painful and bewildering until she met Ken. Ken was temperamentally very calm, but still grieving for his wife who had died so young. They turned out to be very good for each other; Stella gave him sympathy, embraced Ethan as her son (he was too young to remember his mother), and enough anger to keep life 'exciting', as young Jake said. Ken who was professionally trained to deal with disturbed and angry people, absorbed Stella's anger and turned it into gentle laughter. So Stella felt that she and Ken (and Dave in Manchester) had managed rather well to bring up their families; in all the essentials they were emotionally stable and happy.
Then she had a worried phone call from Dave. Holly had seemed to settle down in Manchester, but now...
'Drugs? In trouble with the police? Bad friends?...' asked Stella anxiously, ready to panic.
'Well, no, nothing like that. She's determined to become a Catholic. She says it's in her blood.'
Stella was astonished. Neither she nor Dave had been religious; and although in the past Ken had sometimes attended his wife's African Christian services to please her, he had not been near a church since her death. Holly however pointed out that Stella's mother had been half-French, and that the French were Catholics and that she had met some wonderful, understanding people who were Catholics and who wanted her to be baptized into the Catholic Church. Manchester has a high proportion of Catholics, many of them of Irish ancestry, so it was not surprising that Holly had made friends with teenagers who took their religion seriously. What seemed strange to Stella and Dave was Holly's own sudden intense commitment to the Church. Together they met the parish priest and some adult members of his congregation. Then they had a long discussion with Holly, explaining that they accepted that she was now 17 and had a right to decide for herself if she wished for instruction in the rules and beliefs of the church. So when she was 18, Holly became a devout and enthusiastic Catholic, whose life now circled around her Catholic responsibilities and friends.
Two months later, soon after he had started on his A-level course, Jake came to Stella one evening and said that he wanted to talk to her. Stella was startled; Jake had seemed quiet, even withdrawn, for some months now, unlike Ethan who was inclined to talk non-stop.
'What is it, darling?'
Jake looked at her very seriously. 'I've something to tell you, Mum, that I think you ought to know. I'm gay. That's who I am. I'm a gay person.'
The first thought that went through Stella's mind was, 'Oh, that explains why he has been so quiet. He's been troubled about this.' The next thought was, 'Poor boy, he must feel very lonely, if his family don't know. Well, he won't be lonely now!' She said, 'Oh, Jake, darling!' and gave him a big, long hug. Presently she found she was crying, and Jake was half-comforting her, although she was not quite sure why she needed to be comforted.
Then she said, 'Probably this is a silly question, but - do you want to be gay?'
Jake said, 'It's not like that. I can't choose. You didn't choose to fall in love with men - with Dad or with Ken. That's how you are. You don't fall in love with women. And obviously it's how most people are. I mean, men fall in love with women, and women with men. But it's not like that with me. So it's not a matter of wanting to be gay. I am gay.'
Stella said, 'So it's not like Holly deciding to become a Catholic?'
Jake laughed, wryly. 'No. Holly can decide and change her mind and decide and change her mind again. I'm sure that at the moment she feels she is going to be a Catholic all her life, and perhaps she will be. But she could choose. I am what I am. I've known that since I was eleven or twelve.'
'As early as that?!'
'I don't mean that I understood the consequences then. I didn't think. I just knew. Come on, Mum, tell me when you realised that, for you, boys were sort-of-special.'
Stella looked back to her childhood. All those grubby primary school boys that first you played with, and then you didn't want to play with, and then...
'I must have been about eleven.'
'You see,' said Jake.
Stella said, 'It must feel sometimes very lonely for you.'
Jake said, 'Yes. I have one or two gay friends, but it's not like all the boys and girls being together and having a good time together, which is mostly what happens at school. So I do feel lonely, sometimes.'
Stella gave him another hug and said, 'Even if you're straight - is that the word I should use, Jake, for ordinary people, I mean heterosexual people? - you can still sometimes feel very lonely, especially if you are 17.'
Jake said, 'Yes, Mum' but not as though he believed her.
That night in bed, Stella wept a little to herself. She tried to work out why she was crying, and decided that it was partly because she believed that her beloved Jake would have a more difficult time than most people in finding his way in the world. And partly because Jake would never give her grandchildren, which was sad but (she told herself) a selfish matter to feel sad about.
The future
For all these people, for Sarah, Mark, Sam, Nell, Peter, Linda, Craig, Stuart, Kate, Tariq, Ismail, Emmeline, Clarity, Jonas, Stephanie, Denise, Clifford, Lily, Stella, Dave, Holly, Jake, Ken, Ethan, Noah, Jacky, Simon, Alice and Beth, life was busy in all directions: in their family life, at work or at school, in all their friendships, responsibilities, in their making homes, having fun and all the other activities that, somehow or other, they managed to take on at the same time during the years up to 2008. Towards the end of 2008 the world financial collapse and recession was just around the corner. Money, finance, and the loss of jobs would affect them in different ways, some for a few months, some of the rest of their lives. But they did not know the future, any more than we do.

Chapter 2. Family Life and Personal Relationships

In the previous chapter I told, very briefly, the stories of the lives of twenty-nine people. In this chapter I look at these families insofar as they illustrate patterns of English life during the last ten years of the twentieth century and the first ten years of the twenty-first.
Marriage
The popularity of marriage has been declining. Almost half the children in Britain are born to parents who have not married, but this does not mean that their parents are in casual and drifting relationships. A smallish minority of unmarried mothers who give birth are living on their own; the child's father is not around or only around sporadically. But most children with unmarried parents grow up with a mother and father who have much the same relationship to each other as if they were married. Of the marriages that do take place, about two-thirds are civil marriages, one third are religious ceremonies.
Among our families, all three Taylor children married, though for different reasons. Both Sarah and her husband, Mark, wanted to marry as the first stage in starting family life. This was a public celebration of their commitment to one another. Mark had religious beliefs, so they married in church. Peter and Linda had no thought of marrying, until they decided that they wanted to become adoptive parents. The adoption agencies (see below) accept unmarried couples, but Peter and Linda wanted to emphasise for the boys as well as the agency that they were a 'properly married mum and dad'. Kate had decided that marriage was not for her, until she met Tariq. His family were by no means altogether comfortable with Tariq marrying outside their traditional world of Pakistani Muslim origin. But equally, they would have been unhappy if the couple had lived together, not marrying. So, in order to insist, as kindly as possible, that they were absolutely serious about their long-term love for one another, Kate and Tariq decided to marry with a civil ceremony in which both families could come together on neutral ground. Their scheme worked well; the families found sufficient in common to meet on several other occasions without very much stress.
Jonas and Stephanie have not married. Among them and their friends, marriage is not the norm. One or two girls whom Stephanie knows have chosen to have 'real weddings' which have turned out to be extraordinarily expensive. Jonas and Stephanie prefer to keep their money for paying their mortgage and for their new baby.
Stella has been married and divorced. She did not want her first unhappy marriage to be repeated, so she was unwilling to go through a marriage ceremony with Ken. Ken was not interested in expensive romantic parties, and if that was how Stella felt, it suited him. Dave and his new partner, Emma, have also not married, for similar reasons.
Since unmarried partners are now so common, few people believe that it is impossible to bring up children in security and love unless one is married. Those who do get married want to declare their lifelong commitment to each other publicly, whether in a civil or religious ceremony. But it must be admitted that typical weddings, the kind of weddings that girls dream about, have become ridiculously expensive in the last fifteen years or so. Thousands of pounds are spent on a ceremony and party lasting few hours. So, besides an unwillingness to submit to official pressure (which seems to be the main reason), new would-be brides often decide that they do not want to marry because they cannot imagine a simple wedding. So partners have a choice: a wedding, an informal party if you choose not to marry, or no celebration at all, merely a daily confirmation of the fact that you are a committed couple.
Language note: unmarried couples usually call each other 'my partner'. When spoken to by people who do not know them, many are quite willing to accept 'your husband' or 'your wife'.
Parents and Children
Although family size in Britain has dropped significantly over the last forty years, single children are still unusual. Most one-child families have turned out to be like that because the parents for one reason or another cannot have another child. Mothers are starting their families much later - the average age of a mother when her first child is born is now 29. Many women wait until they are in their thirties before thinking about a family, although if they wait until they are 35, the chances of conceiving begin to decline rapidly. While there are women who become pregnant as late as 45, children born to mothers aged more than forty are very unusual. What often happens is that a woman decides to start a family at 35, conceives when she is 36, gives birth when she is 37 and discovers that bringing up a child is an exhausting business. Her body is older, her emotions are already well-developed, and her energies are less. Of course tens of thousands of healthy, happy children are born to mothers who are older than 35 every year. But on the whole, energetic youthful mothers find the whole process easier, and have much more time ahead of them to have more children.
The other reason for single children is that an increasing number of couples discover that they have fertility problems: something is wrong either with the man's sperm, or with the woman's ovaries and eggs. IVF treatment (in vitro fertilisation) has helped people all over the world, but the process is lengthy and exhausting, and fails more often than it succeeds. For some people it is never going to succeed. IVF treatment is now available on the NHS for a limited number of cycles but in the 1990s when Peter and Linda were trying for an IVS baby, they had to pay.
The number of women who remain childless by choice is also increasing. About 18% of women who are now in their forties have chosen not to have children.
In the previous chapter I have given dates for the births of all the children to illustrate typical family patterns. Sarah and Mark wanted two children and had them when Sarah was in her twenties. Peter and Linda did not seriously consider a family until Linda was thirty-two. Kate was twenty-eight when she married, and was keen to have children immediately. Preferably, several children. They arrived at two-year intervals; two years, nine months is the average time between having children in Britain. As you know, the typical interval between children in Russian families is much greater.
Stephanie became pregnant at the age of 29; she and Jonas wanted to ensure that they had a home, that Jonas (like Peter) could earn enough money from his business to keep a family, and that they were sure they could cope with a family. Stephanie's idea of her future family hovers between two and three children. Jonas kept saying that he wanted a girl, but Stephanie had no strong views. Fate has decided to give Jonas the daughter he longed for.
When children are born, British fathers are expected to take an active part in bringing them up. Of course there are variations in both what fathers are expected to do and what they actually do, but it is normal in Britain today for a father to attend the birth of his child, to share in looking after her, changing her nappies, cleaning, bathing and feeding her, and baby-sitting at times so that his wife can go out. Once the child is a toddler fathers often take them out to play, talk and read to them, and help to introduce them to the big grown-up world. The British have a poor reputation in their attitudes to children, but as compared with Russian fathers they seem to be much more involved in bringing up their children. Hence the big debates over keeping contact between children and their absent fathers in cases of divorce. (See below).
Brothers and Sisters
Because there are fewer single children in Britain, and because we tend to have our children close together, the relationships of siblings (brothers and sisters) are more in evidence, more important. This changes the dynamic of family relationships. Russians often talk with great affection of the significance of their grandmother or grandparents in their life, but less often of a brother or sister who is close in age and who grew up with them. In Britain it is the other way round (though see the chapter on Grannies). Where there are three children or more (three children are quite common), the dynamics and relationships are even more varied and complex, and the exclusive attention of parents (and often grandparents) on one child does not and cannot exist.
Stella's story illustrates the way in which, with divorce and widowhood, families can become very extended with complicated sibling relationships. We can see this from the experience of Holly. She begins by living with her mother, father and brother. When she is four, her parents divorce. She then lives with her mother and brother, until her mother sets up home with Ken, a widower. So she acquires a stepfather, a stepbrother, and two years later, a half-brother. Her father, Dave, now has a partner, Jacky, who was herself previously divorced. Jacky has a son from that marriage whom Holly scarcely knows. But Holly also has two little half-sisters, the children of Jacky and Dave. So her immediate family includes four parents and five brothers and sisters. Sometimes she feels confused!
Divorce
Divorce is sadly common in Britain. We can estimate that if more than a third of marriages end in divorce, then at least the same proportion of serious couples end their long-term relationships. Nearly half these divorcing and separating couples are childless; even so, tens of thousands of children every year undergo the painful experience of their parents 'splitting up'. In Britain there is a strong tendency for such divorced and separated individuals to find another partner and settle down to another marriage or similar relationship. Single mothers who do not settle into another more-or-less permanent relationship are comparatively unusual - that is, when we look at the Russian situation.
The argument of the Russian women with whom I have discussed this difference is that there are too few educated men around, and too many alcoholics! Plenty of women find the available men here very unsatisfactory too, but most of them would not be so sweeping in their condemnation. About the same number of men as women get a higher education in this country, so that it is highly probable that a woman looking for a husband can find a man as well educated as herself. As we know, such similarities tend to make for happier relationships. It seems that the British are a romantic race, who like, and always have liked, their marriages to be little long-lasting democracies, for if you ask the British what their 'ideal' of life is, whether or not they themselves have achieved it, the 'ideal' that comes top always is 'a loving and kind marriage between equals'. Unfortunately, it seems that a substantial proportion will never achieve such happiness, or pass the expectation of such happiness on to their children. Nevertheless, it remains the ideal, and we must assume that it is the reality for many.
The significant question from the point of view of the children is: are they being brought up in a stable family of two parents, a stable family of one parent, an extended family, or an unstable family of constantly changing partners? Whenever a divorce settlement is arranged, the 'best interests' of the children have to be considered above all. If the partners are always quarrelling, the courts accept that divorce may be the only solution, but they are very keen to ensure that the children remain in contact with both parents. If, as usually happens, the children live with their mother, the father must be allowed regular access to them. And it must be said that hundreds of thousands of divorced couples make immense efforts, week in and week out, to ensure that the children continue to have a real relationship with both mother and father. The 'weekend dad' is a sad phenomenon, in the sense that he is often grieving that he is not seeing his children more often, and that all he can do is to spend his weekends hanging around with them in the park, or taking them on trips, because he is not part of their home life. Such arrangements can continue for years.
Not all fathers manage to keep in touch with their children after the separation or divorce; some of them drift away, perhaps reluctantly, perhaps with relief. But there exists a strong assumption that fathers should continue to be real fathers to their own children, an assumption which is powerfully upheld by organisations of fathers who believe they are not getting enough access to their children. Being a good dad matters in Britain.
Sometimes, as in Dave's case, the father meets another woman and settles into a relationship with her. In that case, the agreement - expressed or implicit - is that the new partner must be willing to take on part-time childcare of the children of a former relationship. Some step-parents find this quite easy; they are naturally maternal (or paternal) and comfortable at acquiring new members of the family. In Ken's case, since his wife had died, there was no-one to feel resentful and jealous of Stella as she became a full-time mother to Ethan, then aged 3. From Ethan's point of view, he acquired a new mummy, a sister and a brother... and then a baby brother. He was not quite old enough to be able to grieve consciously for his mother, so Stella became his mother - although of course Ken and Stella explained to him as he grew up that his birth mother had died when he was a baby.
Life is not quite so simple for people in Jacky's position. She was familiar with the half-term visits of Holly and Jake to their home in Manchester, and accepted the occasional week when Dave took his children on holiday without her. But when Holly, aged 16, turned up on their doorstep, demanding to stay, she was not delighted. In fact she was against Holly staying permanently with them. Like many stepmothers, she suddenly felt protective of her own children, as though Holly was a threat to them. Only after long discussions among all four of Holly's 'parents' did Jacky agree that perhaps the best solution was for Holly to spend her last two years at school living in Manchester with them. As a busy mother and primary-school teacher, she felt it was a considerable sacrifice to take on Holly as well.
These complicated extended families are common in Britain. Although they can be confusing for all concerned, some children find it a relief to be able to move from one family to another when they are teenagers, especially if both sets of parents are always careful not to criticise the other set. And smaller children often act as a powerful bond for troubled adolescents who can pour out all their anxieties to their little half-brothers and sisters.
Mixed marriages
By 'mixed marriages' I mean marriages or partner relationships between parents of different ethnic groups. Since, as I explained in the first chapter, it is difficult to know when an individual is to be defined as 'ethnic', the term is not very useful. Nonetheless, the government, for statistical purposes when analysing the population, divides us into these groups. Basically, in Britain, they are 'White', 'Asian' and 'Black'. Any children with parents from different groups are described as 'mixed-race'. (A child of white British and white Polish parents would not be described as mixed-race.)
In my examples of British families today, Ken and his Nigerian wife had a baby, Ethan, in 1993, while Jonas and Stephanie have had a mixed-race baby, Denise, in 2008. Ethan and Denise are typical in today's Britain. They are among those one in nine children growing up in British families who are mixed-race; and the evidence is that these mixtures will get ever more mixed. Already nearly half the black men of Caribbean origin have a white partner, and about a third of black Caribbean women. Black Africans are also rapidly assimilating to the British population. Sociologists point out that the notion of 'race' is going to mean less and less to contemporary children who go to school with children of different ethnicities, and take them for granted.
Kate and Tariq are a more unusual couple. Statistically, the groups who do not yet assimilate so easily are those of Pakistan and Bangladesh origin who are strongly aware of their Muslim culture, and who tend to live with other Pakistanis or Bangladeshis away from the mixed areas of our cities. However, inter-ethnic marriages between Asians and others, particularly non-Muslim Asians, do occur and are occurring more frequently.
Fifteen years ago, mixed-race marriages were a subject for worry and concern; articles appeared in newspapers and magazines discussing the possible prejudices and bitterness from either side. Now such relationships are so common that nobody is astonished or taken aback by a couple walking down a street, one white, the other black. Russians have sometimes suggested to me that mixed-race relationships should be a matter of anger or mourning by white British people who are watching their 'own' culture disappear as other races take over. As someone who was born into a Britain where black people were extremely rare, and who has watched the whole phenomenon of the immigration of blacks and Asians into my country and their gradual assimilation over two or three generations, I think this is huge misunderstanding of what is going on in my country - and what has always gone on.
First, we have always had immigrants and always absorbed them. A hundred years ago thousands of Jews, fleeing pogroms in Russia landed up in London. A century later their greatgrandchildren are dispersed throughout the population. The population is not less 'British'.
Second, cultures are always changing. Farming traditions in Britain up to the outbreak of the second world war included the use of horses (although tractors were being introduced). Horses no longer work on farms. I do not think that anger or mourning are the right reaction, although I might feel sad that picturesque horses are no longer posing in fields - but that is sentimentality. If I were asked what is the biggest change in the two decades, I would say nothing about Black British, White British, Asian British, but point to the computers on every desk, in every schoolroom, and to the way in which they have changed our work, our entertainment and our shopping habits.
Thirdly, generations change. In the seventies our immigrant populations were still seen as 'exotic', 'obtrusive', 'troublemakers'. Laws against inciting racial hatred were passed, but proved not to be enough to prevent race riots in the early 1980s. Since then, slowly but steadily, generations of primary school children have grown up in playgrounds where they take for granted the other ethnic groups around them. These children grow into adults, and in their turn pass on to their children what they have come to accept as normal.
This sense of the normality of a multi-racial Britain should not be confused with people's attitudes to recent groups of immigrants. Some of the African asylum seekers, some refugees from war such as Albanian Kosovans, and the very large immigration of Poles have aroused familiar objections: 'they are taking our jobs, they are taking our benefits, they are jumping the queue for council housing'. The point is that the complaints will come from British white, British black and British Asian people who see themselves now as the indigenous group. Many of the new immigrants will return home. Those who stay and become British citizens will almost certainly have assimilated by the next or the following generation. Even the Muslims from Pakistan and Bangladesh who keep closely in contact with 'the old country' will not be able to prevent their children from looking at the world through British eyes.
Some people regard this assimilation as a matter for deliberate rejoicing while others say, 'What difference does it make, anyway? You either like a person or you don't.' Immigrants to Britain and (more importantly) their children have assimilated more swiftly than most, perhaps because of our (comparatively) successful legislation on race. With such widespread attitudes of acceptance among the majority of British people, it looks as if our multi-racial society is settling down into feeling comfortable with itself, at least as far as relationships, children and families are concerned.
Adoption
When Peter and Linda realised that they would probably never be able to have their own biological children, they decided to apply to the adoption agency as prospective parents. They knew this would not be easy as there are far more people wanting to adopt than children for adoption. In other words, the whole attitude to adoption in Britain and in Russia is quite different.
Forty years ago it was easy to find babies to adopt; young unmarried mothers were encouraged, sometimes even forced, to give up their babies for adoption. But around 1970 two major changes took place in our society. First, the appearance of the contraceptive Pill made cheap reliable contraception available for all. Therefore far fewer unwanted or unintended babies were conceived. Secondly, attitudes towards sexual behaviour and family patterns altered, though more slowly. It became accepted, at least by many sections of society, that if a mother wanted to remain single and bring up her children by herself, that was fine. Many mothers did so. So where were the children for adoption in 1999 when Peter and Linda applied to become adopting parents?
These children come from families where their biological (or 'natural') parents have been unable to look after their children themselves. The parents may be helpless, mentally disabled, alcoholic, violent, abusive, or just unable to cope with all the difficulties that life piles on them. In these cases, their children are taken from them and put with foster parents who will look after them for a time, until suitable adopting parents can be found. As far as possible, the adoption services try to match children to new parents of a similar ethnic and cultural background. For example they try to find homes for black children with black families, or Catholic children with Catholic families. So if you are like Peter and Linda, white, already in your mid-thirties, with no religious beliefs, your chance of finding a baby to adopt are almost nil. You must think in terms of adopting older children who may have had a very difficult early childhood, and may be unhappy, traumatised, desperately needing a family, but as yet, no good at trusting people including would-be adopting parents.
(The reason why so many people from Britain and other countries came to Russia to adopt children is that you put tens of thousands of children into children's homes away from normal family life. Many of these Russian children would have certainly have been offered for adoption in Britain and thousands of British couples would have been very willing to adopt them. The problem is that the longer the children stay in a 'internat' where they are treated as though they are a different species - going to a special internat school, for example - the harder it is to acclimatise them to loving families and everyday social life. But for some reason, Russian culture does not encourage adoption, and I have met many Russians who are suspicious of the motives of those who want to adopt.)
In Britain, the overwhelming reason is, 'I want to love and bring up a child - or children.' Some adopting parents have children of their own, know that this is what they can do, and want to offer their home and family to a deprived and unhappy child. Some adopting parents, like Peter and Linda, cannot have children of their own.
Local authorities run adoption services, and there are also licensed private adoption agencies. Peter and Linda went through a process of several stages over some months in order to show that they were - as far as anyone could judge - capable of bringing up and looking after two brothers from a disturbed and violent family. Stuart, the younger of their two boys had been slightly disabled as a result of a drunken father hitting him when he was a baby. Craig could still remember some of the violence and chaos - and also being torn from his beloved mother (who was actually confused, sometimes drunk, and often forgetful of her children, but whom Craig did not remember like that). The two boys had been with foster parents for about a year. When they first met Peter and Linda, Stuart was prepared for a cuddle, for affection, but Craig was wary and shy. And Craig wanted to protect Stuart. Over several weeks, Peter and Linda visited the foster parents who were loving but firm with the boys, and slowly got to know their two future children. Eventually the boys, now calling them 'Mummy' and 'Daddy' came to live with them for ever. Adoption means that the child belongs to the parents as much as a birth child, and has exactly the same legal position and rights.
Nearly 5000 adoptions were confirmed in England in 1999 when Peter and Linda adopted Craig and Stuart. The children who were not adopted were some of those who were older, disabled either mentally or physically, or who seemed to be so disturbed that they would need to be in care for the rest of their lives. However, children with problems and disabilities are adopted, even when they are no longer small children - ten years or thirteen years old at the beginning of adolescence. Despite all the difficulties there is a queue of parents wanting to bring children into their families and love them as their own.
Inevitably there were problems, more than one might expect in a family with biological children who have always lived with loving parents. In their first two or three years, both Craig and Stuart could be violent, given to smashing and destroying things in their periods of distress. Sometimes Stuart behaved like a baby rather than a little boy. Craig has grown into a big boy, strong and good at some games, but he is not academically clever, and will probably never be able to get anything more than an unskilled or semi-skilled job. That is not a problem, for he is already able to do simple bicycle repairs.
For the parents, the most important thing is that the children feel loved and secure - and therefore happy except when demons from the past afflict them. With each year they believe that Craig's demons and Stuart's demons are fading, which makes them feel proud. Children's homes where the children are brought up together with trained adults to look after them, still exist in Britain, but as compared with forty years ago, social workers put immense effort into finding good foster homes and then adoptive homes for babies and small children wherever possible. So the children's homes are mostly for older children - teenagers who cannot find adoptive parents or who do not want to be adopted - and for a few children whose problems are so severe that they need to be in a special protected and secure place.
Homosexuality
Until 1967 homosexual acts between men were illegal in Britain. (Homosexual acts between women have never been illegal because Queen Victoria refused to believe that they existed, and therefore refused to sign a law 'forbidding' them. This must have been one of the very last occasions on which a British monarch was able to interfere with British law!) In 1967, after years of campaigning, Parliament passed a law to legalise sexual acts between consenting men over 21. Only in 1999 was the law amended to allow young homosexuals the same legal rights as young heterosexuals - that is, the age of consent was lowered to 16.
How does the non-homosexual majority of the British public feel about homosexuals? The past two decades have seen a revolution in attitudes towards gay and lesbian relationships. According to the British Social Attitudes surveys which are the most widespread and long-lasting studies of changing social attitudes in the country, in 1987 75% of people thought homosexuality was always or mostly wrong. But in 2008 fewer than one in five (17%) now believe homosexual relationships are always wrong, while half of those surveyed regard them as rarely or never wrong.
During this last decade much has happened to explain this change in public attitudes. During the late 1990s, several Members of Parliament declared that they were homosexual. At first this still seemed in the popular imagination to be a kind of confession about something that was 'partly wrong'. But as year followed year in the first decade of the twenty-first century, openly gay members of Parliament were appointed to various Ministries. Nothing terrible happened. Some of them were good ministers, others were not so effective - just like their heterosexual colleagues.
Similarly there was much opposition from senior military officers to accepting open homosexuals in the military forces. Then Parliament passed a law insisting that gay men had the right to serve their country by joining the army, the RN (the navy) or the RAF (the air force). There has been no trouble as a consequence of this law.
In 2005, homosexual couples were given the right to form 'Civil Partnerships', akin to marriage for heterosexual couples. Since then, thousands of gay and lesbian couples have committed themselves to civil partnerships (which involve certain legal responsibilities to each other). The arrival of this law, with widespread reporting in the media of many happy homosexual couples entering into civil partnerships and looking remarkably like happy heterosexual couples entering into marriage, also affected public attitudes. It is probably true that today the only people who are firmly against homosexuals hold such views because of their religious beliefs. Religious beliefs that seek justification in the Old Testament, for example, are difficult to challenge. However, many clergy from the Church of England and other Protestant groups are willing to pronounce a blessing on these partnerships, should the couple wish for some religious acknowledgement of their relationship.
Despite these changes, there is plenty of evidence that young adolescents who are or who are thought to be gay suffer much teasing and sometimes bullying at school. Hence the difficulties and fears that many of them face in explaining to their families and friends that they are different from most of their peers; they are not going to fall in love with someone of the opposite sex but with someone of the same sex.
And how will their parents react? Sometimes with love, sympathy and concern; sometimes with bewilderment or guilt; occasionally with anger and outrage. Stella's response is typical of mothers in the first group; those mostly with a good education and a wide experience of life. Even among angry or disappointed parents, the reaction is unlikely to go as far as that of 'enlightened' people fifty years ago, who suggested that homosexuals should first undergo therapy and 'treatment' to change their natures, before being permitted to 'give way' to their impulses. Jake's account of what he feels - that he has no choice, that this is who he is - seems to be the most common way in which gay people describe their own experience of recognising their sexuality.
Friends and circles of friends
The story of Holly is partly about religion, partly about friendship. In Britain as elsewhere there are teenagers like Holly who feel strongly that something is missing from their lives until they 'find religion'. This phrase is usually used disparagingly but in fact it describes quite closely what happens. Holly has never been taken to church, and has probably entered a church building only a few times in her life - to admire the architecture or as part of a history lesson. Then, at a lonely time in her adolescence, she meets an active, friendly group of people who are attached to a particular church. I mean this in two senses: they are attached to a particular denomination (type) of Christian belief and worship, and they are attached to a particular parish church with its own welcoming priest or minister. (The same thing happens for young Muslims, although almost all of them will be familiar with their local mosque.) Holly finds the group immensely supportive. She wants to commit herself to a serious belief, and she wants to be useful to the world. Through her religion she can satisfy both feelings.
Other teenagers who cannot find a circle of friends at school search for groups with similar interests: in special sports, in politics, in role-playing games, in the outdoor world observing animals and birds. Most of these groups are self-forming, with no adult to play an essential role although there are always adults to advise and help. I am often asked about Scouts and Guides, organisations that cater chiefly for younger teenagers. They provide much happy and satisfying activity for thousands of our children, but they are less appealing to teenagers as they grow older and become more sceptical about authority. The attraction of informal and wide-ranging associations is that the members learn how to organise themselves and how to develop their interests. They become self-directed, along with their friends.
This is why Stella and Dave worried about Holly's new commitment to religion : for them it meant that she was looking not only for guidance, but for a leader. They asked themselves: Is Holly in danger of being brain-washed?
Those who are converted to Christianity as adolescents are usually attracted to one of the minority churches with a sense of mission. Catholics would not describe themselves as a minority church since theirs is the largest Christian community. But from the point of view of English non-believing adults, Catholicism is slightly 'foreign' and associated with rituals and regulations (such as the celibacy of priests) that set it apart from other versions of Christianity, and make them worry about the influence of those priests.
Many people would laugh at Stella and Dave. Religious commitment is surely good; Christians are more stable than non-Christians, and there is some evidence that on the whole they are happier. So what is the problem? Holly challenges Stella and Dave with these arguments, and her parents, whatever their private worries, recognise that Holly at seventeen has to make up her own mind about her beliefs and values.
Moreover, what is important for them is that she has friends. People need families, and they also need friends. On that, all twenty-nine people in my story would agree.

Chapter 3. Do We Throw Our Grannies Out On The Street?

When I first went to Russia more than twenty years ago, I was asked this question on two or three occasions, apparently in complete seriousness. Perhaps it was similar to questions about how we managed to live in Dickensian slums. But perhaps, behind all the stories and myths, the question made an important point. In our treatment of older people and yours there are notable differences. I try to describe them here.
Grandparents
In Britain, as in Russia, grannies and granddads (or grandads - either spelling is correct) come in all shapes and sizes.
Tom's grandparents were just fifty when he was born. His grandmother, Beryl, was working in the check-out section of a supermarket, a job which she had long regarded as boring. So Tom's birth was an opportunity. Her husband, Vincent, was earning enough money for them to pay their council rent and they had no big expenses in the future. Beryl gave up her job and arranged that she would look after Tom when Tom's mother went back to work. She lived a short bus-ride away from Tom's home, and would turn up most mornings soon after breakfast. Until he was three, Tom's granny was the person he knew best. Beryl also agreed to take on Tom's baby sister, Rose, born when he was two-and-a-half. She looked after the two small children, took them for walks, taught them the songs and games which she had known as a child, and sometimes took them on the bus for a treat. When Tom was three, his parents were given money by the state so that they could send him to a nursery school for three afternoons a week, and on those afternoons, Beryl was able to enjoy giving Rose her full attention. Tom started full-time school when he was four-and-a-half, and Rose, three years later, as hers was a September birthday. When they were both at school, Beryl continued to meet them after school and bring them home to have their tea before their mother got back from work.
About one in ten grandmothers are full-time grannies like Beryl. Most British grandparents, however much they love their grandchildren, are not enthusiastic at the idea of giving up their independent lives to look after them full-time. If you enjoy your work, have a vigorous life with people of your own age -husbands, wives, friends - and, if, outside work hours, you commit yourself to many activities requiring time and responsibility, then abandoning all this in order to look after small children is not necessarily attractive. Unless there is a family crisis (which naturally changes matters), most older people prefer to be loving but part-time grandparents.
Most importantly, grandparents are not just grandparents. The retirement age in this country is 60 for women and 65 for men, but in practice many people expect to work, at least part-time, until they are 65 to 70, a move which the government is strongly encouraging. In 2008 British life expectancy was 77 years for men and 82 years for women. (This is the age to which a new-born baby can expect to live, but it is closely based on what is happening now to older people.) By contrast, more than half Russian men die before they are 60 so that many of the questions about those who are older than seventy are really about women who are often living lonely lives.
In Britain about three out of five grandparents expect to see their grandchildren regularly - at least once or twice a month - and to spend some time looking after them. But this is not easy for many older people who enjoy having grandchildren. Granny Susan and her husband, Gordon, have five grandchildren, three of them living in London which is more than two hours by bus, and two living in a small town which is two hours away by car - but Granny Susan does not drive. By bus or train it is at least three hours. Susan is sixty five, Gordon is sixty-eight. She has spent her life working, but has now - reluctantly - retired. They would hate to live in London, and almost certainly could not afford to do so. They have no wish to live in a little town miles away from their friends. It might be fine for their younger daughter, but not for them. So Granny Susan and Grandpa Gordon visit their children and grandchildren for short periods. Once or twice Susan has been summoned for emergency help to London when one of the children had to go into hospital for an operation for appendicitis. On this occasion and one or two others she has spent a week or more in London looking after the other children. Sometimes at half-term holidays the grandchildren arrive with their parents who then set off on their own brief holiday. Having three children to stay is fun for Susan and Gordon, but when they wave goodbye to them, the two of them look at each other with some relief. Now they can turn back to their own friends and the many activities and obligations in their own lives.
Grannies like Susan are much more common than grannies like Beryl. Their children grow up, move away, establish their own homes, remain on excellent terms with their parents but meet them only three or four times a year. Sometimes these grannies and grandpas (or granddads - either is common) think about living closer to their children and grandchildren. But if they move to be close to one family, they will be further away from the other one. Typically British grandparents have at least three or four grandchildren. Far less often than in Russia do we find the situation where two lots of grandparents, living close by, fight for the chance to look after one lonely grandchild.
Russian women who continue to work, to organise, to write or to run households deep into old age are formidable! But many Russian women retire at the age of fifty-five and live on small pensions, doing nothing very much for years and years. With perhaps one grown-up child and no obvious interests, these women seem to live meagre lives even if they are healthy and well-educated. We have fewer such women, partly because of our passion for Voluntary associations'. [See Part 6, Chapter 2 and 3]. Our retired older women (and men, though they are less good at it) seize the chance to do something which they have never done before. They may take up swimming or painting or keep chickens or play bingo; they may learn another language, join a video club, or redevelop a garden. They may study in adult classes - everything from 'Russian literature' to 'How to prepare French soups' - or join U3A (the University of the Third Age) an organisation for older people run entirely by themselves with their own member lecturers, self-teaching groups and specialist seminars.
With all this free time, they become volunteers in charities. They may volunteer to help in a local school, to train as an advisor in our Citizens' Advice Bureau, to help even older people with 'meals on wheels', or to take part in campaigns to improve their local area. This means that they meet people and have a vivid social life. While they are still physically and mentally active, they can chose from hundreds of possibilities which will keep them alert and fit. These activities do not cost much money; some cost no money at all. Naturally those older people with good pensions or savings may decide to spend their money on travel. Granny might, for example, choose to take a grandchild on an exciting trip to Edinburgh where they can visit Edinburgh Castle - something special between the two of them.
I am not suggesting that all older people live energetic lives, full of clubs and volunteering; at retirement age some people are already tired or simply do not want to be very active. I am describing a typical response to retirement; and the more education a person has had, the more typical this pattern becomes. Healthy people in their seventies do not expect to be treated as 'old'. There is an English saying, 'You're as old as you feel' and increasingly, with prolonged good health, older people continue to feel and behave much as they always have done. So the total commitment to grandchildren is much less noticeable in England than in Russia.
Old Age
Eventually the day comes when even the most active elderly couple begin to falter. Most often that day comes, after the death of one partner, when the remaining partner can no longer manage physically or emotionally on his or her own. The next generation has to decide what to do. This is a problem millions of families face, here as in Russia, and there are no simple answers.
Patricia is a widow, aged eighty-three, who can no longer walk easily and is beginning to get anxious and confused. After long family discussions, one of her children says, 'Of course she can come and live with us!' So Patricia moves in to the home of her middle-aged daughter and son-in-law. It is not easy. She has her own room, her own space, but it is upstairs, so she has to choose between a painful daily climbing of the stairs and being virtually marooned in her room. Rearranging the house would not help because the bathroom and toilet are upstairs too. Psychologically it is difficult: Patricia, partly because of the confusions of old age, and partly perhaps because of fierce obstinacy, forgets that she could no longer live on her own, and loudly resents being forced to give up her own home. Her daughter and son-in-law know that they may have to face years of ever-increasing restrictions on their freedom, instead of the independence they are now enjoying. It is a solution to the problem, made generously but usually with some reluctance.
Sometimes an older person decides to sell her home and move into rented accommodation near one of her children, while still keeping part of her independence. That works well until she reaches the point when she needs daily care. We call the people who look after those who cannot look after themselves 'carers'. A carer cares for people who need looking after because they cannot lead independent lives. A carer is not a nurse, although she or he will quickly learn some nursing skills. Millions of wives and husbands are carers for their partners, and countless daughters and daughters-in-law become part-time carers for their parents, both because they love and want look after their parents - and because somebody has to take on the responsibility. The state provides some carers, nurses, social workers, residential homes and the National Health Service for people at the end of the their lives. (Half the beds in the NHS are occupied by people over sixty-five; older people have more illnesses, but also patients with strokes or dementia may become long-term patients because they have no other accommodation where they can be cared for. This is very bad for the effective organisation of the NHS as a service, while 'finding homes for the elderly without families' is a continual problem for social workers.)
The problem is about money; the state does not - and cannot- provide enough to satisfy demand. Increasingly the British are living longer, often into their late eighties and nineties. During their seventies and early eighties, typically they are active and capable of looking after themselves. Then, possibly for several years, they need as much support as the state and their families can provide. They need nursing and preferably places to live that have been adapted for older people -somewhere with ramps for wheelchairs, with bars and lifts and adapted baths.
At this point families may think about a place in a residential home for granny. Some are (as far as such places can be) pleasant: everyone has his or her own room, and can use a communal dining room or prepare their own meals. Nursing stuff are specially trained. However, such homes are too expensive to be a widespread solution. Government, the NHS, specialists in health care and the population at large are always discussing what to do. The current proposal is to put money into helping older people to live in their own homes for as long as possible, and indeed to enable them to die at home if they wish to do so - as most people in Britain wish to do. Many local authorities provide 'sheltered housing', blocks of specially-built flats where elderly people live their own lives but where they are always able to call a trained warden and nurse if they have any difficulties. This may be the future answer to the question of what we do with our grannies. They preserve some independence while we provide as much love and attention as we can.
Almost half of those people who are over the age of 85 have little contact with friends and more than a quarter have little contact with their family. Such acute loneliness is as debilitating as a physical illness. A typical English response is as follows: Get together and find a way of solving the problem. Start a charity whose primary aim is to organise social gatherings for lonely, older people. This charity will bring together people who are willing, once a month to organise afternoon tea in their own home for a group of lonely elderly people. It is a simple idea that helps the fight against depression and the general ill health created by loneliness. It gives lonely pensioners real social contact in a friendly setting, and allows people to build friendships, and encourages younger people (the volunteers) to keep in touch with older people. Similar charities intended to make the lives of older people more enjoyable exist all over the country.
We all know of old people who are marooned, isolated and, as it were, shut away from the world. This terrible fate in old age is not uncommon, but the statistics we have suggest that it is less common than similar fates a century ago. We have no evidence that today's old people are living in a world of heartless children and grandchildren. The problem is that while modern medicine has produced marvellous cures, and is now giving millions of us a lively old age, at the same time modern medicine is also good at keeping us alive, perhaps longer than we wish to be, or indeed should be kept alive. We worry about growing old, losing our facilities and being a burden to our partners and children. There are no simple solutions. Independence carries its own consequences, including a sense of tragedy for those who have known and loved independence and are now, through age and incapacity, deprived of it.

Part Four. Work and Money


When I wrote the first edition of Understanding Britain in 1991, I was acutely aware of the great difference between attitudes to work and money in the Soviet Union and the attitudes commonly found in a Western country. Now, in 2009, much - not all - of that difference has disappeared. My readers know all about looking for work, the pressures to search for ways of making a living wage, and the constant juggling with money which is officially much more than the roubles earned in the Soviet Union, but which often seems to amount to rather less! Therefore this part of the book is considerably shorter since I have less to explain.
I write about how we find jobs, aspects of our work culture, and how we spend the money which we earn.

Chapter 1 How We Find Work

In 2009 it is possible for a boy or girl to leave school at sixteen and start looking for a job. The government is keen to change this situation so that all young people between 16 and 18 are either in school or in some special 'work training' which will provide them with the skills for something better than unskilled manual labour. Even when the present law is changed (if it is changed), young people who are aged 18 and not about to enter higher education must find a job. Later, university graduates must find jobs. So how do they do it?
Employers sometimes ask for a CV (the Latin is Curriculum Vitae meaning 'Account of my Life'). Imagine you are eighteen and looking for work. Writing your CV can be quite complicated because it makes you think about yourself as others might see you. A good CV will contain name, address, telephone and email address; education; qualifications (national exam results and any other relevant qualifications); details of any previous employment including part-time employment during the holidays; useful experiences and attainments, such as having a driving licence; interests, hobbies and activities such as volunteering - which is often crucial; two referees. Referees are people who know you and who are ready to provide an honest account of your abilities and character. If you have just left school, one referee might be a schoolteacher who knows you well, and another might be the person who employed you when you did a holiday job.
CVs can be unfair. Should employers be impressed by 'presentation' when the real worth of applicants is whether they can do the job? Nowadays for public sector jobs and for graduate jobs, applicants are asked to fill in forms online which give them no freedom to produce fancy packages or long stories about themselves. Is the problem then solved? No! Recently young doctors just emerging from training had to compete to get limited jobs. The online application forms were unable to distinguish what really mattered in such complex and sophisticated work. The decisions based on computer applications to employ some of the newly-qualified young doctors and not others turned out to be a disaster.
All children in the upper years of school receive careers advice and guidance, both from specialist teachers in their school, and from a service run by local authorities which tries to help young people make the right choices about whether to continue in education or whether to seek a job, and if so with what sort of training. Among other possibilities, the government is encouraging the revival of apprenticeships in skilled trades. An apprentice works with a 'master' for several years, learning on the job. Plumbers, electricians, carpenters and so on need apprentices, and some of the costs of training them are paid for by the state.
Whatever the job, increasingly the first place to look is online. In Britain all jobs in the public sector must be advertised, and in the private sector, almost all jobs are advertised. The method of advertising will depend on the job. If a school wants a cook to help prepare the school dinners, a card will be put in the local Jobcentre and others in nearby shops, since those who might be interested must have a chance to know about the job. If a school wants a full-time teacher, the advertisement will be put online on the teachers' website, and in the 'professional' newspaper, The Times Educational Supplement. A date for applications must be given so that those who are suitably qualified know when and how they must apply.
Another way of finding a job is to apply to a specialised agencies. These agencies are now responsible for recruiting many people in areas such as catering, health workers, office jobs, building work, finance and so on. Agencies workers are usually part-time and expect to fill in gaps when the regular worker is away for some reason. They get paid well, but rarely develop a rich relationship with the company or organisation for which they are working.
Interviews and assessments
When students graduate from university, they may be looking for a job which requires further training. In this case the first step is to get a place on a training course - and a grant or some other funds to pay for the course. (Such courses are essential for librarians, computer programmers, social workers, accountants, town planners and many other kinds of qualified workers.) Many organisations take graduates directly and train them while they are working - for example, the BBC and accounting firms. When university graduates apply for their first proper fulltime job they will face many competitors. With around 43% of the age group graduating and looking for interesting and well-paid jobs, it is standard practice to apply for many posts.
If many people apply for the same job, how is one person selected? The first person to read through the applications may be someone from the 'human resources' department. Then a committee from the organization, chosen to represent different interests and responsibilities read the applications and select maybe six applicants for interview. When making this 'shortlist' selection they have in mind the job description and the type of person required Their job is to identify the person who best fits this criteria. If the committee takes its responsibilities seriously, the members will be open-minded and ready to listen carefully to each candidate's answers to searching questions. The system is not perfect but corruption is unlikely simply because it is in the interests of the employers to select the best person for the job. In any case, employers must pay attention to Equal Opportunities legislation which means that they are not allowed to discriminate against a candidate on grounds of sex (women are as good as men), ethnic background, sexual orientation (they cannot discriminate against homosexuals) and, increasingly, age (an older person may be as good as a younger person.) If anyone can successfully show that he or she was rejected because of these criteria, the employer will be in serious trouble.
A good candidate will have done a lot of preparation, working out answers to likely questions, preparing a presentation, and - with many graduate jobs - being prepared to spend half a day 'shadowing' the present incumbent, so that the organisation can assess his or her suitability. The intelligent candidate will also have done some research on his potential employer. Some employers send out 'work-packs' to the candidates, giving them information about the company or organisation they are hoping to join. If no work-pack arrives, there is always the website to consult.
The common Russian practice of 'inviting' someone to join a team or a department or a company without this rigorous selection process is illegal in Britain for all jobs in the public sector; and it is extremely uncommon in the private sector.
Eventually someone will be selected. Once the fortunate candidate has signed the contract he cannot leave the job without giving notice (except during his first month) and he cannot be thrown out of the job without notice and without good reason. All the other candidates have to start looking elsewhere.
Let us imagine two university students who are about to complete their courses, Richard and Sophie. Richard is thinking about a career in administration. He would like to help organise and run something, but he isn't quite sure what that might be. He is about to graduate with a degree in economics, and he has taken a special computer course so that he understands more than basic computing. Each day he checks with the University Careers Advisory Service, searches online and downloads application forms. So far he has found twenty-five possible jobs: in banking, in local government service, and in one large and two small businesses in his home area. Usually, he has a brief reply, thanking him for the letter and saying that he has not been selected for the interview, but he today he is happy because he has just received two requests to go for interviews at a particular hour on a particular day.
One is for a banking job which looks quite exciting. It will mean special training, and then the opportunity to work on a partnership between the bank and a new regional industrial development. Richard has explained in his application that he had studied this new development in a special paper for his economics degree. But it turns out that most of those selected for interview have either had experience in similar work or else a better degree in economics than his own.
The other job involves training local government employees in computer techniques and in developing courses to help them. Of course he has special computing skills himself, and his tutor's reference says that he is methodical and well-organised. 'Hm,' says one of the three people interviewing him. 'You will be dealing with local government officials who have their own ideas about suitable training. There's a lot of personal relationships in this job, and sometimes they can be tricky, What, for example, would you do if someone complained that the old system was better?' Richard listens to the situation described. He can't imagine what he would do! He tries out an answer. It is obviously the wrong answer. He is asked a few more questions and then leaves. Another failure... And it is true that someone else is offered the job, but Richard is lucky because the successful candidate is a young woman who has changed her mind because she has just heard of a better job nearer her home for which she is very well qualified. So the job is offered to Richard who was the second choice of the board. He is very pleased though very nervous. Four other people are (this time) disappointed. But no matter, they must live with disappointment, and tomorrow they must get up and send off more applications. Richard has found employment after twenty-five applications and only two interviews. That's not bad. Now he hopes to find that the work is enjoyable, and he can, at least, start paying off his debts.
Sophie has a clearer path in front of her. After she had taken her degree she decided that she wanted to teach in a school. So she took a Post-Graduate Certificate in Education - that is, a course which trained her to teach, because unlike the situation in Russia, students do not study the skills of teaching until after they have taken a degree. (It is possible to do a degree in Education where students learn the skills of teaching small children. Secondary school teachers must already have a degree, normally in the subject they teach.) Now Sophie has to find a post in a school.
Many students who study English literature decide to become teachers, so there are not so many vacancies. She begins by applying to schools in her own home area, but although she is called for interview on three occasions, she is, each time, turned down. So she applies for posts in less attractive areas. Eventually she gets two more interviews, one in an industrial city where unemployment is high and where many of the pupils suffer from personal and social problems (poverty, parents in prison or who no longer live with the family, families with alcohol and drug problems, and so on.). The buildings are excellent and many of the teachers are obviously devoted and lovely, but Sophie does not think that she would be able to cope with such big problems in her first teaching job. The other job is in a village school which is small and remote with a weary headmaster and an elderly group of teachers on whom she will be very dependent for intellectual and emotional companionship. Will she be happy with them? Both interviews are friendly, and Sophie expects to be offered each job. Instead she receives two more rejections, which is quite upsetting, even though she had not really wanted either job.
Now she must start applying for more posts, and not allow herself to get depressed. She wonders what she did wrong at the interview. Does she seem stupid - or shy - or not quick enough at 'thinking on her feet' when they suddenly shoot questions at her? Or is it almost chance that some other student was selected instead of her? She doesn't know, but she will spend hours speculating on possible answers. Because this is a common predicament, failed applicants sometimes ask for feedback on their interview. Sophie does so and gets a brief report that she did not seem 'positive enough'. Such experiences are completely typical for students who have just graduated in contemporary Britain. There are a few, brilliant young men and women who have no problems, and a few unfortunate ones who slip into the 'permanently unemployed' category. Most of them are much like Richard and Sophie.
When the national economy is flourishing, most graduates find it fairly easy to get a job, even if it is not exactly the job they want. In times of recession, graduates can expect to make dozens of applications for jobs and get short-listed for interviews ten or twelve times before they find satisfactory work. A few people know exactly what career they intend to follow and focus on finding the right job first time, but more often graduates are vague about what they want to do... (What do people actually do? What jobs actually exist? ) As a result, they can spend months searching for suitable work, meanwhile earning enough to pay the rent by short-term part-time work wherever they can find it.

Chapter 2. Work Culture In Britain

I have described in some detail the formal way of finding a job. Of course, in Britain as elsewhere, there is a great deal of 'asking around' and 'networking with friends'. If the job is unskilled or casual labour, that is obviously a quick and effective route to finding paid work. It is also a useful way of finding good jobs for people who are already in employment and who are thinking about change.
Most graduates do not expect to work for their new employers for more than a few years. In times of recession when jobs are difficult to find, younger people often find themselves on short-term contracts at the end of which they will have to look for another job however satisfactory their work has been. This has become a regular practice in universities for example. So strong is the competition that brilliant young men and women apply anxiously for posts that last for one or two years. Thereafter they will no longer be employed by that university, and will have to search for jobs in other universities - or decide to look for other kinds of work.
Employment is not static; the nature of work is changing so quickly that many workers with special skills find that these are no longer needed and that they must re-train for new jobs. Political and economic changes create new jobs, and cause others to be abolished. New technology requires employees who understand it. Even workers with deeply traditional skills like school teachers are dependent on the constant efforts of government and educationalists to restructure education. All this dynamic movement within the working environment means that millions of people are either forced to change jobs or choose to do so.
People also assume that if they want promotion and more responsibility they may have to move. A significant increase in salary enables people think about changes in their lives. For example they might decide to start a family; most future parents think of having at least two children so this is a big step. Or they might decide that with an increase in salary they can afford to put down a deposit on a house. With this promotion they are on their way to a different kind of life. So in a world where work is always changing and job locations are not stable, people expect to change both their job and their home, perhaps several times in their working life.
A Post-Industrial Work Place
As I explained in the chapter on Towns and Cities, Britain is no longer a great industrial country. Whereas in the nineteenth century and up to the time of the Second World War Britain's factories and mills produced iron and steel, heavy engineering projects, ships, textiles, cars, and mass domestic ware, almost all of that world of industrial activity has disappeared. As world trade became more globalised people in poorer parts of the world worked for lower wages to produce these essentials. Britain, with its increasing standard of living and changing expectations of what a decent life meant, could no longer compete in producing these goods. As we know, China has, in many ways, become the equivalent of nineteenth-century Britain.
Consequently, millions of our manual workers have lost their traditional jobs and had to find new ones over the past forty years or so. Their children have never worked in big, labour-intensive factories. Instead we have turned to high-quality technological industries requiring specialised and highly trained labour; for example, in the pharmaceuticals industry, in food processing, and in specialised engineering (including arms). Our car factories have been sold to foreign firms although British workers still make the cars - but again, much of the work is being done by computers. Our ingenuity has gone into small inventions requiring skilled workmen rather than large material resources. Computers have taken over from manual labour; buildings are no longer vast but are often inconspicuous two-storey 'workshops'.
The Trade Unions which used to organise labour so that workers were able to stand up to exploitative employers have long lost the power which they had thirty years ago. They were most effective in the productive industries that required thousands of employees - such as the old car industry. Now that factories require far fewer workers who, in any case, are mostly skilled and adaptable, the Unions are caught in an impossible position. People in hotels and restaurants, for example, are often badly paid and treated, but they are non-unionised and include illegal immigrants who do not dare to complain. Workers in the big service industries such as postmen and railway operatives inspire little sympathy if they want to go on strike, since they are attacking the public not the employers. Hence much of the work of Trade Unions is now about defending the rights of individual workers who have been mistreated by 'management'. That is along way from 'workers versus bosses' and illustrates the consequences of a post-industrial society.
The disappearance of the old big industries such as mining, iron and steel production and ship-building have had another effect. Many jobs have been created to 'regenerate' the old industrial areas and make them pleasant places in which to live. The government has tried to develop new specialist industries and big, colourful cultural centres. Not all the schemes have been successful, but multiple efforts to clean these cities fundamentally - cleaning the slums, the streets, the rivers, the canals, the parks, the wasteland, the ruins of industrial collapse - has stimulated much more enthusiasm and employment within them.
As manual workers have become a smaller part of our working population, the previously 'semi-skilled' labour market is now devoted to 'service' jobs: work in retail, restaurants, hotels and other tourist services, in all kinds of 'care' work for people who need help, and in jobs intended to make our lives cleaner, safer, and more pleasant. (A question hanging over Britain's national economy is whether we can sustain this high level of service jobs without actually manufacturing more things and creating wealth in that way.)
What kinds of jobs are available in Britain for people with higher education? Are they different from 'Russian' jobs? ' Many jobs for university graduates or people with some kind of professional training are basically similar to yours in that they are necessary and established in all developed societies. For example, we, like you, need - in no particular order - teachers, engineers, doctors, nurses, small businessmen, big businessmen (a different kind of person), managers at various levels in organisations, accountants, civil servants (people who work for the ministries, putting policy into practice), local government officials, politicians, researchers, publishers, architects and planners, journalists, computer specialists, policemen, lawyers. As a proportion of the population we probably have more social workers (employed by the local authority to deal with all kinds of social problems in their area) than you in Russia, more specialists in environmental work, including work on ways to ameliorate climate change; more experts concerned with the preservation of all our old, precious buildings, our towns and our landscape; more voluntary and charitable workers (see Part 6, chapters 2 and 3); more counsellors, advisers, support staff, liaison officers between this organisation and that; more journalists, investigators, searchers-after-truth and searchers-after-trouble.
And if you want exotic jobs you can strive to become a lighthouse keeper or a tree surgeon or a stonemason or a poet laureate, or give up formal work and join the men and women who search for flotsam and jetsam on our sea shores after high-tide.
What about behaviour at work? If you still dare to believe in the information given to you in Soviet and Russian textbooks, we live in a world of strange rituals and stranger formality. Those oddities disappeared decades ago except for a very few professions. In offices we tend to work in open-plan offices, including managers working with those whom they manage. We are usually expected to go to work in 'smart informal' clothes, which means something clean which is not jeans. Employers are very conscious of their 'image' in the world of work: for example they will often grant time off to their employees for doing voluntary work or they may go for a drink in the pub with those employees without any sense of special status. Our patterns of work become more varied from month to month: working from home at least one day a week is commonplace, as are arrangements like 'flexitime' (flexible working hours). In Britain we have a huge range of part-time jobs, most often done by women, and most often from choice. In fact there is plenty of evidence that more part-time jobs would be welcome, provided they offered the same benefits as full-time jobs (such as holidays and maternity pay).
Businesses are not usually very hierarchical; directors and managers like to talk about 'the team' and 'close co-operation among our colleagues' and 'support for our staff when they need it'. There is little of the individualistic 'cut-and-thrust' of American businesses. However, when things go wrong, the finger is pointed at a particular individual. At this point teamwork seems to break down. In general, the British try to establish an atmosphere of responsible friendliness, in which employees are not always looking over their shoulder, terrified of being watched and criticised, but on the other hand are willing to admit their mistakes when mistakes happen, so that they can learn and do better. Not all companies manage this kind of atmosphere, but it is what most of them aim for.
Punctuality in almost all jobs is important. (I have the impression that Russians are much less strict in this matter.) But for the employees it is not really a question of 'I must be punctual!' People who wander in late or who forget to turn up to meetings are rapidly refused the possibility of promotion and can be dismissed. So one advantage of flexitime and other arrangements whereby people can work at times which suit themselves is that the chronically unpunctual can still get their work done - by staying much later or by completing it at home.
Earnings are one way of measuring a job - but although people need money, they care about other matters too: job security, responsibility, freedom to work in one's own way, a friendly atmosphere, and status. Different jobs offer different combinations of these advantages so that conditions of work which seem wonderful to one person can seem unpleasant or distressing to someone else. The British work longer hours than most people in the European Union, and most of these 'extra' hours are unpaid overtime. (Official overtime should be paid at one-and-a-half times or twice the standard rate.) No-one exactly knows why so many British workers are reluctant to go home when they have completed their official hours. Is it because they wish to demonstrate how good they are? Or is it because they don't want to go home? Or is it because they feel they can't go home until the manager goes - and the manager won't leave until his manager leaves...? Or is it that they love the job so passionately that they cannot bear to leave? In 2009 this is still a strong trend but not quite as strong as it was - as if it were beginning to dawn on people that leisure and relaxation and 'being at home' were also worthwhile and important.
We do not know how many people in Britain work at two or three jobs as many in Russia do. If you have an official fulltime job, the hours, as I have explained, are long, and you will find it extremely difficult to take on second job unless it involves very short hours. With part-time jobs, flexi-time and working from home, a culture of doing-several-jobs becomes both practical and (possibly) lucrative. People tell me that unofficially many more people are working in this way in Britain than the figures suggest. What I do know is that we have far fewer teachers in schools who rush around from job to job, partly because their hours are long and fixed, chiefly because their salaries are reasonable and fair.
We are also bottom of the league when European holiday entitlements are compared. The European Union in 2009 has a law that all employees should have a minimum of 20 days of paid holiday excluding national public holidays. Britain has only eight public holidays and is not going to raise that 20-day minimum. So in 2009, if you are working in Denmark you get 39 days of paid leave, and if you live in Britain you get 28 days. The other EU countries come between. (We are all in a much better situation that the USA which has no legal entitlement to paid holidays, and in practice, an average of 10 days for the full-time employee.)

Chapter 3. Earning and Spending Money

In Britain, in 2009, we suffer from a huge difference of incomes between the rich and the poor. The range is not as wide as yours, and the rich and poor come from different sectors, but in comparison with other EU countries with similar wealth and population, we are a very unequal society. The present government introduced a minimum wage. By law no employer is allowed to pay less than this amount. It seems that this law is obeyed almost all the time except by some employers who try to cheat foreign workers who do not know their rights. What we do not have is a 'maximum wage.
Besides the injustice in this situation, it seems that it is bad for the effective functioning of society. People mind less about the amount they earn than they mind about comparisons with other people. If someone is getting twice as much for a similar job, that is obviously unfair. Unfairness bites deep. The simple solution is to make incomes converge by imposing heavier income taxes. But politicians know that this is a very unpopular move. What they don't know is how quickly such taxes would become acceptable when the advantages were made clear. Since nobody knows, nobody quite dares to do it. (This is another example of the sensitivity and also the impotence of political leaders in a democracy.)
Household Budgets
If - in terms of your earnings - you are part of the bottom one-fifth of the British population, you do not have any choice: money goes on accommodation, heating, food, essential clothing and things for your child or children. If you are among the top ten per cent in your earnings, you will have many choices and still be able to save money. What follows is a brief discussion of the priorities of those in the broad middle ranges of income from the prosperous to those who have enough money but who are always anxious at the end of the month. The figures are only approximate since they change from year to year as each Chancellor (Finance Minister) juggles with the money available. In five years time they may be quite different.
The average yearly salary for a full-time adult in Britain in 2009 is about �23,500. That is approximately �2,000 a month. By Russian standards this sounds like an enormous sum - and it is true that we live in a significantly more prosperous society than you do, although your super-rich are even more rich than our super-rich!
However, �2,000 a month is not quite as immense as it sounds. First, it includes our income tax and all other taxes. Income tax at present is about 22%. although we are allowed to earn around �6,000 before our taxable income is assessed. We have to pay regular national insurance contributions (for a state pension) and our local council tax which is assessed on the size of our house. Then we have to pay for our accommodation which, as I have explained, is more expensive than elsewhere in Europe, whether we rent accommodation or are paying a mortgage. �600 a month is quite typical. We have to pay insurance on our housing if we are paying a mortgage, and most people except the poor will pay some form of life insurance and some form of insurance on the contents of their house. We have to pay for water, gas, electricity, and for our TV and Radio licence which are all significantly more expensive than they are in Russia. All these are payments which cannot be reduced.
If we have a car we have to pay for depreciation (that is, we must set aside some money to buy a new car when this one no longer works). We have to pay tax on the car, car insurance and usually money for the right to park where we need to park. If we do not have a car most of us need money for bus and train fares. (If someone wants to travel by bus from Oxford to London he will enjoy a comfortable ride lasting about 100 minutes. For this he will pay �13 - about 650 roubles. To be fair, if he wants to return the same day, he can buy a return ticket for �16 -800 roubles. This is considered very cheap and good value.)
So if we calculate all these basic essentials from the �2,000 - payments over which we have little choice - it is easy to see that we have left for food, clothes, furniture and household goods, entertainment, holidays and luxuries perhaps �750 a month. For a single person that is quite comfortable, but a family would have to scrimp, which is why both partners need to be earning money if the chief earner is on average wages and they hope to live decently and bring up two children.
Within our spending limits we make different choices. The most striking impression of visitors to Russia is that young Russian women typically spend far more than young British people on their clothes, cosmetics and particularly their boots! Young British people are more likely to spend their money on eating out in pubs and restaurants, and in travel and holidays. Russian young people seem to spend at least as much and probably more on mobile phones, and - as soon as they have the money - on other new technology. Older people with family responsibilities have to think about homes, equipment and the needs of children. (In Russia as in Britain now, even poorer children have far more toys and gifts than quite prosperous children in Britain when I was young. This is a cultural change certainly across Europe and Russia and probably the rest of the world.) Perhaps the biggest difference is that reasonably prosperous educated people in Britain expect to spend more money outside the home - on hobbies, activities, visits to places that interest them, and, above all, on learning more and extending their interests. This is partly because they have more spare money, but partly it seems to be a cultural difference. (You can learn more about this difference in the chapters on Leisure and on Culture.)
The Glories and Tyranny of the Housing Market
In 2009 Russians have to have an Official Registration Permit, the successor to many types of registration of place of abode. This is a mystery to us because we have no such permit and no internal passport; we do not even have an Identity Card such as is carried by citizens of most EU countries. Although everyone has a home and therefore an address to which letters, forms and documents can be sent, this address has no more official validity than, say, an email address. In practice many people will know my address - people whom I need such as my GP (family doctor), employer, bank - as well as friends. In order to be listed on the Electoral Register so that I am entitled to vote at elections, I have to give an address. If I own my house, I am officially registered as its owner, but I am not required to live there; I can live wherever I like. So although the necessary bureaucracy of a complicated modern state requires me to provide an address for practical purposes, I can easily give different addresses and names if I so wish. The process of making the necessary adjustments to my addresses and letting people know where I now live is my affair, not the state's.
However, even though we do not have to think about Official Registration Permits, we cannot in practice move wherever we wish just because a job exists that suits us. In fact deciding whether to move can be a complex and often painful process for married couples with children. Suppose the husband has had a successful interview for a job which he is eager to accept but which means that the family must move. He and his wife will have to consider questions such as 'Which is more important - the promotion with its extra pay and responsibility offered to the husband, or the wife's satisfying but less-well-paid job where the family are now living?' 'Will the wife be able to find suitable work in the new area?' 'Will the children lose the happy security of the schools and friends they know or will they enjoy the new adventure? Will the new schools be better? or worse?' 'What about housing? Will it be possible to buy (or rent) a house in this new town where a wonderful job awaits them?'
Above all, housing - selling one house and buying another -is at the centre of many decisions about where to work, with all its consequences for income, promotion and future prospects. Anyone thinking of moving from one home to another one in a different town or city has to consider the wildly varying prices of property in different parts of the country. These prices are based on desirability. Estate agents find out how many people would like to live in their area and adjust the prices accordingly. In London (as in Moscow) prices are higher than anywhere else, although there are cheaper and more expensive districts within the capital. Oxford, where I live, is also an expensive city with house prices much higher than those in the northern part of England. What happens? Our local school needed a new head-teacher. Among the candidates was an outstanding man; everybody agreed he would be both an excellent teacher and administrator in a time of problems. He wanted the job and was eager to live in Oxford. But he was living in the north with a wife and family and he simply could not afford to move south.
Here is the kind of discussion he had with his family. 'If we sell our house we will maybe receive �150,000 for it. But if we want to buy a similar house in Oxford we will have to pay about �300,000. At the moment we pay �500 a month for our mortgage on our own house here in the north. If we convert our mortgage (our borrowing from the bank) into a mortgage on the more expensive house in Oxford, we will have to pay about �1,100 a month. That means that we will have to pay more than double the amount of mortgage repayments each month. Can we afford it? I will be getting a bigger salary, but not that much bigger. You, my dear, (to his wife), will have to find another job in Oxford, and that will not be easy. So the family income will go down for a time, at least. And the mortgage repayments will go on for years. Of course, we could buy a cheaper house. What could we get for �150,000 in Oxford? A two bedroom bungalow outside Oxford maybe, with tiny rooms? Suitable for a retired couple. But this means that our two children would have to share a room, and transport costs into Oxford would be very high. Do you want to make these sacrifices so that I can become a head-teacher in Oxford? No? Well, I'm relieved, really, because I feel really nervous at the idea of having to pay �1,100 a month for a mortgage, while, on the other hand, I don't want to live in a small bungalow.'
I have simplified the discussion, but the figures are typical, the worry about mortgage repayments is widespread, and the result is that the would-be head-teacher is as far from Oxford as if he was refused an Official Registration Permit for the city. We do not need to feel sorry for him because this kind of juggling of needs and costs and dreams is as commonplace in Britain as in Russia. My point is that understanding patterns of work means that we have to understand the housing situation.
For Russians, in 2009, memories of the devastating changes of the 1990s, of the loss of your savings and of continuing uncertainty about the country's financial stability, mean that you tend to spend what money you have. And if you have any money over, it often goes on generous and impulsive present-buying. The British, with a greater sense of stability but also with the knowledge that they will probably live a long time after retirement, put their money into insurance, pensions, and savings for the future. However, it is extremely difficult to generalise. Millions of people in Britain will recognise the 'Russian' pattern of spending rather than the 'British' pattern. At least you can be sure that younger people with jobs, families, mortgages, insurance, homes and taxes have plenty to think about as they juggle one with another in order to contrive for themselves a pleasant life of reasonable work and sufficient income.

Part Five. How our Democratic Society Works


In Part Five I look at those essential institutions which make it possible for us to live together in a developed society in the twenty-first century. Although I describe our political system in the first chapter, the purpose of Part Five is to show how politicians, civil servants, professional people such as teachers, doctors and lawyers, administrators and journalists interact with the rest of the population, the people of this country, to make the whole system work. All societies are dynamic: in some the people at the top provide most of the dynamic push; in peasant and undeveloped societies the movements are mostly between groups at the bottom; in democracies the energies of all kinds of groups push in different directions so that we would suffer chaos if we did not have strong but flexible institutions. The dynamics involve us all - that is what democracy is about - but they are complicated and cannot be easily explained. So I have chosen examples of real situations where rulers, administrators, professionals and people have to work together to sort out common problems. I try to show how and why certain policies are adopted, where the different dynamic thrusts come from, and why the results may or may not be successful.
Obviously I have neither space nor expertise enough to go into details but I hope that the examples will illustrate the process adequately. They are either real examples of active policies or proposals which have been seriously considered in national debates on our democracy.

Chapter 1. Politics: Parties, Government and People

Russians have a history of dramatic political changes whereas the British are noted for their political stability. Why should this be?
Historically, the English developed parliamentary institutions early because, after 1066. We did not suffer from foreign invasions and their terrible damage; Magna Carta which limited the power of the Monarch and gave certain rights to all Englishmen was signed in 1215. A 'Parliament' was established soon afterwards, chiefly to control the King's tax-raising powers. From the early sixteenth century Parliament took fundamental decisions in conjunction with the King or Queen about such matters as religious reform, freedom and censorship of the press, and foreign policy. By the time of our Civil War (1642-49) Parliament was able to challenge the King on constitutional grounds. The judicial council which tried and executed Charles I in 1649 argued that they did so legally. After Cromwell's death and the Republican experiment, Charles I's son was invited back to England as King in 1660 - but only on condition that he was subject to Parliamentary rules. Since 1688, the powers of the monarch have been steadily stripped away by Parliament. Today, not only is the Monarch unable to alter parliamentary laws and decisions, she or he has to do what the Government in Parliament decides is necessary or desirable.
Sometimes Russians say that they would like a constitutional monarchy like ours. They believe that our Queen has limited but significant power. They are wrong. She has no power. She is not allowed to take part in political activity but is controlled by politicians. In return she is given considerable wealth, a protected life, and the duty to act as a popular figure head, a sort of human national flag which has the devotion of millions of her subjects.
Parliament
What role does Parliament play in our present political system? It consists of Members of Parliament (MPs) who represent different political parties. Every four or five years (it cannot be more than five and is rarely less than four) we have a General Election to decide who should become Members of Parliament. Voting is carried out on the basis of territorial areas with roughly similar populations called constituencies. There are about 650 constituencies in the United Kingdom (the number varies slightly from election to election) with 60-70,000 electors in each of them. Any group that is willing to pay a reasonable but not large sum of money can put up a candidate for election to Parliament - but unless their candidate receives at least 5% of the vote, the party forfeits the money. (This discourages crazy candidates!) In practice the political parties of any significance are the Conservatives, the Labour Party, the Liberal Democrats, and, in Wales and Scotland, the nationalist parties, (small in Wales, very important in Scotland).
When the Prime Minister announces that there will be a General Election, the three-week election campaign includes open meetings, television programmes, candidates and their supporters knocking at your door and discussing issues, leaflets, politicians 'meeting the people' and listening to their complaints. In each constituency the candidates will publish their manifesto describing the different polices of their party towards such matters as tax, health and education, how to treat criminals, attitudes to world affairs. They tell us about their particular interests and ask to be elected as servants of the people. On Election Day, each person in the country who wants to vote goes to the polling station just as you do, collects a voting paper which has a list of candidates and marks an 'X' beside the one candidate they wish to be elected. There is no 'Against All Candidates' option. In each constituency, the candidate with most votes wins in a simple 'first-past-the-post' system. He or she does not have to have 51 % of the vote - all that is necessary is more votes than anyone else. (See discussion of voting systems, below.)
Let us examine what happens with an imaginary example during the early years of the twenty-first century. At this imaginary election the Conservative Party wins because the results of the election produce a Parliament consisting of 300 Conservative MPs, 200 Labour MPs, 110 Liberal Democrat members and 40 MPs from Northern Ireland and the small nationalist parties. The Conservative Party has the largest number of members in Parliament, so it has to form the Government. The person who is already the leader of the Conservative Party automatically becomes Prime Minister. There is no separate election for him (as there is for a President in your system) and he is not appointed by anyone. He is elected by the members of the political party to which he belongs. (If the Labour Party had gained more seats in Parliament, its leader would have been Prime Minister.)
At this election a certain Mr Dombey receives most votes in the (imaginary) constituency of Oaktown. He was the Conservative candidate at the election, and is now a proud and excited Member of Parliament. What does his new job require of him?
First, he joins the Conservative Party members in Parliament. They sit together in our House of Commons. He needs to inform himself as much as possible about all the proposed laws which are being discussed in Parliament, although already he knows a great deal because he has been preparing for this moment for three years. He listens to debates and sometimes takes part in those debates on proposed new laws and changes to old laws. Mr Dombey has a special interest in Transport, so he regularly speaks in debates on those occasions when a major new road is being discussed, or novel schemes for controlling traffic in cities. Outside Parliament he investigates the problems, talks to specialists, and becomes an expert on transport. He develops strong views which he can back up with evidence. In Parliament he will usually vote with his Party when new laws and regulations are being debated, although if a very controversial Bill (proposed new law) is being debated he may return to the party members of his Constituency Conservative Party to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of this law with them.
After two or three years he may be asked to join a Select Committee on Transport. There are Select Committees on all aspects of policy and legislation. This Committee contains MPs from all parties who are experts or experienced in problems of transport. Mr Dombey will spend a lot of time working in this committee, listening to expert advice and discussing the choices for action with the other committee members. They will issue detailed reports to which he contributes. Select Committees try to avoid discussing problems along party lines. Mr Dombey often finds himself agreeing with two of the Labour Party members in committee and the Scottish Nationalists, rather the other Conservatives.
Besides his Parliamentary duties, he also has a duty to attend to the problems of any Oaktown voter who asks for help, whether or not that voter voted for him. He is responsible to everyone in the constituency. Most MPs spend two days a week in their constituency, holding regular meetings to which any member of the public can come and ask for help. Constituents also write to him about their local problems or express views about national problems. They may, for example, be trying to save a local hospital which is about to be closed because the authorities want to build a new bigger hospital thirty kilometres away. Many of Mr Dombey's constituents prefer their old neighbourhood hospital. Mr Dombey will discuss this conflict of wishes with the Minister for Health and report back to his constituents about the decision. He may continue to argue on this problem and even mention it in Parliament. Mr Dombey has an assistant to help him answer the letters and deal with the problems his constituents bring to him. He will keep his constituents informed of what he is doing through the local paper and his own website.
So he has to balance his time attending debates in the House of Commons, time taking part in a Select Committee, time doing research on Conservative policies and time looking after the interests of his constituents. As you can imagine, some politicians are better at one role than another, but they are going to be judged on all of them.
Government
That is the job of an ordinary MP. What is the role of the Government?
Unlike most democratic systems in which the Government is appointed separately from Parliament, in our system the Government (the Prime Minister and other Ministers) are all people who are also Members of Parliament. In this case the Conservatives won the election, so their leader (let us call him Mr Copperfield) becomes Prime Minster. He looks at all the Conservative Members of Parliament and chooses those whom he thinks will make the best Ministers. Some of them have old-fashioned titles. He needs a Home Secretary, a Foreign Secretary, and a Chancellor of the Exchequer (Finance Minister). These are the key posts. He also needs Ministers for Health, Education, Employment, Transport, etc. etc. Each Prime Minister arranges the Ministers and their jobs in a slightly different way. Mr Copperfield is very concerned about the environment and climate change so he appoints a special Minister for the Environment.
The Prime Minister and the most important Ministers form the Cabinet of about 30 members which meets weekly and effectively rules the country. It initiates policy on domestic problems, and also has to decide what action to take in foreign affairs - such as the British response to actions taken by Russia. Above all, it plans the economic and financial policy for the country: what should be done about taxes, prices, wages, benefits and so on. Individual members of the Cabinet cannot possibly know about all these problems, so each Minister has to propose policies which are then debated. Once the Cabinet has decided on a policy, all members must agree to support it. (If anyone insists on the right to disagree in public, he has to resign as Minister and leave the government.) Without such united commitment we would have chaos and anarchy rather than workable policies. Government proposals are then put to the Members of Parliament for debate. As members of Parliament they can discuss and vote as they wish. But because Mr Copperfield's Ministers are chosen from people who are already Members of Parliament, he controls, in effect, many people in Parliament. Moreover, all members of his party are expected to vote loyally for Government policies; if they do so, he can be assured of turning his Cabinet's policies into law.
Let us suppose that, after three and a half years as an MP, Mr Dombey has been so efficient and impressive that Mr Copperfield has appointed him as the new Junior Minister for Transport. Mr Dombey does not sit in the Cabinet, but he does work with the Minister for Transport, which means that he cannot simply act independently as an MP. He has another role.
Here is an example. Mr Dombey is worried about the huge traffic congestion on our roads. He has discussed with the senior civil servants in his Ministry his scheme for solving the problem. Certain very important roads, 'motorways', should become 'toll' roads. Each driver will have to pay a fee for the right to drive along them. The Minister for Transport explains Mr Dombey's ideas in the Cabinet, and because the Cabinet approves, they draw up proposals for turning our Motorways into Toll Roads.
The proposals are debated in the House of Commons, and later in the House of Lords. In these debates the different Party interests become active. The Labour Party Members of Parliament have formed the Opposition to the Government. They, too, have a spokesman on Transport, Mrs Nickleby. When Mr Dombey gives a speech explaining the virtues of Toll roads, the Mrs Nickleby (who will have consulted with her colleagues) explains all the objections. Mr Dombey points out that the money raised from the tolls (or fees) will help to pay for new roads to improve congestion. The Opposition argues that it will cost a lot of money to convert these roads to toll roads, and that the new law would be unfair to poorer drivers. Then another Conservative member says that motorways in Europe have been successfully adapted as Toll Roads, and a Labour Party member protests that our roads have always been tree to all citizens, and that the European motorways were, from the start, designed as toll roads. (I should say that this scheme has been suggested in our country, but has not been officially proposed. Mine is an imaginary but plausible debate.) The debate will be televised. Behind the scenes, the proposals are examined in detail in the Select Committee for Transport, compared with existing laws, scrutinized for financial problems, and slowly turned into a detailed law which is then once again discussed by Parliament. Then the Members of Parliament vote on whether this Toll Road policy should become law. Of course Mr Dombey votes for the new law; he devised it, he planned it, he has argued for it. So the new law - suggested by a junior Minister, discussed in Cabinet, debated in the House of Commons, scrutinized by committees and by the House of Lords - is eventually voted on by the MPs and becomes an Act of Parliament.
Democracy and its problems
How democratic is this system? It certainly works quite effectively: policy decisions are taken, laws are passed, the country is governed by stable government, and citizens sleep safely in their beds. When I was a child we were taught that the British parliamentary system was the best system in the world. (Elsewhere, millions of other children were being taught that theirs was the best system, and like us, they probably believed what they were told - at least for a time.) As we grew up, we began to understand that the system, though stable and reasonably effective, has many weaknesses.
The problems I shall consider are (a) the role of political parties; (b) the methods of election; (c) the powers of Government; (d) the Upper Chamber, the House of Lords; (e) centre versus local government; (f) what influence does the European Union have on our political process.
(a) Political parties A political party in Britain is an organisation of people who share similar ideas about how the country should be ruled and who try to get enough power to put these ideas into practice. Party members are a very small minority of the population because most people are not very interested in politics most of the time. However each political party has a substantial number of supporters who are not as active as members, but who give encouragement and sometimes help at election time.
The chief practical activity of any British political party is to get as many of its candidates as possible elected to Parliament, because the party with the most members forms the Government. Anybody can found a party, publish a manifesto, produce a candidate and try to persuade the electorate to vote for him or her. But the chances of this candidate, however splendid, intelligent, brave, worthy, politically shrewd and charismatic, getting elected are virtually non-existent. Why? Because one successful candidate (or even two or three or four) will never be able to do anything significant in a Parliament where numbers count. The voters know this, so - except on special occasions as a protest vote - they will not vote for the candidates of small idealistic parties, however much they may sympathise with their programmes.
Party members in each of the major political parties tend to be hard-working activists who attend branch meetings, discuss details of policy, and pass ideas and resolutions to the constituency or area. They spend hours at election times talking to voters or addressing envelopes for leaflets and putting up posters. Most of these people are volunteers who care intensely about the way their society is governed. From among their number there are those who are looking for a political career themselves, either in local politics or in national politics. It is not usually too difficult to become a candidate in a local election. It is harder to be selected as a candidate in a General Election because there is more competition; moreover those who are selected are normally given their first 'fight' in a contest where they will lose because the other political party is very popular in that constituency. It is necessary experience but not very uplifting! Then, if a new candidate has fought a good campaign, he or she will, at the next election be chosen to be their party's candidate in a seat which it is possible to win.
How are these candidates chosen? In most cases, party members have the right to take part in choosing a candidate for the General Election. This procedure is itself an internal election, and it is very important to choose the right person. Parliamentary candidates have immense potential power. Out of the 650 successful candidates, several will eventually become government ministers, and almost all the others will sit on parliamentary committees and will explain their constituents' needs and problems to the relevant Ministries.
When these hard-working political activists - of whichever political party - get together to choose a candidate for the election, they are a tiny proportion of the local population. It is not the fault of the political parties who would love to have many more members; it is the fault of the vast majority of voters who would like a 'good MP' but who do not want to take part in the necessary preliminary work. Mr Dombey was selected to be the Conservative candidate for the General Election at a Conservative Party meeting of, say, 100 people. Mrs Nickleby, the Labour MP who later becomes his 'shadow', was selected at a Labour Party meeting of about 100 people. Neither had been chosen by popular choice. Yet thousands of people will vote for them.
This system has one advantage. As an ordinary voter at the General Election, who is not very interested in politics but extremely worried about some new laws which might affect me, I, an Oaktown voter, will vote not for the individual but for the political party whose policies I mostly support. Our voting system does ensure that when I vote, I mark my X against the name of the person who will try to carry out the policies I believe in. I do not choose on the basis of his or her looks, manner, wealth, reputation or charisma. There is no point in doing so.
(b) Methods of election If there is a straight contest between two candidates, the process is simple and fair. The one who receives the most votes wins - for, by definition, he or she has received more than 50% of the votes. Our system originated with two parties and two-candidate contests, and we have never managed to find another way for selecting a winner than by the 'first-past-the-post' method: the winner is the one with most votes. The difficulty arises because for the past forty years, in most of our constituencies we have had at least three serious candidates, sometimes four. (For example, Labour, Conservative, Liberal and Scottish Nationalist.) If the candidates received, respectively, 27%, 26%, 24% and 23% of the vote, then it is not at all clear that the candidate with 27% of the vote most closely represents the popular choice of the voters. Today few members of Parliament can say that they have been elected by a simple majority of the voters.
At present we have an unfair system, but there are problems with alternative systems used by other Western democracies. So far we have failed to decide on a different system though many have been proposed. What seems to be very unpopular is the Party List system, where candidates are allotted places in Parliament according to the proportion of votes given to their party. That is unpopular because most people want to know 'their own' member of Parliament - not just someone who is supposed to be representing them because his or her name reached the top of the list.
(c) The powers of Government. If we had, say, six significant parties in Parliament, these parties would need to make alliances in order to form a coalition government. Coalitions are common in Germany and Italy. In Britain where the two largest parties share most of the seats between them, you can be sure that each party includes a wide - and conflicting -range of opinions. The discussions and disagreements, alliances and compromises go on within the Conservative and the Labour Parties. All parties are sometimes accused of hypocrisy because one MP is known to believe in a particular action, and another MP from the same party is arguing against it; but sorting out different views and arriving at effective compromises or a clear course of action which eventually ignores some contrary arguments is in the nature of politics. We do not all agree all the time; we do not have a totalitarian system in which only one policy is the 'correct' one. Circumstances change and good people change their minds. So there is constant debate, reluctant acceptance by some people of the policies supported enthusiastically by others, and a great deal of shifting within the parties.
Nonetheless what we call the 'core values' of the different parties do differ, although all-too-often they are not very obvious. As a British person who knows my society, I can be fairly certain about the way that individuals around me vote by listening to their general views on social and economic problems. We have reasons for voting for this party or for that party.
The idea of an Opposition Party (or two opposition parties) is central to our system. Because Parliament has to debate and argue about policies, it is not at all unpatriotic to oppose the government: on the contrary, it is the duty of opposition members to oppose. (This is very different from the attitude of many Russians that "patriotic' Russians will tend to agree with each other and so vote for the same party!) In Britain the largest opposition party is known as 'Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition' which may sound pompous but expresses very clearly the necessary right, even the duty, to disagree with those in power.
So Mr Dombey, the Junior Minister for Transport, will expect to be attacked by his Labour 'shadow Minister', Mrs Nickleby who may be bitterly against some of Mr Dombey's proposals (toll roads, for example). Nevertheless, there will be both official and discreet unofficial discussions between the two sides, and occasionally Mr Dombey will find himself more in agreement with Mrs Nickleby than with some of the noisier argumentative MPs in his own party.
For Mr Copperfield as Prime Minister, even if his own MPs privately disagree with him they will still vote for his legislation and support the Government, because they like their team to be in power. Occasionally, however, MPs rebel and vote against their own Party. [Early in 2003 Parliament held a very serious and difficult debate about the proposed invasion of Iraq by British forces. At that time the Prime Minister was Tony Blair who was strongly in favour of supporting the Americans who intended to occupy the country. Parliament had to debate the matter. Should we go to war against Iraq, and if so, why? The debate (as a debate) was excellent; thoughtful, impassioned, complex, with every member understanding that this was a deeply serious and tragic matter on which they would have to vote. A Labour Government was in power. The Conservative Party officially supported the Government on a matter as significant as making war on another country. (This is normal in times of war although on this occasion the Liberal Democrats were opposed to the invasion.) So the Government should have won easily. But in fact many Labour MPs and some Conservative MPs voted against the policy. In the end the Government did get its majority vote, but the vote was quite close because there were so many 'rebels'.]
Other rebellions in the first decade of the twenty-first century were in response to laws about how to pay for universities and laws to increase income tax for poor people. In response to these rebellions, occasionally the Government was forced to change its mind. That is very rare. Almost always the system ensures that ours is a very powerful government. Some people would say, 'Too powerful'.
(d) Who should sit in the House of Lords? Most democratic systems have two legislative chambers or sections: power is divided in some way between the upper house and the lower house. In Britain, the House of Commons has always been the centre of political power and Parliamentary sovereignty while the House of Lords has had a reviewing and revising function. The House of Lords used to be composed of members of the hereditary aristocracy; it is ridiculous but true that 'hereditary lords' were still the majority of members in 1997 when the Labour Government came to power with a manifesto promise to 'reform' the House of Lords. In fact the absurdity of having part of our Parliament based on hereditary principles that were outdated a hundred years ago has been recognized since 1958 when the Prime Minister was given the right to appoint life peers to the House of Lords. The seats of life peers are not passed on to their eldest children. But many hereditary peers remained, not all of them active, but some of them insisting on taking a part in governing the country.
In 1997 there were about 750 hereditary peers. By 1999 all but 98 had been dismissed. Those who remained did so on a temporary basis, along with all the life peers - until the government had decided whether to have a fully-appointed House of Lords or a fully-elected House of Lords - or something in between. For ten years nothing has been decided. The active life peers were mostly appointed because of their notable contribution to public life as experts in law, social work, politics, economics, foreign affairs, education and so forth, so debates in the House of Lords are often very lively and well-informed. Committed democratic lords insist that they have a useful function and do a great deal of important Parliamentary work. Most people would agree. The Lords (who include a significant number of Ladies) examine and suggest amendments to Commons legislation; they point out failings in the law when applied to new policies; they can and do insist on principles when the Commons are being more 'pragmatic'. But however democratic they may be as individuals, the institution is not democratic - which is where the problem lies.
We are agreed that hereditary peers should have no right to sit in the House of Lords. So should the peers be elected? That is the most democratic solution; the trouble is that elections would almost certainly develop along party-political lines, so that the House of Lords would be a kind of copy of the House of Commons - with the same sort of career politicians on the seats. So should they instead be appointed by some kind of independent committee? If so we would probably continue to see lively specialists with a lifetime of interesting experience filling the seats and challenging the government - but it would not be democratic.
This is an intriguing example of a fundamental problem in politics: for the best kind of democracy do you need always to have democratic methods? Or should 'wise men' make decisions rather than the voters? At the time of writing, the British Parliament - and the British people - have not made up their minds.
(e) The Centre versus Local Government.
How centralised is our government? In all countries tensions exist between the centre and the provinces. Local government is always wanting both more support and more independence; central government is always wanting to reduce payment to the provinces and to control their powers. In Britain, in the struggle back and forth between local government and the centre, the centre has been winning all the time for about thirty years. Since local councils are so much closer to the electorate (it is easy to ring up your Town Hall and ask to speak to your local councillor) local government is much more immediately responsive to the wishes of the electorate than central government. Central government argues that it deals with the major problems of the economy, of industry and trade, of law and order, of the country's basic infrastructure of water, power, transport systems, health, education and so forth, so that it cannot and should not immediately adapt to the changing wishes of the electorate. Local governments say that they know what the people really want and that they need the money to carry out their programmes. (Councils raise money by local taxes but need massive financial support from central government as well.)
In comparison with other democratic countries, our local councils have limited powers, and whichever Government is in power at the Houses of Parliament, it is not keen on decentralisation. Except for the Mayor of London, we have very few executive Mayors who can take real decisions as in Russia (and elsewhere). Voters are not keen on them - they prefer councils to flamboyant characters. Yet few of us doubt that we need local lively democratic local government. Moreover, effective protest from the provinces helps to prevent our central government from turning into an autocratic power, issuing decrees without much reference to the realities of everyday life.
(f) The 'European' factor.
I have suggested that our Government can be too powerful in relation to Parliament. Recently the Government, like other governments of the European Union, has had to accept much EU legislation. Mostly such legislation concerns the rights of all people of the European Union to - for example - move around freely and work in each others' countries; attend university in another country if they compete successfully with students from that country; have limits on the hours that they work each week. The EU also requires member governments to tackle environmental problems and make places clean and safe for EU citizens. These rules and regulations which have, of course, been debated in national parliaments and within the European Union law-making process are supported by the British government, but sometimes seem to be an irritating restriction to policies they would like to implement. So in this respect, our Government has checks on its power, as well as the fundamental check of the ballot box. We can always throw our government out and elect another one.
How distinctive is British democracy?
By the standards of most politics and most politicians all over the world, the British system and the vast majority of its practitioners are more-or-less free from corruption. Within the political system there are connections, influences, what we call 'nods and winks' and, in some areas, dubious official patronage of non-government organisations. But there are strict restrictions on how much money parties can spend on elections, so candidates for parliamentary elections do not need any money personally. If they spend beyond the legal limit their campaign is declared unlawful. The rival parties are longing to declare that a successful campaign is unlawful, so everyone is careful to stick to the rules.
Since the Prime Minister and other Ministers are chosen from among MPs, money is again not the issue. Several of our Prime Ministers have come from poor or very poor backgrounds; unlike the American President you do not have to be rich - or to acquire a lot of money - to become the most powerful person in the land. In addition, our two party-system almost always ensures that one party is, without question, in power, so we do not suffer from unlawful influence in the making of political coalitions. Our MPs get decently paid but are not among the highest paid in the land. By international standards they are closely monitored and liable to end up in court if they cheat.
Even if they want to be villains, (and the vast majority start off wanting to help their people and their country) there are less exhausting ways of making money!
On the other hand, by Western standards, ours has traditionally been a very secretive government. It is characteristic of those in power to be suspicious of knowledge let loose among those whom they rule. They want to tell us 'It is right and necessary for us to know, but dangerous and damaging for you to know!' Democratic government is supposed to be accountable to the people, and to be ready to answer truthfully questions put by the people. Governments, in response, find reasons for keeping silent and the British government (of whatever party) was good at keeping silent. For many years it claimed the right to silence over all kinds of information 'in the interests of public security'. This is a difficult argument to challenge, although it has been successfully challenged in the courts.
In 2000, the Labour Government introduced the Freedom of Information Act. This act has enabled ordinary citizens to find out what is going on in all our public institutions.
One matter which has come to light as a result of the Freedom of Information Act is the amount of expenses claimed by MPs for their accommodation and work. Some MPs abused the system. Others were careless. Most behaved decently. The public was outraged at those who claimed money to which they were not entitled. Behind their anger was the assumption that British MPs should behave scrupulously. People believe that politics should not be an activity for cheating the public out of their own money. Politicians are there to serve the public interest - and to be fair, most of them become politicians to try to do that.
Nevertheless, politicians in this country (as in others) are not very popular as a group although you will often hear someone say, 'Our MP is a very good local MP, even if I don't agree with her (or his) politics. The problem is not our MP but the other ones.' If that remark is repeated all over the country, it is quite a tribute to our political class.
The most common complaint by ordinary people is that party politics leads to dullness and hypocrisy. 'They all just follow the party line and copy what their leader wants them to say. Why can't we get rid of party politics, find a general consensus and simply give people what they want?'
Although I agree that our system has many flaws and produces too many uninteresting and, indeed, false debates, I believe 'general consensus' and 'giving the people what they want' are not as wonderful as they sound. An emphasis on 'general consensus' can come unpleasantly close to one-party and ultimately to totalitarian rule. Minorities, dissidents, and those who simply disagree on this particular issue should never be forgotten. At the other extreme, if we try to 'give people what they want' within Parliament, members will be free to stand up, say whatever comes into their head, wander from the subject, contradict themselves, and completely fail to relate the speech to what has gone before, in the comfortable knowledge that the next speaker will not have been listening to their speech. This is wonderful anarchy and full of interesting thoughts, but it does not respond to the realities of governing a country. Ideally, a two-party system forces everyone to think carefully and speak lucidly about a particular proposal. Even with three parties, the need to challenge the government can still work effectively.
In theory in our system a proper debate takes place and the public have a coherent set of arguments upon which to base their own verdict. In practice debates are often confused, vague and illogical because members of Parliament are ordinary muddled human beings who may not be very good at public speaking. Nevertheless, proper structures for rational argument are profoundly democratic. The British invention of a properly constituted 'loyal Opposition' and a culture of public service (shaky but still there) prevent our political classes from rushing or being rushed in one direction without ever stopping to weigh up the consequences.

Chapter 2. Policy-making. Good Decisions, Bad Decisions and How We Influence Them

In the previous chapter I described our political system and discussed the advantages and disadvantages of our kind of democracy. In this chapter I look at some of the ways in which daily life is organised in Britain. 'Running the country' is the simple way of saying 'Managing or Organising the Country.' Do you know how your government 'manages' daily life in Russia? How do decisions made at the top - within the Ministries - reach ordinary people? Have they much been changed during the journey? Should they be changed during the journey? In Britain, the government, through its Ministries, has to initiate policies which it believes will make British citizens more prosperous or more efficient or healthier. Because we live in a democracy, the citizens themselves are always arguing with the Government and among themselves about what they want most. This is how much of our policy-making is carried out.
Arguing with the Government
An obvious example of policymaking arises because there are too many poor people in Britain - something which worries everyone. What must be done? The Government looks at the evidence from many reports and studies, and decides that the best way to lift poor people out of poverty is to ensure that they have jobs - real jobs with real wages. First, because when they work poor people earn money, secondly because they are brought into society instead of sitting, unemployed and lonely in their houses, thirdly because work gives them pride, satisfaction and the possibility of achieving more. That sounds obvious and popular. But it is not so simple.
Among those groups suffering from poverty are many young, single, unemployed mothers. So the government announces that it is going to spend millions of pounds helping young mothers without partners to go to work, Money will be spent, for example, to provide cr�ches (safe play places for children at the place of work or nearby). You might think that these mothers would be grateful, and some of them are. But many say bitterly, 'How can I bring up my child decently, if I am at work all day? A mother should stay with her child or children when they are small. Babies need their mothers!' Someone complains to a journalist and the complaint becomes an attack on the government.
Suddenly the Government is seen as a great bully, trying to separate mothers and babies from each other. The Minister for Employment hastily explains that the policy is to help mothers whose children are at school, not mothers of very young children. Very well: but then the Ministers and experts look at the research: single mothers who are not at work but looking entirely after their under-school-age child often suffer from depression. What is more, if they are by themselves they are more likely to have another child without having a husband or long-term partner. These are the young women who most need to be at work. Meanwhile, other organisations and local groups are suggesting different policies. Why not give these young women benefits (special money allowances) to help them stay at home more happily? Another organisation for Traditional Family Values' asks 'Is this policy fair to other young mothers who have decided not to have children until they have a loving husband?' A Children's Society announces 'The child should come first' without making it clear which policy is best for the child.
You can see that the government has a problem. So does our democratic society. The policy is discussed in Parliament, in the Civil Service, in homes, in pubs, among young mothers, both married and single; among employers; at the Treasury which has to decide whether there is money for the policy; in academic circles where social research takes place; among trade unions; in newspapers and on the BBC. The public arguments help to shape and even change the Parliamentary debate - and that debate can affect government policy. After all, if the government does not listen to such debates it will probably lose the next election.
On the other hand, if the government listens too much to all the public discussions, it will keep changing its mind, and lose direction. So a major question in a democracy is 'How much notice should a government take of public opinion?' None at all and it becomes arrogant and autocratic; too much and it becomes indecisive and weakly populist. [There is more on this subject in Part 5, Chapter 8.]
What is essential is that the public discussion should be there, in Parliament, in the media, in committees and research centres, in homes and pubs and meeting-places of all kinds. Not everyone in Britain is interested in 'politics'. Many of us (too many of us) do not vote at elections, but we all have views and opinions. Some of these opinions rest on nothing but prejudice but many of them rest on an argument about values. I have tried to show in my example how people of goodwill who all want to help the poor can disagree intensely about how this should be done. That is because of the argument about values. Any decent society, certainly any democracy needs this argument. Government becomes dangerously powerful when it encourages the attitude, 'Ah, we all agree!!' Fortunately that does not happen in Britain. The right to disagree and to declare one's disagreement is essential to the way our society works.
What About Bureaucrats?
Western visitors to the Soviet Union used to laugh among themselves at the bureaucratic complications which were necessary before any simple action could be taken. Tourist groups would look in amazement at their Intourist Guides who spent their mealtimes and free hours filling in forms and copying (he details onto other forms. We explained to ourselves that this was an example of the foolishness of Soviet planning. Today, in Britain, in the early years of the twenty-first century, we are no longer laughing. We seem to have caught the bureaucratic disease and we are not sure what to do about it.
All societies need efficient administration to make sure that plans and policies turn into actions. Unfortunately administrators and their teams of officials, regulators and clerks have a habit of developing complicated paper-and-computer systems, unless those outside bureaucracy find ways of restraining them, by simplifying administration and regulation. In Britain we think of bureaucrats as people who are tying up an enormous parcel, not with string but with lengths of official red tape. If someone manages to reduce paperwork we say that he 'cut the red tape'. The problem is that while almost everybody thinks that 'cutting red tape' is a good idea, almost everybody is, at the same time, in favour of some new regulations.
For example, parents want to know how their children are getting on at school. Twenty years ago they would receive a school report with a list of school subjects, a simple mark against each one, and sometimes a comment by the teacher like 'Well done!' or 'Could do better!' Parents said, 'We want to know more. We want to know why Peter is worried at school. What kind of maths is Sarah studying? - it is nothing like the maths we studied at school. How does Tom compare with his friends in learning to read?' The parents could meet the teachers at 'Parents' Evenings' but many of them wanted a full written report which showed that the teachers had carefully thought about their own child. At the same time, the government thought that a full account of a child's school career would be very useful for employers and for universities. So teachers have learnt to write these long reports. Forms must be checked against forms, and teachers must consult each other about the child's progress in more and more detail. That means less time in the classroom, and perhaps administrative assistants are employed to help with the forms. The long reports are wonderful but in the end there is less money for teachers, more for form-fillers.
Similar problems occur with policemen carefully recording the details of each case in which they make an arrest or discuss anything with an arrested person. The records help to ensure that arrested people are treated properly, are not intimidated, and that their evidence is not falsified. So such reports are essential for justice. But now more policeman are sitting behind desks, and not out and about doing the work they were trained to do.
Businesses and Privatisation
The group which is loudest in condemning bureaucracy is the business community. Businessmen do not like seeing their profits disappear as they are forced to obey rules imposed by government. They believe that businesses should be free to follow their own routes to success, unencumbered by many regulations. Twenty five years ago, we had a Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, who agreed with the businessmen and thought that their ideas should be developed widely in British society. She decided that if public services - like the National Health Service and Local Governments - were organised as if they were businesses, they would be more efficient. Although she could not 'privatise' the NHS, she believed that it would be efficient to privatise parts of the organisation. For example the NHS could sign a contract with a private company to clean a hospital. The company would employ the cleaners instead of the NHS employing them. Municipal housing could also be organised as a business - and then the builders and plumbers and electricians who were needed to maintain the houses would be employees of a business which would ensure that they did the work properly, on time. In fact, she argued, the more public services that could be privatised, the better for everyone, since business methods would cut bureaucratic red-tape!
Those who disagreed with Mrs Thatcher argued that the ideals of 'public service' were absolutely different from the ideals of 'business'. Businesses needed to make profits, but schools, hospitals, city councils were not profit-making organisations and should not be treated as if they were. Public services should be responsible in their own way - responsible to the public, to ordinary citizens, not to business and its shareholders. If the priority of a company is to increase its profits, then it will look at the cheapest ways, not the best ways, of cleaning the hospital.
At the time that this argument was at its height, the Soviet Union was struggling in its final phase. When Russia became an independent federation at the beginning of 1992, many Russian policy-makers adopted Mrs Thatcher's privatising schemes, believing they were a normal part of Western society and its organisation. In fact they were controversial reforms, with good consequences and bad consequences.
'Privatisation' of public services did not always reduce bureaucracy. According to the privatisation plan, the local NHS or the local City Council had to advertise that 'Hospital Cleaning' or 'Municipal Housing' was going to be 'contracted out' to private businesses. They had to look at all offers, decide which was the best value, devise a contract, and hand over the work and the workers. But this was not the end of their responsibilities. They had to inspect the new privatised businesses and ensure that basic regulations were kept. Administrators were appointed to deal with these new problems and they had to have assistants, and secretaries and computer clerks.
So bureaucracy was increased. Was the result more efficient? Sometimes yes, sometimes no. An infamous example was the contracting out of hospital cleaning services to private companies. In order to make profits, the businesses reduced workers' pay, reduced hours - and infections from dirty corners and unwashed bathrooms began to invade the hospital wards.
Being Accountable
At the same time, those sections of public organisations which were not privatised had to examine their own accounts and explain very carefully just how and why they spent public money. So they had to have new accounting systems - based on business accounting systems. Every organisation had to be 'accountable' - which meant, quite literally, that its accounts had to be open and available to the public, if any public money was involved. Most of us will agree that if an organisation is spending our money - money from the taxes which we have paid - we ought to have the right to investigate the accounts. Who is cheating? Who is being honest? We ought to know!
The British and the Russians can certainly agree on that. But suppose that an organisation - let us say, a small public library -receives public money from the local administration. The money pays for the librarian, the assistant librarian, a secretary, the buildings, their heating and lighting, and, most important, the books. All these expenses can be shown on the financial records. One day the librarian decides to organise a special children's day at the library. She buys balloons, cards, paints, and some colouring books. She rearranges the books, suddenly remembers that they will need tea and rushes to buy a cake. She invites a speaker, an elderly gentleman who does not walk well, so she arranges for him to have a taxi back to his home. Who pays? The money has come out of her handbag, but she should not pay for all these things herself. She can get receipts - for balloons, for cards, for a cake for tea, for the taxi fare - but to do so takes up time and effort. Then all these transactions have to be transcribed into the accounts, so the secretary has no time to catalogue the library books, and while she is writing out the cost of the balloons she wonders if 'accountability' is the best way of spending public money.
Similar situations are so common that they provoke debate up and down the country. How do we make things happen in a friendly and efficient way without being out of pocket (i.e. spending our own money when official money should be spent)? Everyone can see the problem; but it is not easy to know what to do. It seems that hardworking people with little money have to show that they are accountable, whereas rich people somehow can avoid doing so. That has been true throughout history, but when some scandal of misused expenses and accounts is revealed, the British population become extremely angry. Their anger is expressed in the form: 'What you (the rich) are doing is not fair!' We struggle to do our best, often paying our own money to do so because completing the necessary forms takes too long. But you can cheat and avoid regulations and you don't feel how unfair that is!'
The problem is to know how we can remain accountable without being overwhelmed by paperwork. The simple answer is: 'Trust us. Most of us are decent people and we will not misspend the money entrusted to us.' The problem is that most of us are decent people, but some of us are not.
Targets
When the Labour Government came to power in 1997, it decided that the best way of making public organisations efficient and helpful to people was to set 'targets'. (A target used to be a large round board with a spot in the middle, at which soldiers could practice firing their guns. Now it is used to describe the level of achievements which a person or an organisation must reach.) For example, a hospital might be told, 'This year you have performed 200 operations on heart patients, but patients are still queuing up to have such operations. Please organise your hospital so that next year you can do 250 operations.' And schools were told, 'Your pupils received on average 56% in the national examinations. The school in the next street had an average mark of 60% So your school could do better, and next year your target should be an average mark of 61%.for your pupils.'
Patients who waited for heart operations were pleased. Parents who wanted their children to be well-prepared for examinations were pleased. 'Targets' was a good way of running the country. So the doctors and the teachers, the hospital managers and the school head teachers, in their struggle to achieve these targets, had to rearrange their work, change their priorities and often work longer hours. Sometimes these changes brought the patients or the pupils to the centre of discussion. Sometimes they simply moved the problem from one place to another. Today the hospital performs 250 heart operations, but there are longer queues for lung and kidney operations; now there are more hospital beds available, but that is because sick patients have been sent home too early. Now the school educates children who are brilliantly successful at passing exams, but they have studied no music, no art, no drama, because they have had no time for these creative activities. Targets' can measure exam results, but they cannot measure the value of learning to play music.
And, inevitably, in order to show that these targets have been achieved, hospitals, schools and other organisations require many bureaucratic hours of labour by hardworking secretaries and clerks to calculate exactly what has been achieved.
Managing Changes
Like all the other policies for running the country more effectively, targets have good consequences (incentives for better health and education) and bad consequences (distorted or irrelevant objectives, and time-wasting form-filling). The debate continues as one side says, 'Less regulation, more freedom' and the other side says, 'More regulation, higher standards'.
All these policies, 'initiatives', reforms and targets require people who are trained to put them into practice. The invention of 'Schools of Management', 'Management Qualifications' and 'a Management Career Structure' are quite recent innovations which supposedly train people to run the country. The problem with these management schools is that they have isolated 'managers' from practical work and learning-on-the-job. It takes a long time for these highly-trained people to learn what actually works, what might work, and what doesn't work because people will not accept it. It also takes a long time for them to learn to trust the professionals who actually do the job.
In 2009 the demand for more 'managers' and 'management training' is beginning to decline; in Britain many of the population are furiously angry at those people in 'management' who take huge salaries and profits but fail to be efficient or to show intelligent initiative. We need good managers, but if they are trained to think about managerial structures more than the interests of those they are supposed to serve, then they lose the trust of the people. Institutions which lose the trust of the people cannot function in a democracy. That is a problem that we always struggle with, and are struggling with now.

Chapter 3. British Law: Why We Obey It, and What Happens When We Don't

As a British citizen, I walk around daily in a society which carries out its business 'according to the rule of law'. One noticeable difference between Russia and Britain that confronts the British person who spends time in your country is that our society is founded on the rule of law in way which is not quite true in Russia. I do not mean that Russians are more criminal in their nature. Most Russian people are just as eager as most British people to behave decently and to keep the laws which we all understand - like those which tell us not to steal the handbag of the person sitting next to us, or not to hit old ladies over the head, or not to cheat in paying for an article in a shop.
What is more, both the British and the Russians live in modern secular societies where men and women have (more-or-less) equal rights under the law. A father cannot force his daughter to marry a man against her wishes; a woman has the right to work and to organise her own life; contraception is widely available. Children are entitled to a full education. Nobody is forced to go to a church or a temple or a mosque. Expectations of what men, women and children can and should do are broadly similar in both countries.
Nonetheless, the differences in law make themselves quickly felt because they are embedded in daily life. They concern expectations of and attitudes to authority. They are about our rights and responsibilities under the law. At the end of this chapter, I return to this difference. I begin by discussing the basis of English law, and of Welsh law which is almost identical. The situation in Scotland which is founded on Roman Law (common in Western Europe) is rather different.
How Law is Made
The core of English law is what we call 'Common Law'. It consists of rules of law based on common custom and usage (what we normally do) and on decisions which have already been made in courts (precedent). Common law developed after the Norman Conquest (1066) as the law common to the whole of England, as distinct from local law. As the court system became established under Henry II in the 12th century, and judges' decisions became recorded in law reports, the doctrine of precedent developed. This means that, in deciding a particular case, the court must take notice of decisions made in earlier reported cases, and of the reasons why judges made those decisions on the same, or similar points. Since cases frequently differ slightly from previous cases, the law may be extended or varied if the facts of the particular case are sufficiently different. Hence, common law (sometimes called 'case law' or 'judge-made law') keeps the law in harmony with the needs of the community. This is quite a different approach from that based on Legal Codes and hierarchies of coded law.
As society became more complex, it was obvious that we needed more formal legislation to cope with major social and economic problems. So Parliament began to enact laws dealing with every aspect of our life: our finances, our homes, our working practices, our personal relationships, our education and so on. But because we had no 'Code', no systematic framework, we depended - and depend - on careful lawyers to ensure that old bits of law were removed as new laws were introduced. Each year, common law accumulates more and more bits and pieces, while each year the Parliamentary legislative programme grows longer.
Laws made in Parliament are intended to cover wide and important tracts of social and economic activity. Common law is used when there is no specific Parliamentary legislation to cover the details of the problem facing the court.
The kind of case dealt with under common law is as follows: an indignant man wants to 'claim damages', in this case for his personal suffering. He is called the claimant. He comes to court accusing the cooks in a restaurant of adding dangerous mushrooms to the soup which have led to his suffering food poisoning. He declares that he might have died! There are plenty of questions here to sort out: Did the man actually suffer from food poisoning - or did he have some other problem? If he suffered from food poisoning, was his meal at this restaurant the cause? Were there dangerous mushrooms in the soup? Could the cooks have identified them as dangerous? Did the cooks fail to carry out their duties properly? Is the owner of the restaurant legally responsible? In this case, the judge in the court cannot simply decide what to do on the basis of what he thinks is fair and full of common sense. He has to find out what happened in a similar earlier case; and what was decided on that earlier occasion would have been based on an even earlier decision. However, since no case is exactly the same as a previous case, the lawyers both for the angry victim and the worried restaurant owner will argue that this case must be interpreted in such-and-such a way because of its particular features. For instance, the mushrooms were picked in the woods, not bought in a shop. That's different. Also somebody else ate the same soup and was not ill; but these mushrooms only affect some people... The judge's job is to sort all this out, and then, in his report, explain exactly why he departed from precedent (and established a new precedent).
Habeas Corpus and Common Rights
Common law tends to reflect the efforts throughout the ages to make fair arrangements between contracting parties who are basically equal under the law. Although in the reign of Henry II many English people were serfs who were bound to their lords, in the reign of his son, King John, the great charter, Magna Carta (1215) began to express the idea that Englishmen had rights which could not be ignored or taken away by the King. In particular, no English subject could be arrested without charge; in other words the King or another powerful person did not have the power to lock him up simply because he was doing something they did not like. The notion that we are entitled to our 'own person', our freedom from arbitrary arrest is called Habeas Corpus (Latin for 'You have the body') Under Habeas Corpus, a prisoner can challenge the courts to let him go free if no clear explanation has been given to him as to why he has been arrested, or if he is arrested but not given a trial. This right, available to ordinary people has been disliked by the powerful in every century; in almost every decade some Minister or other powerful person tries to block it. They still try (usually on the grounds of national security). But the judges are obliged to uphold Habeas Corpus. It is one of the legal ways in which we can restrain a too-powerful government.
So judges adapt old common law, step by step, slowly. Although Parliament can make new laws to override old ones, the process takes a long time, and meanwhile legal decisions are embedded in precedents which may date back for centuries. Often we feel irritated or embittered by obvious stupidities in the law which cannot take proper account of a modem situation. But there are advantages. First of all, when Parliament passes a new law, it has to be examined very carefully to make sure that it does not contradict previous law unless there is full and clear intention to do so. Ideally, there should be no muddle. The Russian habit of Presidents declaring a law on Day One and rescinding it on Day Two does not happen here. Ministers change their minds, of course, about emergency regulations. ('Should we give pensioners extra money for heating this month because it has been abnormally cold? Yes! No! Yes!') But this is an emergency action. It does not affect the law.
Secondly, importantly, the existing Law cannot be overturned by a Government. In Britain the judges are not political appointments, as they are in America. Senior judges are chosen basically by the judges themselves. This system has its own problems, but it keeps them independent of political power and it ensures that, as guardians of the law, they can always say 'No' to the Prime Minister, the Cabinet, or a particular Minister who wants some policy carried out quickly. Parliament does make and change laws as I have explained, but Parliament is not the Government; it contains strong and articulate opposition parties and the issues will be debated and argued in detail.
So it should be clear that the role of senior judges is crucial to the interpretation and upholding of the law. Parliament can change the law, but the Law is always above Government. And Parliament consists of the People's elected representatives. So -indirectly but clearly, we are responsible for our Law.
European Law
Recently there has been one big change to this system. As members of the European Union we have had to import significant parts of European Law which is - unlike ours -based on the idea of a Legal Code. We have also imported and ratified the European Convention on Human Rights. European law and the Convention on Human Rights have been founded on principles and worked out systematically. That's fine, but it is not how our Law works, so there have been many difficulties for the judges in basing their judgements on precedent in one case, on principles in another, and in not being sure which way to go in a third case.
Our senior judges are serious and professional people. Their view of life may be sometimes limited, and of course they have their own personalities and prejudices, but professionally they make their decisions 'without fear or favour'. I think it is true to say that our judiciary is not corrupt.
Our attitudes to the law
What about the content of British law? Its provisions and principles affect almost every area of public and private life. You will probably need a lawyer if you wish to buy, sell or rent a house. The law sets out the arrangements for marriage, divorce and custody of the children of divorced couples. It decides how you may distribute your goods when you die, imposes limits on how fast you may drive your car, and on what breeds of dogs you may own. It explains what taxes you must pay, and the benefits to which you are entitled. It describes your duties towards other people and organisations -whether you are their employer, doctor, hairdresser, grocer or host for supper. Similarly, it tells you what you can expect of them, what remedies you may be entitled to, if they break their obligations to you. If a guest breaks his leg on a loose floorboard in my house, I am liable to pay him compensation. If I fall and break a leg on the city pavement because some paving stone has been left lying in my way, I can sue my local Council. (However, the British, unlike the Americans, do not devote much of their time suing each other. It is generally considered to be an activity which makes money for lawyers rather than anything else.)
This law which reaches into every comer of our lives is by and large respected. By world standards, we are a law-abiding people. Perhaps this is because the whole basis of Common Law is a series of contracts between free people. It is not hierarchical like most European law. Perhaps we feel, deep down, comfortable with regulations founded on the idea that they express what 'we' -as members of our community - have agreed with 'us' - as members of our community.
The difference is obvious in small details of behaviour. In France, if a respectable driver sees a notice saying, 'Do not drive down this street' he thinks 'They put it there' and he feels an instant urge to drive down the street. So, I think, does the Russian. In Britain, at a very basic level, we can see ourselves as the people who put up the notice and as the people who want to drive down the street. So we have divided loyalties and most of us acknowledge our duty to our responsible selves. So we don't drive down the street.
Breaking the Law
Of course, we are not totally law-abiding. In Britain as elsewhere we have young people who have drifted into crime, career criminals such as burglars who aim to make a living out of their activities, organised gangs and groups who feel, often with good cause, that the laws of the country were not made with their interests in mind. By world standards, for an advanced industrial country our crime rate is not appallingly high; it is much higher than it was in the 1970s and earlier, but compared with the later 1990s, most crimes seem to be declining slightly. Such figures, however, are, as the police are always pointing out, highly suspect. On the one hand, some crimes are given much attention in the press, and people, aware of the problem, rush to report their experience of this crime to the police. (Accusations of rape used to be very rare. But nobody knows whether it really happened rarely, or whether women who had been raped hesitated to come forward until there was a campaign to encourage them to do so.) On the other hand, many crimes, especially theft, never get reported because the victims are certain that the thief will never be found and therefore it is simpler to say nothing. Also, a particular crime can suddenly become fashionable. Teenagers have been stealing cars and driving around very fast in them for the fun of doing so ever since the car was invented. Before that, they stole horses. Recently two small children were killed by teenagers when their stolen car went out of control. Suddenly there were criminal teenage car thieves everywhere! But were they really practiced car thieves? Or had their neighbours, attracted by the news, suddenly got fed up with teenage noise and reported it to the police? Or were other teenagers being encouraged to steal cars by the public outrage which made it a fashionable crime? Nobody knows, but we know that crime statistics are difficult to analyse. Much is not reported; much is double-reported; crime stories in newspapers are not really a study of crime.
The Police
In your textbooks of British life you will have read of British policemen, 'friendly bobbies' with distinctive helmets. The ordinary policemen still wear helmets, though senior officers have caps, but the popularity of the police with the general public has had its ups and downs. Probably their low point was in the 1980s and early 1990s. At that time they were seen in unfamiliar and, for us, disturbing situations: using riot shields and violent crowd-control tactics against peaceful demonstrations; spending too much time in high-speed cars rather than being on the street; treating our ethnic minorities with contempt and sometimes brutality. Also, since the police deal with criminals in their daily work, and often have to bargain in order to get information, they are always being tempted to accept bribes or tamper with the evidence. The police are made up of people from the general community, so they are a mix of people, good and bad, as in other organizations - and some of them gave in to temptation.
Since the middle of the 1990s there have been huge efforts to improve the police. Senior officers recognised that you can only police a community properly by consent. You cannot, in a democracy, turn the police against the people. So there have been all sorts of policies to encourage black people and Asians into the police force; crowd-control has been deliberately kept very 'low-key'; and policemen are 'back on the beat', walking round their local area, getting to know the neighbours, the problems, the concerns of the community. (Surveys show that people prefer this kind of policing, even if it does not catch so many serious criminals.) Also, policemen have been encouraged to speak out if they know something is wrong in their police force - which would have been unheard of twenty years ago. Those who know the police believe that internal regulations are continuously improving and it is harder for police officers of any rank to be corrupt, whether it concerns their private life, how they treat the public or how they treat people in custody. Individuals are much more accountable and newer recruits are less likely to tolerate the old 'all-boys-together' of the past. (This is partly because there are far more women in the force!)
An important factor in our estimate of the police and in their treatment of us is that they are not armed. Unlike the police in most of the world, our police do not normally carry guns. It is true that more police marksmen have been trained to shoot as a result of terrorist attacks and the fear of further terrorist attacks. But let us put this in context. We have 43 local police forces in England and Wales (we do not have a National Police Force). The total number of policemen - who are now called police officers - in England and Wales is about 150000. About 6600 of them are trained to use guns. During 2006 the police fired guns at people on nine occasions and killed five people. (One of those people was a young man whom the police believed to be a terrorist. He turned out to be unarmed and innocent. There was a huge public outcry about the shooting, it was discussed everywhere in the media, there was an inquest, an independent enquiry, a court investigation with witnesses, and changes made to the way the police operated.) In any shooting incident every bullet has to be accounted for. The guns are handed back immediately afterwards because police are only issued with them under special circumstances.
What we can say is that if you, a Russian visitor, needed help from the police in our country then you could expect to have a positive and fair encounter with them and probably have good access to a translator/solicitor if that was necessary. If by any chance you did not have a decent and helpful meeting, you could report the matter and make a complaint. The complaint would be dealt with fairly. The British police force is not perfect but is probably as good as you will find anywhere.
Dealing with criminals: the Law Courts and trials
The person accused of a crime and brought to trial is called the 'defendant'. Can he (or she) expect a fair trial? The answer is 'Yes within our system, but our system does not make it easy for the defendant to believe or feel that the trial has been fair.' The courts dealing with minor offences are 'magistrates' courts '. Magistrates are volunteers who work at other jobs and sit in the courts for, say, two days a week. The lawyers who represent the defendants often know them personally and are used to these kinds of minor crimes. Both magistrates and lawyers have a good idea of what 'real life' is like, and the magistrates, by sitting in groups of three and discussing each case together, can work out an appropriate kind of punishment and explain to the person who has been found guilty exactly what the sentence means, in language that ordinary people can understand. So even if they don't like the result, most people will understand why they are being punished as they are.
In the higher courts where there are trials for more serious crimes, full-time judges preside and special lawyers discuss the case. In these courts justice is associated with wigs, strange clothes, bewildering rituals of the upper classes - nothing much to do with your average criminal. Despite the fact that our rules are based on common law, the atmosphere of a High Court has nothing 'common' about it.
In a court of law, lawyers try to decide whether the defendant is guilty. We do not have an 'examining magistrate' as in most European countries, who is supposed to try to find out what actually happened.* Instead we have an adversary system - one lawyer for and one against the accused person; whoever puts the best case, 'wins', Sometimes the accused man standing in the court thinks that the case as debated between these lawyers has nothing to do with him or his experience. The lawyers have their own way of explaining what happened; and important information may have been ignored because it has not been properly investigated. On the other hand, our system does mean that one lawyer is wholly concerned to help and defend the accused person. This is important because in British law, a person is presumed innocent until he is found guilty. The defending lawyer 'protects' his innocence as long as possible.
The defendant has one other protection: the jury. The jury consists of twelve ordinary citizens who have to decide, having heard the evidence, whether he is guilty or not. These juries are selected at random from people on the Electoral Roll (people entitled to vote). If you, an ordinary citizen, are called for jury service you are required to carry out this duty for two weeks. Juries sometimes make mistakes, of course, but there is an important principle in having one's fellow citizens decide on one's fate. We - the ordinary people - will decide if someone deserves to be punished; that decision is not part of the role of 'the State'. Members of juries have to promise never to discuss what went on in the jury room where they were considering their verdict. So it is quite difficult to do research on the behaviour of juries! Still, certain accounts do leak out, and all the evidence we possess indicates that members of juries take their role extremely seriously and do their best. Sometimes the government proposes that some trials should be carried out without juries. They are always strongly opposed by most of the legal profession, by most thoughtful people, and by most evidence that we have.
Moreover, the jury principle is crucial if our legislation contains an out-of-date unreasonable law. Juries reflect public attitudes; if they think the sentence will be wrong or too harsh, they will refuse to convict. In that case the defendant walks free - and Parliament will have to reconsider the law. (Such jury objections have happened in modern times, but the most famous cases occurred at the end of the eighteenth century when poor country labourers could be hanged for stealing a sheep to take home to their starving family. Juries were so outraged at the injustice, that even if the labourer was caught with a sheep hanging over his shoulder, they would announce, 'Innocent, my Lord!' to the judge. So the law had to be changed and people were no longer hanged for sheep-stealing.)
Once the jury have delivered their verdict, the Judge has to decide on the sentence if the defendant has been 'found guilty'. Sentence, too, is subject to precedent, but also to pressure from Parliament. Most debate at the moment is concerned with how we punish our convicted criminals. Here is a paradox. We have an unarmed police force, and a body of law which puts the ordinary person at the centre. Yet we are notably harsh in our punishments. We have a higher proportion of the population in prison and, on average, serving longer sentences that any other country in the European Union apart from the recently admitted Eastern European countries. America and Russia have the highest proportion of their population locked up. In Russian the figure in 2009 is about 600 per 100,000 of the population. Other 'ex-Soviet' countries and ex-Soviet-bloc countries have this tradition, and lock up between 200 and 400 people per 100,000 population. But elsewhere in most of the world, rates are much lower. The British rate has almost doubled in 10 years. Now it is around 145 people per 100,000 where some other western countries have about 85 people per 100,000 population. Most people who think seriously about the prison service, criminal justice and the needs of our people see this as a source of shame. We have a wide range of alternative punishments: probation (probation officers are not police but they carry out work similar to the 'prophylactic arm' in your militia), fines, work in the community, various kinds of health and psychological treatment - but these alternative forms are not used as much as they might be, and our prisons are overcrowded.
Conditions in prisons range from the very good to the awful. In the best prisons there are regular programmes of education, training, work-for-wages, support from psychologists and doctors and social workers. In the worst prisons, over- crowding and a pervasive drug culture make it difficult to organise the kind of programmes which would help the prisoners to become law-abiding citizens when they left. (Having said that, I do not think our worst prisons are as bad as your worst prisons. There are always workers and volunteers to observe and speak out about prison conditions. But this is not easy.) As in countries all over the world, we are constantly debating what to do about this problem.
The Rule of Law
What then do we mean by 'the rule of law' which I referred to at the beginning of this chapter. In a recent important lecture, the senior British Judge examined the phrase and suggested what it could - and perhaps should - mean. Among other points he stressed that all people and all authorities within a state should be both bound by the law and entitled to the law. So the law gives you rights but also restraints. To be fair to everyone, the law must be accessible (you must be able to find out what is the law on a particular problem), intelligible, clear and predictable. (If it isn't predictable, a person may be unable to work out the consequences of his action.) Every person within the state must enjoy equal protection of our laws - whatever their race, religion, beliefs or status as citizens or non-citizens. If they are arrested, each and every person must have access to a lawyer and the right to know of what they are accused within a short time. (It used to be within two days; now the law permits certain types of suspected terrorists to be kept in prison for up to 28 days before telling them what they are accused of. This 28-day rule led to a huge battle between the House of Commons which was worried about terrorism and the many lawyers in the House of Lords who said that 28 days of detention without explanation would be breaking the right of the detained person to Habeas Corpus. In practice the 28-day rule has been hardly used at all.) An arrested person has the right to a fair trial with a proper defending lawyer whether or not he can pay for one. And a defendant must be presumed to be innocent until he is proved guilty.
If a state follows the 'rule of law' these are some of the conditions it must accept. The state can expect everyone to obey the law because (in a democracy) the origins of law are in (he decisions of the people. The state authorities who uphold the law - the police - must not use violence, threats or bribes when dealing with those who may have broken the law. Trials should be open and fair, and not affected by state interference or media interference. Juries must be impartial (not friends or foes of the defendant) and free from intimidation and threats. The judge's responsibility is to see that trials are fair and the guilty person is properly sentenced according to the law. Those found guilty or those who have lost their case in the civil courts should have a right of appeal. (Appeals do not often take place because if an appeal is dismissed, the guilty person may be given a longer sentence, or, in a civil case, the claimant may have to pay bigger costs. So appeals are usually over legal matters, technical arguments, efforts to elucidate the correct meaning of the law.)
Although legal arguments may appear strange and even old-fashioned, I think it is true that our legal system does give people in this country rights, responsibilities, equality before the law, fairness, and a respect for individuals, whether they are accused of a crime, a victim of a crime or someone seeking justice in a civil case. That does not mean that individuals are always treated justly. If a society cannot offer equal opportunities and advantages to its citizens then the law cannot straighten out the fundamental injustices. So individuals continue to believe that they are treated unfairly, and unfortunately they are often correct. Nevertheless, overall I believe that our judiciary try to administer the best justice, and that our governments and our parliament, even when they make foolish or muddled decisions, are genuinely trying to do their best to ensure that the laws they pass are for the benefit of society - that is, of all of us.

Chapter 4. The Great Education Debate

Later in this chapter you will find an account of the different types of school in Britain, the curriculum followed by British school children, and some significant differences between your school education and ours. But such descriptions are not enough, because all our many discussions about education in this country centre around the fundamental question: 'What is Education For?'
Unless we know the answer to this question we cannot decide what kind of schools we should try to develop, and what subjects teachers should be teaching. We have all been in education, just as you have, so we all have strong ideas about it; so millions of people contribute to the debate - as parents, teachers, employers, academics - and even children, and from the results of all these discussions, arguments, research results and observations, governments have to make policy.
You might like to ask yourself 'What is education for?' Here are some possible answers which are supported by different groups in Britain today:
(1) Education should give children the essential knowledge to survive in today's society - reading, writing, basic mathematics, computer skills;
(2) Education should develop the child's imagination -through stories, poetry, dance - and develop his curiosity and sense of wonder - through science, history, geography and so on;
(3) Education should produce an economically effective grown-up who can find real work and add to the economic strength of society;
(4) Education should enable the child to fulfil his potential in all possible ways;
(5) Education should turn the child into a good citizen, someone who understands his responsibilities as well as his rights in our society, and who is capable of contributing to the community;
(6) Education should offer to pupils the accumulated knowledge of previous generations and of other contemporary societies in, for example, history, languages, physics, philosophy, literature and religious traditions;
(7) Education is the process by which society turns an undisciplined and ignorant small child into a socially competent, hard-working, morally conscientious adult.
(8) Education is the process of teaching the child to question authority, to have a critical and challenging mind so that he can learn to make his own choices in life, undeterred by official power and social prejudices.
Some of these ideas can be combined; others are plainly contradictory. Here is a brief explanation of how different kinds of people support different theories of education.
Most British governments take education seriously. During the last twenty-five years, successive governments have been worried that too many children do not learn such basic elements of education as how to read and write properly, with the consequence that they leave school more-or-less unemployable. Inevitably these are mostly children from poor homes with under-educated parents and harsh social conditions. In order to solve this problem much money and effort has been put into standardising the achievements of school children through a common curriculum, with planned hours on different subjects, much emphasis on basic skills, and many measurements of the achievements of schools and their pupils. By the early years of the twenty-first century, English children (the systems differ somewhat in Scotland and Wales) endured more tests and exams than children anywhere else in the world. In a number of surveys they were also among the least happy children. And unhappy children do not flourish in their studies.
The intentions of our governments were thoughtful; they argued that every child has only one chance at childhood education, and it cannot be fair for such a large number to be deprived of the basic skills that enable us to lead an ordinary effective adult life. But by concentrating on definitions of education (1) and (3), they were leaving out so much which mattered to the teachers. Good teachers are usually enthusiastic about definitions (2) and (4) and - especially for older children - (6). So for many years they have been frustrated by the government's demands. They are longing to teach in their own way, and to introduce imagination, curiosity and individual development into the curriculum.
Now the educational pendulum seems to be swinging back the other way. Some tests have been abolished. Music and art which had largely disappeared from the curriculum are being reintroduced; teachers are being given more freedom to teach in their own ways rather than following a centralized system. Governments know that good teachers are at the heart of education and that they must be listened to, but governments are also fearful that children who are allowed to use their imaginations too much will tend to drift away and not learn anything serious at school. By 'serious' they mean 'skills'.
Some governments are also deeply concerned about the relationship between education and society. They see schools as places which offer a great opportunity to make society more cohesive. At school children share experiences even if their home backgrounds and circumstances are very different, even if they are living in a diverse multi-cultural world. Educationalists argue that once upon a time - fifty years ago - our society was much more homogeneous (and also much more hierarchical). People knew their position in the community and were usually prepared to accept it. Now our multi-ethnic society is much freer and more democratic, but it draws upon so many traditions, ideas and values, that we have almost lost our sense of a united nation. As a consequence of these worries, many projects and experiments have been introduced into our schools which are based around ideas of community, being good citizens, rights and responsibilities. All teenagers have to have regular lessons exploring personal and social development; education is for turning children into good citizens. This is the idea in (5).
Meanwhile, universities worry about the fact that the students entering higher education seem to have read so little and know so little that is essential for a broad and deep 'liberal education'. By 'liberal education' we mean 'education for its own sake, learning because as human beings we want to learn and understand - not education as training for a job. So universities want more concentration on (6) and less on the narrow learning of (1) and (3). They want 'educated' students who have wide knowledge of the wisdom of earlier civilizations. They want students who can deal with ideas and concepts. Some of them are always searching for students who have been educated according to (8), as are some school teachers.
Parents want their children to learn to read and write and to do well in exams. Many of them also see school as a socializing institution which teaches children how to behave with other people, how to be conscientious and disciplined and sensible. At the same time, when they think about the needs of their child they want the full potential of their child to be noticed, encouraged and developed. So they tend to demand an education that concentrates on (1), (7) and (4).
As for the children, they have to accept what the schools, the teachers, the politicians and the educationalists provide. Until they are teenagers, they mostly want to feel safe and happy, free from bullying, with knowledgeable and friendly teachers who show them how to be excited about the wonders of the world, encourage (hem to ask questions, and help them to work at their own pace; they want the chance to sing, dance, act, play with mathematics, investigate science, challenge their teachers and be challenged back, and to work in disciplined but not oppressive conditions.
With such various and conflicting demands our schools and our teachers are always trying to squeeze too much into the school day. Nonetheless there are many excellent schools in Britain at both primary and secondary level; and there are other schools which are not so good, and some where the teachers are struggling to make the school work at all. This is true in all countries, but in not all countries is the debate so vigorous or the demands so contradictory.
Types of school
The organization of schooling in Britain differs from that in Russia. My account is of the present system in England -arrangements in Scotland and Wales are not quite the same, and there are variations in Northern Ireland. In all parts of the United Kingdom, the organisation of education is the responsibility of the local government which is based on the elected council controlling a certain region. However, the powers of this local authority have been have been substantially reduced over the last quarter of a century as, on the one hand, the planning of education has become more centralized, and on the other hand, head-teachers of schools have been given money directly from the government to spend on teachers, buildings, equipment, etc. Local authorities are left with the problems - too many children with not enough school places; buildings falling down; what to do with truants, children with health and behavioural problems; immigrants who do not speak the language; parents who cannot look after their children properly. They have become problem solvers rather than overall organizers - a situation which does not please them.
Since, in practice, education is paid for by the state (from our taxes) with only a small proportion of the costs paid from local taxes, the government argues that it should have more control over what happens in schools. Local authorities argue that they understand local conditions better, and that they are directly responsible to the parents of the children they educate. They point out that they have to oversee the running of dozens of schools in their area. Recently the argument has been exacerbated because the government has built a number of large 'Academies' in poor areas where the children were mostly failing to reach high standards of education. These academies are planned and paid for by the government, usually with a contribution from a private sponsor, and they are altogether free of local authority control. These different types of school may (or may not) be available in the area where a particular child lives. Big cities offer more choice, whereas children in the remote parts of the country will in practice have only one school to which they can go.
If one considers the course of a child's education in Britain, it is very different from yours. 
Children have to start full-time school when they are five years old. Most of them start at the beginning of the school year in which they become five, so that we have many classes of four-year-olds. Children aged 4 to 6 are called infants. Their school will usually be the Infants section of a Primary School; the children aged from 7 to 11 in a Primary school are called Juniors. When they are eleven, children move to a Secondary school and slay either until 16 or 18. The vast majority of secondary schools are Comprehensives. That is to say, they take children of all abilities from the area; usually a comprehensive school is big enough to take the children from three or four primary schools, although a more common pattern in a town (of, say, 100000 inhabitants) is for three or four comprehensives to take the children from seven to twelve primary schools. The idea is that parents will have a choice of schools for their children's secondary education, although in practice this 'choice' can lead to many organizational problems. (A small group of local authorities still have selective grammar schools and secondary modern schools, but these are often unsatisfactory for many of the children and are most unlikely to increase in number.) When children reach the age of 16, in some areas the schools offer a full 'A-level' course for the next two years (see below), while in other areas, children who want to study from 16 to 18 all move to what is called a 'Sixth-Form College'. At present it is possible to leave education at 16, though the government is considering making further education or training mandatory.
(A minority of local authorities divide their education into three stages (Lower, Middle and Upper) but these are also less popular than they were. Oxfordshire organised a Lower-Middle-Upper system within the city of Oxford in the 1970s but scrapped it in the late 1990s when they decided that children had a better education when they had to make only one school move from Primary to Secondary.)
All the schools described so far are state schools. Every child has the right to a free education provided by the state. In England, about 93% of children attend state schools. The other 7% attend private fee-paying schools, sometimes called 'independent' schools. A small minority of these private schools are boarding schools where children live as well as study. You will probably have read about such schools in English novels and stories, and you may have the impression that most British school children go to them. In fact, probably less than 2% of children are 'boarders'. Private schools are very expensive, whether they are day schools or boarding schools, and many parents, even if they could afford to send their children to boarding schools, do not wish to do so. That is why so many private schools have a large number - even the majority - of pupils from other countries. The chief attraction for parents is that the classes tend to be smaller, and in some private schools with a good academic reputation, unusual subjects - such as Russian - are studied. Consequently, if you meet a young English student of Russian in your country, he or she will quite probably have come from a private school. Some private schools are excellent, others provide a very poor education. The point to remember is that they educate a very small proportion of our children.
Pre-school education
Since I wrote the first edition of this book, pre-school education has developed hugely. I wrote of the poor opportunities for young children to attend nursery schools or even playgroups because so few of them existed compared to the services available in other countries. That has changed. Many government policies at the beginning of the twenty-first century were directed towards giving the best chances in life to children from deprived and difficult homes. They were given extra help in new nurseries. These nurseries were then extended to other children. Today all children aged three and over whose parents want to send them to a nursery get financial support: either a free place if they are poor or help with the fees. By the time these children are four they are already preparing for full-time school. For under-threes there are a variety of nurseries, play groups, childminders and cr�ches for children at institutions where their parents work. Most of these cost some money; most of them are attended by children for, say, three or four half-days. Parents are not encouraged to put their child in a nursery or cr�che from early morning to late at night. If one parent can work part-time (which is common) or make part-time use of grandparents or friends, the mixture of child-care with periods at home with a parent or parent-substitute seems to be best for very young children.
The school day and year
The details of school days vary so what follows is 'typical' but do not assume that it is the experience of all children. We are less centralised in outlook and in detail than you are. The school day starts for the children at about 8.45 a.m. Teachers arrive much earlier. Most schools have an 'Assembly' at least two days a week, when all the children crowd into the biggest hall where the head teacher - or another teacher - will talk to them. In some schools Assembly will consist of a short religious service - a reading from the Bible, a hymn, a prayer. That is much less common, now that so many of our schools include children with non-Christian backgrounds and children whose parents are atheists. Sometimes speakers from different religions come to explain their faith. Teachers may devise short talks on some problem that the children can understand: for younger children the importance of looking after pets or of helping other children with disabilities. For older children a local speaker may come to discuss - for example - ideas of Justice or to talk about the problems of climate change for the world. Perhaps the school choir performs a couple of well-rehearsed songs. The idea of Assembly is to get the children together in order to develop a sense of the school community and school values. On the days when there is no assembly, class teachers will deal with class matters, and will try to check if there are any children with personal problems who might need help.
Lessons start at about 9.15 a.m. with, for example, two lessons of one hour followed by a short break followed by another one-hour lesson. From 12.30 to 1.30 is the 'dinner hour' at which simple hot and cold meals are provided. In the afternoon are two more hours of lessons. So school finishes around 3.30. For younger children the lesson periods may be shorter and the school day end earlier. Almost all schools have a decent playground for the children to run around, both during the short breaks and also during the dinner hour. Often school dinners are served in two 'sittings' so all children have half-an-hour when they can be active outside. This is particularly important for the younger children. (Remember that although our climate is often wet, we do not have huge amounts of snow to impede people. Children expect to be outdoors during the breaks unless it is pouring with rain. Slight rain and drizzle are not important.)
Primary schools often organise 'After-School Clubs' which are run by paid professionals to keep younger children safe and happily occupied until their parents are able to collect them or are known to be at home.
Secondary schools usually have a football pitch, tennis courts, and so on, as well as playground areas where teenagers can wander or hang around with their friends. In all schools pupils will also be offered lunch-hour and after-school activities. What they are offered depends on the willingness and enthusiasm of individual teachers: drama clubs, computer clubs, choirs and orchestras, science clubs, foreign language groups, coaching for sports of all kinds, 'young businessmen' groups, camping and exploring clubs. Among the more unusual clubs I have known were an Archery Club in a Comprehensive where the pupils learnt to use longbows, and a Skipping Club in a primary school where the children practiced so avidly that they were able to take part in local, regional and national competitions.
Most schools have no lessons on Saturday or Sunday. Instead of one very long holiday in the summer with very short breaks at other times, our children have three 'terms' in a year, with about two weeks of holiday at Christmas/New Year, two weeks at Easter and six weeks in the summer. In addition there are short mid-term breaks of a few days. (Some schools are experimenting with a 'four terms' year with equal breaks between the terms.) These shapes of school days and school years are specific for this country. In the rest of Europe school days usually start and end earlier, while the summer holiday is much longer, with correspondingly shorter breaks at other times.
The curriculum
The details of the school curriculum are always changing. Here are the proposals in 2009 for a new rearrangement of what children should learn in primary schools. It is an example of the swing of the pendulum away from government-directed details to more teacher-and-child focused education.
The national curriculum will contain six fundamental areas of education: understanding English, communication and languages; mathematical understanding; understanding the arts; historical, geographical and social understanding; understanding physical development, health and well-being; scientific and technological understanding. Note that 'understanding' is a key word. We do not want our children to learn lists of facts about this historical event or that writer, because such knowledge without any context or explanation means nothing. The job of the teachers is to ensure that (he children understand at their own level the reality of what is being taught. So, for example, scientific experiments should be demonstrated and, if possible, carried out by the children; they will he asked to find out, to ask questions, to learn more.
The teachers have welcomed this reformulation of what children need to learn; however they have pointed out that many demands are being made on the class teacher. The difficulties are two-fold. First, it is almost impossible to make sure that each child understands at his or her own level in a class of 30 children; and secondly, in a crowded school day it is difficult to include all these areas of understanding and to teach properly, particularly when the obligation remains to make sure that all children can read fluently, write and do basic mathematics.
In secondary schools a similar rearranging of the curriculum is taking place. The traditional subject areas remain: English, Mathematics, Science (sometimes divided into Physics, Chemistry and Biology), History, Geography, a Modern Language (sometimes two) and Physical Education. These have all been the standard subjects for decades. Alongside them are subjects which have been neglected for some time and which are now returning: Art and Design, Music, Design and Technology (practical subjects); and then there the newer subjects for the twenty-first century - Information and Communication Technology (computers), Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education (everything from sex to organizing a bank account), Citizenship which is explained above, and finally religious studies which has become a study of different religions and sometimes non-religious traditions. This last subject is obligatory but parents are entitled to withdraw their children from religious studies lessons if they wish to do so. (See below for more information on religion in our schools.)
Some parents think that there is too much emphasis on 'personal development' and not enough on serious 'hard' subjects. Others worry that General Science is taking over from a more profound study of Physics, Chemistry and Biology; individuals may request that Latin and Greek should appear on the curriculum, while other eager parents will be trying to persuade the Head Teacher that children should study politics and economics properly rather than as part of a course of Personal Development or Citizenship. The problem, in the secondary school as in the primary school, is that the curriculum is overcrowded. There is always so much more that children should study and 'understand'. But where can these important lessons of shared knowledge be squeezed into an overcrowded timetable?
State schools provide the necessary textbooks and equipment (such as physics laboratories) for the classes. Inevitably some books are old and shabby, or there are not enough, so the School Parent-Teacher Association will try to raise money to buy extra books, or ask those parents who can afford to do so to buy one or two books for their child. Schools also organise such out-of-school activities as museum visits, visits to historical places, adventure weeks in a country camp, and trips abroad. Parents have to pay for these, although most schools have a special pot of money to help those parents who cannot afford to send their children. Trips abroad are, in any case, optional. Our schools are the centre for many kinds of activity: but, as always, what actually goes on out of school hours depends very much on the individual school, its head teacher, its teachers, and its ethos.
Examinations
At the beginning of this chapter I explained that during the first nine years of the twenty-first century, children in English schools (less so in Scottish and Welsh schools) were constantly being given tests and assessments. Those tests are being reduced and will probably be reduced further although everyone agrees that careful assessment of children's progress is important. Older children continue to take national examinations, and one of the major and important differences between British education and Russian education is our approach to exams.
The teachers of young children coming into the schools need to know what they can already do. They assess them, often during the class, by observing them, asking questions, giving them play tasks, and so forth. Ordinary lessons are a mixture of talks by the teachers, class discussions, work in small groups around separate tables, practical work, and individual help with reading and writing. As the children grow older the lessons become more formal, although class discussion and group work are still common. A good class with a good teacher is a very lively experience. Sometimes teachers give their children quick informal tests - with pencil or pen and paper. These can be marked in class.
Teachers have to keep records of the progress of each child -his or her achievements and effort and attitude to school.
When children reach Year 10 (14 to 15 year olds) they have to decide on the subjects which they will take in the national General Certificate of Secondary Education. This is a two-year course, so they will sit the exams the following academic year, in June. Even the children who are least successful at school will probably take exams in four or five subjects. Clever children may take exams in nine or ten subjects. There are one - or sometimes two - exams for each subject. These exams are all written and are not marked by the teacher of the children who are taking the examination. The children sit in a room with a question paper and writing paper before them (or sometimes a booklet in which they have to complete answers). Usually the exam paper will have two or three sections; in one section there may be just one obligatory answer; in the other sections, pupils will have choice of questions. So, if the exam lasts two hours, the pupil may write three separate answers. Sometimes one section is like a test with boxes to tick or one word answers, but all exam papers have sections requiring extended written accounts. So our school pupils have to learn to think and argue and express themselves well in writing under pressure. All those written exam papers are sent to a central office and are marked by teams of teachers during the school holidays. The schools and pupils are anonymous. The results are sent out to the children two months later. For those children (or 'teenagers' or 'young people') who decide to stay at school for another two years, there are another set of exams when they are eighteen. These are called 'the Advanced Level of the General Certificate of Secondary Education' but are universally known as A-levels.
A-levels are 'deep' rather than 'broad'. Typically pupils choose three (or at most, four) A-level subjects; there may be three separate exams for each subject, exploring different aspects of it. Again, these exams are written exams, and they require important skills in essay writing. The idea is to encourage the pupils to show what they think and why they think it - rather than to show that they 'know about' a subject. So there is always a choice of questions. Examiners want to read knowledgeable and argumentative answers, not answers which show that this pupil has forgotten everything about this particular topic!
We do not have oral examinations except for short oral tests for those studying a foreign language. We do not have examinations in which the teacher examines his or her own pupils. We do not have 'tickets' with one question, where chance plays such a part in whether or not you can answer well.
Good Russian students are undoubtedly better than good English students at speaking clearly and coherently on a subject put to them under examination conditions because you have so much practice at oral exams. But I think our system is much fairer - and it trains bright students to write intelligently and argumentatively under exam conditions. This is also useful.
Many children who are not naturally academic are eager to leave school as soon as possible. They get bored and frustrated. However there are proposals that all children should stay at school until they are eighteen. The government is worried that too many children leave school with few achievements, few skills, and little to make them employable in a world where industrial jobs are few, but where there are many skilled jobs. So they are introducing Diplomas alongside A-Levels. Those who choose to take a Diploma rather than an A-Level can study subjects such as technical design, or public administration or 'tourism and hospitality' or environmental problems. The diplomas are seen as the first step in serious professional practical training. Another way of encouraging children to stay in education is to make special courses available to them at a local Colleges of Further Education (CFE). CFEs take students from age 16 and give them more independence than schools. The students study practical subjects, they train for particular jobs, or they get a chance to repeat their traditional school subjects in more 'grown-up' circumstances. Many eighteen-year-olds who do not wish to enter university, but who are keen to learn a trade, study courses at CFEs from 18, sometimes following that training with an apprenticeship as (for example) an electrician, carpenter or gas boiler installer. (Jonas, in the chapter on Families, is a typical example.)
Teachers and the School Ethos
A notable difference between our schools and yours is that ours have male teachers. It is true that there are not enough of them. At primary school level (up to age 11) in 2009 less than one in six teachers are men. At secondary school, about one in three or four are men. Interestingly, many men are keen to become teachers, provided that there are other men around and provided the importance of their role is appreciated. All research suggests (hat pupils, especially boys, develop more successfully and confidently at school if they have male teachers as role models.
In Russia we are told that the reason so few men take up teaching is because the profession is very badly paid. In Britain schoolteachers are not badly paid. Their average income is not huge, but it is significantly above the national average.
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, many children in our schools were taught in classes of more than 30 children. Following government policy, more teachers were recruited and class size was reduced to on average about 26.5 children in a primary school class and 21 children in a secondary school class. Also, many people were recruited as classroom assistants. These assistants may be young people who believe that they are not clever or educated enough to become teachers but who enjoy working with children, or they may be older mothers or unemployed fathers - anyone who is prepared to undergo training and then help the teacher in the classroom, often on a part-time basis. They are not paid a great deal. Teachers feared that they represented a lowering of standards, but in practice teaching assistants have been found to be extremely helpful, and are now a popular addition to our classrooms.
As in Russia, schools are very diverse in Britain; a country school is not like an inner-city school; a school in a prosperous area, perhaps with parents determined that their children will achieve very high results in exams has different problems from a school in a poorer area where the parents are impressed and even suspicious if their children do better than average at school. Nonetheless, research shows, again and again, that the most significant factor in making a school flourish is the quality of the head-teacher, and the related fact that a good head-teacher will recruit and keep good classroom teachers. The best schools are those where the staff give the children the confidence to go out and discover more, attempt more, accept more challenges � with enthusiasm.
To compare Russian and English schools is not easy. In some subjects your pupils achieve much more: for example in the study of foreign languages and - possibly - mathematics. When I think of the Russian schools I have observed, two differences stand out. First, most Russian children go to the same school from age 7 to age 17. This can make for a very friendly atmosphere, but it does not give the teenagers the same opportunity to develop as teenagers. They are caught in a more childlike atmosphere. Secondly, the fact that almost all teachers are women gives your schools a specific feminised atmosphere: more motherly, more cautious and orthodox, more inclined to encourage agreement and conformity to the standard. These are stereotypes and I am suspicious of stereotypes. In any case, sometimes it is better to be a child for longer; sometimes our teenagers grow up too fast. But on the other hand, it is absolutely obvious, observing your schools, that girls and boys need male teachers, too - to challenge and mock and excite and be a bit crazy in a different way from women. And the motherliness which is fine for little children cannot be so good for older children, for teenagers, who need to take responsibility for themselves.
Religion in Schools
In Russia since the end of the Soviet Union you have had a debate on whether religious education should be included in the school curriculum, and if so, how it should be taught. The experience of other countries seems to accord with their history rather than their contemporary attitudes. France and the United Slates of America both forbid any teaching or expression of religious beliefs in their schools on the basis of laws made during their revolutionary origins. Now France is a notably secular country but the USA has an astonishingly high proportion of religious believers in the early twenty-firsts century.
In Britain, our great Education Act of 1944 made daily school assemblies of collective Christian worship and religious lessons twice a week compulsory - although parents had the right to withdraw their children if they did not wish them to listen. (At the time of its introduction this meant that a very few Jewish children left the class for those lessons.) The lessons were based closely on Bible stories and on discussion of these stories according to Protestant tradition. In their teenage years older children were able to discuss other religions than Christianity, but lessons were not very systematic. In fact the whole syllabus was very confused; the hour was often used as an excuse for catching up on other work or for class discussions about honesty, responsibility, and so forth. Research shows that Religious Education (RE) was and is extremely unpopular among school children so it is hardly the best introduction to religion!
In the 1970s, as more immigrants entered our schools, head teachers realised that other religions could not be ignored, and that they must develop lessons based on comparing faiths or in finding topics common to all faiths. RE also became more secularised in order not to upset children from different backgrounds. Although such changes were based on commonsense and on what was actually happening in our classrooms, such schools were and are in effect breaking the law which was re-affirmed in 1988 and 1998. Governments do not want to change the law because they are reluctant to appear not to care about religion. However, recently a group of MPs pointed out that not only over-16s (who are legally adults) but also under-16s should be allowed to opt out of RE classes if they disagree with their content. They warn that the Government could be breaching younger pupils' rights to freedom of thought, conscience and belief, as defined in the European Convention on Human Rights, by denying them the choice to attend or withdraw from acts of worship and religious lessons. [This is a good example of the way that European Codes of Law have an impact on our common law. See Part 5, Chapter 3.]
The other big debate in recent years has been about 'faith schools'. 'Faith schools' are - very strangely - state schools which teach a particular religion (Church of England, Catholic, Muslim, Jewish) and which give RE a larger place in the curriculum. Such schools appeal to parents who want their children to be educated within a certain religious ethos. These schools are also controversial. Educationalists and many parents ask whether it is wise to educate certain groups of children separately from the rest: if they study only with the children of families who think like their families, will they not develop into isolated teenagers, suspicious of others in the local community? The experience of Northern Ireland with its Protestant and Catholic schools and its divided community demonstrates that 'faith schools' can increase intolerance of other people. So although some parents welcome the idea that their children should be educated according to their own religious beliefs, both political and educational worries about the effects of faith schools on social cohesion within communities are such that these schools are unlikely to increase in number. Historically the fact that the state supports them at all (in almost all other countries they would be private schools) is an anomaly.
Leaving
You are eighteen years old. You are about to take your A-level exams over the next two or three weeks. You do not have an exam every day, but for three weeks you are struggling to revise between the first exam and the last. After the exams you will celebrate with parties and farewells and promises to-meet-again-in-ten-years-time. And then a new adventure beckons: entry into university. In order to learn about our universities, turn to the next chapter.

Chapter 5. Our Universities: Students, Scholars and Controversy

A little academic dictionary
Some terminology will be useful before you read this chapter, because not only do the British and Russians use some words differently, but Americans use them differently from either of us. In this chapter I am, naturally, using British terminology.
(1) Student means anyone studying for any course which is at a more advanced level than school courses. (In fact, 'school student' is now quite common for older school children. So you can be a student between the ages of 15 and 95!)
(2) Undergraduate means a student working for his or her first degree. This usually takes three years of full-time study in England and successful students are normally awarded either a B.A. or a B.Sc. (Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science). There are other, less common, types of first degree.
(3) Degree means a qualification awarded by a university which is widely recognised and is, in some sense, similar to other degrees with the same title, even if the courses are quite different. Despite this official explanation, we know very well that a degree from a high-ranking university will not be the same as a degree from a low-ranking university.
(4) A post-graduate is someone studying for a second or further degree.
(5) A university teacher is usually called a 'lecturer'. More experienced teachers may be promoted to 'senior lecturer'. We have no assistant or associate professors as in America -for us, a Professor is a Professor and you have to be both good and experienced to become one. We have no special professorial degree like your 'doktorat'.
(6) PhD is an approximate equivalent to your 'kandidatsky' degree. Someone with a PhD is entitled to call himself or herself 'Doctor'. However, PhDs are now so common that many people do not bother to use the title.
(7) A Vice Chancellor is equivalent to your 'rektor'.
(8) A Chancellor holds, ostensibly, the most senior post in the university, but the position is largely ceremonial. Real power lies with the Vice Chancellor. (9) Faculty is used in the same sense as in Russia (not as in America).
(10) Department is what Russians call a 'kafedra'. (We do not use the word Chair - this is a standard error in Russia - and the reason is that a 'Chair' in English means the position of a particular Professor. We can say, 'Professor Smith holds the chair of Modern History'. The implication is that if Professor Smith retires someone else must be appointed to sit in that Chair.
(11) Dean is used as a title in some universities and not in others; it can mean many different things, though rarely 'the elected Head of a Faculty' and never the 'Head of a University' as in America.
How Students find a place at a British University
Britain has about one hundred separate universities, all of them state universities. There are no private universities in our system (apart from the tiny Buckingham University which caters mostly for Americans). Each university has a finite number of places for undergraduates, and each place is funded by the state. So school leavers are competing for a limited number of places which are awarded on academic achievement and ability judged on the basis of examination results, together with school reports, personal reports and interviews. There are no 'commercial students' for undergraduate degrees. (See later for details of how these places are funded.)
In this chapter I will be concentrating on the experience of students at English universities. Because the Scottish school system has a different structure and curriculum, Scottish Universities also differ from English Universities. (For example the degree course usually lasts four years rather than three.) In other ways, particularly in funding, the Welsh system is also different from the English one.
English school pupils who hope to go to university have a number of curriculum and examination routes in order to find a course and a university that suits them, but by far the most common of these routes is the A-Level (or Advanced Level of the General Certificate of Education). A-levels are a curious but central examination in the English system. Originally devised when only 3% or 4% of eighteen-year-olds went to University, they were exams that were deliberately deep and demanding for the very 'academic' children who took the course at school. They were also narrow in focus, in that pupils studied three, or at the most, four subjects. There was no sense of a broad education for those about to enter university, presumably because it was assumed that they were broadly educating themselves. Today, about 43% of school leavers enter higher education, so clearly an exam designed for a very small academic elite has had to change over the years. It has been adapted for a much wider range of academic ability, and yet it is still narrow in focus: most pupils still take only three subjects at A-level. By the standards of many of them, it remains a difficult, rigorous, even profound examination. By the standards of the cleverest 20% or so, it is not difficult to score top marks in all three subjects.
By the time they take their A-levels most of these school leavers are eighteen years old, a year older than Russian school leavers. They have already taken A-S levels, a kind of halfway exam for the A-level which helps teachers and pupils to work out who will succeed and who will fail in passing the A-level exams with 'good grades'. After A-S levels, these boys and girls begin (heir final year of schooling, a particularly hardworking and hectic final year. At this point, in September or October, they start the process of gaining a place at university for the following academic year.
Let us suppose that you are one of those school pupils in your final year. You begin by applying to three or four universities which offer courses that attract you. During January and February you may be interviewed by two or three of those universities and then offered places at - let us say - two of them provided that you get specified grades in your A-level subjects. In May and June at the end of your school year you take your A-level exams (which are, as I explained in the chapter on Education, a series of written exams). The papers are marked by trained teachers, and the results are announced in late August. Suppose you are eager to study History, especially mediaeval history. A high-ranking university has offered you a place if you get A-A-B in your results. And another university has offered you a place if you get A-B-C. When you tear open the envelope of the letter which announces your results you know very well that your life will be profoundly affected by the result. You have an A in History, a B in Economics and a C in French. You cannot with those results get a place at the higher-ranking university, but you can accept the offered place at your second-choice university. Immediately you inform the university that you are accepting their offer of a place - and at the same time you remind yourself of all the good things about this university to which you are going to dedicate three years of your life!
Now let us look at university entrance from the point of view of the universities. Because the state pays for each place, and because universities are, up to a point, given more funds according to the results of their students in their final exams, it is in the interests of each university to select the cleverest, brightest, most intelligent and hardworking students from those who have applied. And because the A-levels (and exams on alternative routes to university) are marked anonymously, there is no place for special financial arrangements (otherwise known as bribes). A board of university teachers for each subject interviews the applicants during their last year at school, looks at school reports and previous results, and then offers the best students a place dependent on future exam results.
The effect of this scheme is that neither university teachers nor possible new students know until the end of August if they actually have a place at university or not. It also means that thousands of students, who did not get the grades they needed for the course they wanted, must quickly think about alternatives. This is why at the end of August tens of thousands of students are rushing around looking for courses where their actual A-level results would be acceptable while the universities are trying to fit the best students into unfilled places on less popular courses. If this sounds confusing, it is! But it arises from an effort to offer places on thousands of different courses to more than half-a-million applicants and to be as fair as possible to those who prove that they have ability, initiative and - if necessary -flexibility.
Student Life
From this account you can see one major difference between the British system and the Russian system. ('British' because this is true for students in all parts of Britain.) Most students in Britain choose a university which is not in their home town. Distances between towns are much shorter, but distance is not the point. Most students want to achieve their independence by going away from home. Going to university means looking after yourself not only in your organisation of your studies, but also in being responsible for your accommodation, food, social life and finances. Russian students living in hostels will recognise much of this; those Russians - and British - who continue to live at home inevitably miss out on some crucial experiences of being eighteen in a reasonably prosperous, developed country.
In order to begin their independent adult life, a significant number of future students decide to have a 'gap year' before starting their university course. They feel the need to shake off that boredom with school and discover Real Life. They might work for a few months to earn enough money for a ticket and basic expenses and then set out for foreign lands. They might travel on long-distance train routes or fly to more distant parts and try to live on as little money as possible. They might enrol at some institute where they can learn a foreign language, or live in a family in another country to experience a different culture and way of life. They might experiment with short-term exotic or crazy jobs, or spend a year doing voluntary work in some uncomfortable part of the world. This choice is only taken by a minority of students, but it is recognised and often encouraged by the universities.
So here are the new students at a British university. How does their experience differ from that of a Russian student?
In British universities overall about 50% of students are male, 50% female, with wide variations within faculties and in some specialist universities and institutes. Most of the older universities have about equal numbers of male and female students. We have not yet encountered the Russian problem of not enough boys going on to university, although we may suffer from this situation in the future. British students, like Russian students, can study traditional subjects like Physics, Mathematics, History, Philosophy, Philology. In universities with a technological bias, they can study professional subjects like Engineering, Town Planning, Social Work, Media Studies or Tourism and Transport. 'Schools of Art' and 'Schools of Music' are actually special institutes of Higher Education.
If we look at differences, perhaps the most important is that British universities are autonomous. No minister can dictate to a university what it should or should not do. So students who study English literature at one university may find that their course is very different from that at another university. For example, students of English at Oxford University have to read writers from all periods of our literature in considerable detail; at other universities there might be an emphasis on particular genres: drama or poetry or on comparing English with another literature. One university might favour a more historical approach to literature and another put more emphasis on theoretical issues. Each faculty in each university develops its own courses based on the resources of the teachers, the libraries, academic research and belief in what is really essential. Any new courses have to be approved by the academic council and by external academic reviewers to ensure that such courses are serious and coherent, so in fact there is a good deal of sharing of ideas among universities. But in the end, each university makes its own decisions.
The second difference is that British students do not have to take compulsory tests in 'extra' subjects such as mathematics, a foreign language or philosophy. Like you, they may take optional subjects or chose between two or three specialist options, but these choices are all related to the core degree course. British and Russian universities are similar (and differ from American universities) in that, on the whole, students follow a specific course, even when it has options; they do not build up a degree from 'modules' which can produce a very mixed course. A few universities have experimented with modules but the vast majority of British students know more-or-less what they will be studying once they have a place on a particular course at a particular university.
Students learn through lectures, seminars in groups of about 15 to 20 people, occasionally tutorials with two or three people, hours in laboratories, individual research in libraries and on computers and, of course, from discussions with other students. They write essays. At some universities they have to write an essay a week; at others they may only write two essays a term. Their teachers, the university lecturers, may be friendly and easy to talk to, or they may be austere and distant. On the whole British universities are informal places where lecturers and staff often meet on social occasions as well as in the classroom.
Another notable difference between the Russian and British experience is that our students when using university libraries expect to find almost all the books displayed on the shelves. They have free access to these books and are able to browse, read, and borrow without having to ask a librarian to collect a book from some hidden area. It would seem strange - and offensive - to British students to be unable to search for books themselves; some of them may be happy with a computer search, but it is an academic principle that they are able to look through long shelves of books and discover unexpected treasures for themselves. Librarians are there to help them do so.
The very large copyright libraries (the British Library, the Bodleian Library in Oxford, Cambridge University Library, and the National Libraries of Scotland and Wales) have simply too many books to display all of them, and have to keep them in reserve stacks (although Oxford and especially Cambridge have a large proportion on open shelves and try to display as many as possible). Russian authorities say that Russian students have the wrong attitude or inadequate culture and would steal the books. I have to explain that British students and lecturers sometimes behave badly and try to steal books, but that we set up systems (investigation of bags, computer cataloguing which allows machines to 'bleep') to prevent this happening. Closed libraries in almost all Russian universities must be one of the biggest obstacles to your academic studies being taken seriously outside Russia. The availability of books on the internet should change this: there will be no point in hiding away your books. Traditionally, as I have explained, our students try to live away from home. Rooms in a hostel or 'hall of residence' are normally for one or two people. They can be very small - bed, wash-basin, table, chair, cupboard fitted in at the end of the bed, and just enough floor space for two people standing - or they can be more spacious. Single rooms, which are quite common, are private. Consequently, solitary hard work, day dreams and sexual relationships can all flourish. On the other hand, lonely students can feel exceedingly lonely. Hostels will often provide a student dining room and simple kitchens for personal cooking. For one, or perhaps two, years of their three-year course, most students will have to find somewhere to live outside the university hostel. They will either rent a single room in a house, or group together with other students to rent a whole house. With three bedrooms and one or two rooms and a kitchen downstairs, five or even six students can be accommodated in one typical English house.
Social life tends to be much more vigorous in English universities. If most students are away from home, they will stay around the university buildings for longer, especially the sports halls and the college bars. For a few this means drinking too much, spending too much money and making unpleasant fools of themselves. But for the majority, a student bar is a friendly place where students can sit around tables, talking, arguing, planning, even singing, while drinking no more than they wish or can afford. It is a place for feeling comfortable.
When they arrive students are greeted with a kind of 'market' of clubs and societies. The range is usually huge: if you are keen on some activity here is the place where you can identify others with a similar enthusiasm. Birmingham University, for example, is a large city university which advertises on its website 133 official student clubs. Almost half of these are connected with sport; others offer students the chance to take part in drama, music, politics or charitable activities, or to join religious groups, film-making groups, international groups or campaigning groups, or simply to seek the company of fellow 'Goths'. And there will be many more clubs which are not on the website. For a small fee to each one the new student can join as many of these clubs as he wishes. He has no reason to feel lonely; he can discover the world! (Not everyone enjoys clubs; it is still possible to feel lonely in a busy university.)
As I explain in the chapter on Voluntary Associations [Part 6, Chapter 2], all these clubs depend on the energy and commitment of their members. There is no grown-up to run the club for them; they have to do it themselves. If the activity requires both expertise and money, members of staff may be invited to help, give advice and even take part. Putting on a big dramatic production requires huge efforts - and some money. But in principle, students run student activities in their spare time.
Paying for Universities
Sixty five years ago, the Government decided that university education should be free to all those who won a place on the basis of academic ability. The state paid for universities, decided how many places it would fund and how much each student should receive as a grant (stipendia). At that time about 3% of the age group attended university, so it was not difficult for the government to pay the tuition fees and the grant. Throughout the following decades student numbers increased as new universities were built and old ones expanded. At first the expansion was slow, and then, especially from the 1980s, faster and faster. Today about 43% of the age group enter university so the cost for the government is huge - as it is in all countries with a significant student population. How can this mass of young people, attending university for a minimum of three years be paid for? The Government still pays for most of the infrastructure, teachers' salaries, research and so forth. But it cannot pay for all those students eager to study for a degree.
The possible solutions in 2009 are, it seems, four. First, we can cram more and more students into large lecture halls, giving them a much more anonymous kind of teaching with fewer resources per student. This has been the traditional answer in some other parts of Europe and in many of the huge, state universities in America. In many British universities we have already taken steps in that direction - unwillingly. Secondly, we can reduce the number of students in our universities. But few people think that we should try to stop potential students from acquiring more education. Indeed, it is felt to be so important that more and more older people (between say, 27 and 60 years old) are applying to enter universities, either to acquire new qualifications or to learn what they missed when they were younger. Thirdly, we can make students (or their parents) pay for their education. This, of course is the route Russia has taken. We have had major debates on the issue in Parliament, where a majority of members of Parliament believe deeply and passionately that accepting some students because their parents can afford to pay is profoundly unfair. British universities with the support of Parliament have defended themselves against the imposition of 'commercial students'. (Many of you reading this chapter are yourselves 'commercial students' and I can write from experience that many of you are excellent hard-working scholars. It is not your fault or responsibility that you have rich parents!) Nonetheless, having a mixture of state-funded and commercial students unquestionably distorts the system. So we hold to the principle that university education is free for any British school pupil who gains a place by academic competition. The fourth solution is organise a system of student loans. This is the current answer to the problem which we have chosen in Britain.
This is how the system works. All students have to pay �3,225 at the beginning of each academic year to their university as a contribution to tuition fees. (Soon they will have to pay more.) In addition they need money to live: for food, rent, travel, books, etc. The minimum necessary will be about �5,500 a year. Therefore each year a student has to find a basic �8,725. Most students do not have this money so they borrow the money as a special, state-funded student loan. At the end of three years they may owe the state as much as �26,175. That is a colossal debt for a young person about to start work but it is the price our students pay for free education at the time of their studies.
Let us consider two students, Alison and Oliver, who have just graduated. Oliver studied economics and is a clever, ambitious student. When he leaves university he gets a job in a firm of mortgage brokers. In his first year he earns �22,000 a year, quickly going up to �27,000 a year. That is a very good income for a young man. When he pays his taxes he also has to pay back his student loan, and because he is earning so much he has to pay back quite significant sums each month.
Alison thinks she wants to do some kind of social work, but she is not sure whether she might change her mind. So she decides to get some experience first by working as part of a charity team helping drug users. She is paid for her efforts but at 'charity' levels. She only earns �10,000 a year. In Britain a person living on � 10,000 is living in poverty. With this salary she does not have to pay back anything at all. Although she feared she would find the work depressing, Alison discovers that she really enjoys the friendship of the team and the experience of helping the addicts. So after a year and a half she joins a special local government drug rehabilitation programme. Here she is paid �15,500 a year. This is just enough to start the loans-pay-back system going. Each month she has to repay a tiny amount, along with her taxes.
So repayment of loans is related to current earnings and is automatically calculated. The government's argument is that on average graduates earn during their lifetime a great deal more than non-graduates, so it is reasonable for them, during that lifetime to pay back to the state some of the money that has been spent on them. But if they are not 'average' graduates, and actually earn less money than most, then they do not have to repay the state for their higher education.
A policy of loans-for-students has been much discussed, much worried over, and is constantly being improved - and increased. Very poor students from homes where parents have had no higher education may still get their education paid for entirely, because the government fears that otherwise they will be too scared to take on such a big debt. Universities arrange courses on 'How to Manage your money' in order to help students who might be in danger of wasting the precious pounds which they have. So far there has been no evidence that the loan system discourages young people from applying to become students. At some level most people can feel that it is both fair and not too frightening. It is better than any other available system. Whether the universities will be satisfied with the extra money it provides remains to be seen. At the time of writing, the government proposes that universities can charge up to �7,000 in fees each year, making the student loan almost twice as much. We do not know how that will affect the decisions of school-leavers.
Daily life and daily finances
'Managing one's finances' is a matter of anxious concern for most new students. The first thing they do is to open a bank account - or arrange a new bank account. The money they borrow via the loan scheme, or which they are given by their parents needs to be carefully budgeted. They have to pay rent, buy food, pay for travel, buy books and materials, buy at least a few clothes and still think about small daily needs and the pleasures of life. (One noticeable difference between girl students in Russia and in England is that in Russia girls dress much more elegantly, expensively and sometimes very strangely. English girls, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, can look sloppy and unkempt; but Russian girls dressing to look like prostitutes in a mixed class of girls and boys is a sight incredible to English eyes.) Our dress bills are smaller than yours, but even a T-shirt costs money.
To offset these expenses and to keep the loan as small as possible, many students in Britain (as in Russia) look for part-time work. Here the differences are not so great. If you work for money you do not have so much time for study; you get less good exam results; you may have to spend more time later retaking examinations; you are tired and frustrated. But you need the work because you need the money and sometimes the work itself is an intriguing introduction into the activities and routines experienced by grown-ups. Finding suitable work is similar in both countries as are the kinds of jobs that students do. Most universities make efforts to employ students on a part-time basis around the campus. Students act as cleaners, librarians, university shop assistants, research assistants and so forth. In the vacations other full-day jobs are available that help to pay for holidays and holiday pleasures. In some years an enterprising student can easily find part-time work; in years of recession everyone is looking for a job and far fewer jobs are available.
Attending all lectures and seminars, writing essays, keeping a part-time job, taking part in meetings and activities of various societies, making friends, looking after one's rented home, keeping control of money and enjoying oneself being independent - this is a very intensive life, but typical for most students.
Graduation
At the end of three years students take their final examinations and, assuming that they pass, are awarded a Bachelor's degree. Some students spend four years before taking a degree; they include many engineers, those studying a modern foreign language who have to spend one year abroad learning to speak the language fluently, and some others. Future doctors spend three years at university, followed by four years training in the hospital.
Exams, like all exams at school are written. By this stage the written examination usually lasts three hours. Three hours in the morning, three hours in the afternoon, three hours the next morning... this routine can continue for several days until the students are on the point of collapse. For the next two or three weeks the university lecturers who happen to be examiners read these lengthy, ill-written, inspired exam papers and also reach (he point of collapse.
Graduation ceremonies take place a few weeks later. They are held in the main university hall or sometimes in some dignified old building in the town. Students receive their degree certificates wearing elaborate academic dress (which they usually hire), their proud parents take photographs, and then they have to step out into 'the real world'. Most of them have seen quite a lot of the 'real world' already.
Post-graduates
A small minority of undergraduates go on to take further degrees. Despite what you may have heard, there is no regular pattern of 'doing a bachelor's degree' and then doing a 'master's degree'. In any case, the range of second and further degrees in Britain is huge and complex - and depends on the arrangements of each autonomous university. There are MAs which take two years and MAs which take one year; the Scottish MA is roughly equivalent to the English BA. Other post-graduate degrees include MPhil, MSc, MBA, L1M, PhD, DLitt, DSc. and many others. Some of these are obtained by doing another 'taught course' and some by writing a thesis. A degree awarded for a taught course in one university may be awarded for a thesis in another university. Would-be postgraduates have to find out what is involved in each degree in each university before deciding where to apply. Although some students take their second degree in the same university as their first degree, many more move to another university, where they may find that the ethos, the academic programme and the amount of work they are expected to do independently is quite different from what they had expected. The Russian postgraduate system is much more coherent, centralized and rigid.
Unlike funding for undergraduate courses which is essentially the responsibility of the state, funding for different kinds of postgraduate courses is the responsibility of the graduate students who have to look for scholarships, grants, special funds - or earn the money themselves. So our postgraduates are struggling financially much as yours are. The state which is so ready to insist that undergraduate education should be essentially free, takes a very different view of postgraduate study and pays only for a very small number of very brilliant graduates. However, it also pays big sums to universities for research.
Consequently, while the undergraduates in our universities are almost all British (or at least have entered via A-levels) British postgraduates find they are competing for limited but flexible numbers of places with foreigners. Universities try to make money by encouraging rich foreign students who are fluent or reasonably fluent in English to study in Britain. Many foreign governments pay for clever students who have a degree in their own country to come to Britain either for postgraduate research or to join one of the postgraduate taught courses. Those who are not paid by their governments can search websites to find out if any scholarships and specials funds are available to students of their own nationality. Most universities organise special taught courses exclusively for foreign students. For example, my own department runs courses on International Relations for Chinese students and a course on Training Diplomats for Taiwanese students. British universities are delighted to see these foreign students because they provide variety, different points of view, lively intelligence and usually a commitment to hard work. But it must be said that they are also expected to pay. Their fees help our universities to keep solvent!
So, in general, most undergraduates in Britain come from British schools having acquired British qualifications. By contrast, a large proportion of postgraduates come from outside Britain - and pay to do so.
University Adult Education
When students leave university with their precious degree they may feel that they have had enough of the academic life and that they do not wish to study any more. They are eager to think about work, partners, a home of their own and a new grown-up life. Then, a few or perhaps many years later, they reconsider. Education becomes important again, not for all of them, but for many.
Some of this desire for education is chiefly a desire for more qualifications. You have 'second higher education' provision in Russia, while we have a rather unsystematic but wide range of university courses for enhancing professional education or for gaining special qualifications.
Just as important, adults look back with regret at opportunities they did not or could not take earlier in their lives, and search for ways of studying in depth. Almost all universities accept mature students who want to study for an undergraduate or postgraduate degree, often on a part-time basis. Not everyone can attend a university once they have adult commitments to families and jobs, even if they still desperately want to learn. Hence the huge success of the Open University which was founded forty years ago. Its courses are chiefly by correspondence and online learning; students build up degrees from year to year, so they can adapt how much time they spend to their personal circumstances. Specially trained tutors mark their essays and hold optional seminars for students within reasonable distance, while lectures and other specialist teaching are often provided in co-operation with the BBC. If the readers of this book are keen to learn more of British universities, a simple way to do so is to study what the Open University has to offer. Today more than 180,000 students are interacting with the OU online from home. Each week, the student guidance website receives 70,000 page hits; and the Open Library receives more than 2.5 million page views each year. Despite much scepticism from professionals in its first years, the Open University has become a kind of national university which has reached out to millions. And, because the students who study at the Open University are necessarily extremely committed, their standard of work is often very high. An OU degree is very respected.
Last, but by no means least, is the 'extra-mural' or 'continuing' adult education provided by many universities for those adults who are not searching for qualifications, but who want to study seriously because they want to know, to understand, to appreciate. Oxford University provides such education to the adult population in Oxford and in the three counties around the city. Many students, though not all, are older people, sometimes even people in their eighties and nineties. The students have had time to reflect on all those areas of knowledge and ideas about which they want to know more. So they come as students to weekly classes, summer schools, courses of lectures and 'day schools'. For the weekly classes and summer schools they have regular home reading, write essays, and take an active part in the lessons.
This is perhaps the place where the tradition of open, liberal education - exploration and critical examination of wisdom and knowledge for its own sake - flourishes most. Such education is very unfashionable in current government thinking which likes to concentrate on 'skills' and 'training', but people across the country yearn for open serious discussion of ideas. When I have introduced Russians to these classes (which are the kind that I teach) they often say, That experience was really wonderful. The students were so committed...' followed by 'Why should adults want to study in such classes?' I do not understand how these two remarks can follow each other, since the answer to the question is contained in the statements - but obviously some implication is intended. In Britain we sometimes say that 'Education is a drug of addiction. The more you have, the more you want.' Which is why not only adults who were deprived of higher education when they were younger, but also highly skilled and highly qualified people - retired professors, scientific specialists, people with great professional knowledge of their own- love these classes, this precious opportunity to explore what we know and understand about human achievement and the world in which we live.

Chapter 6. Our National Health Service: Socialist Heritage and Medical Priorities

A woman is cycling along the road; a car swerves and the woman is knocked off. Traffic halts, someone grabs his mobile phone, others argue whether to lift the victim. Within minutes an ambulance arrives, emergency treatment is given on the spot and the woman is taken away to hospital. Everyone knows that whatever can be done will be done.
A man is suddenly violently sick and confused at home. His wife rings their doctor who will advise her, ask her to bring him to the doctor's surgery or tell her to call the ambulance. In this case she is asked to call the ambulance which arrives within a few minutes. Three hours later the patient is comfortable in bed, having been given oxygen, X-rays, two doctors' examinations, specialist treatment, and, if he wishes it, a careful explanation of what has happened to him. Everybody has been very helpful.
No one has paid or will pay even one pound for this. That is one everyday aspect of our health service. In times of emergency the service functions excellently, according to its original principles.
That is not the whole story - if it were, we would be living in a medical paradise - but it is an important part of our experience. Of all the major institutions in our country, the National Health Service (NHS) is the most popular. It has been the most popular for more than sixty years. It was founded in 1948 under a Labour Government determined to make good medical care available to everyone, regardless of their wealth or poverty, and it remains a monument to what some would call successful socialism. In any case, despite all the problems and despite all the reorganizations and changes, the NHS is much beloved by the British population. Politicians of all political parties often have plans for changing or 'improving' it, but they know that the voters will turn against any government which tries to interfere with its basic principles. The National Health Service provides medical care for everyone, and treatment is entirely free at the point of use. (Of course, we pay for the NHS through taxes, as we pay for the army, roads, schools, etc. Payment comes from central government funds so no individual's treatment is affected by his or her ability to pay.)
Most countries pay for their health service by means of some kind of insurance schemes. If you are rich you buy more insurance and get better treatment. If you are poor you may not buy any insurance - and therefore be turned away from hospitals. Some, as in Russia have a mixture of statutory services and private insurance. In Europe the insurance schemes seem to work quite well, whereas, by contrast, almost everyone would agree that the American health system is a catastrophe for the poor. As I write, the President of the United States is trying to make major reforms to the system. Russians sometimes read about the USA and assume that the British have developed their public services in the same way. While in some cases our systems are quite close, on the matter of health provision the USA and Britain could not be more different. Ill-health is a source of great dread that hangs over the lives of even rich Americans. 'What if I fall ill and have to pay hospital fees?' whereas in Britain we may fear illness, but not the terror of being unable to afford it. Sometimes doubtful Americans ask, 'But why should doctors treat you properly if they are being paid by the state rather than the patient?' This is a question that rightly enrages British doctors. They are decently paid, and being human, some are better than others. But there is something disgusting in the assumption that care for patients can only be equated with money. The 'market' is an efficient mechanism for trading, but not for basic human services. British patients and British doctors understand this very well.
Our mysterious GP
The structure of our service is not quite like yours. Essential health provision includes (1) a personal doctor; (2) specialist services which do not require a period in hospital; (3) hospital treatment. In the Russia system you combine (1) and (2) in Polyclinics, whereas in Britain we combine (2) and (3) in Hospitals with Outpatients Departments and Inpatient Hospital Wards. There are good arguments for both arrangements. Nowadays we are moving towards your system with the creation of 'Health Centres' which are rather like small polyclinics. In a typical health centre there will be, for example, five or six personal doctors called 'General Practitioners' or GPs; two nurses; a health visitor; a specialist midwife who looks after pregnant women and mothers who have just given birth; two trainee doctors working part-time in this centre; a part-time paediatrician, a dentist, a chiropodist and assorted receptionists and secretaries. Each GP has his or her own room or 'surgery' where they attend to the sick people who are on their list and are their responsibility. More often now than in the past, GPs are also encouraged to undertake minor surgery at the health Centre rather than sending people to hospital for non-serious, nonurgent treatment. We can chose our GP, and once we are on his or her list (there are about equal numbers of male and female doctors in Britain), the GP is expected to get to know us personally. Obviously they will know us better if we suffer from bad health. Some fortunate people almost never visit their GP.
The role of the GP puzzles and sometimes angers foreigners, since in our system it is impossible to reach specialists except through the GP. 'Something is wrong with my heart. Why can't I go to the heart specialist immediately?' they demand. The reason is simple: the GP is there to ask questions and decide what is wrong, to give us simple basic advice and if necessary to prescribe medicine, and if necessary to send us to a specialist. Most adults know very well that with many illnesses people simply get better - eventually. If you catch a cold you will feel ill for three or four days and then you will feel better. Pain-killers can take away some of the unpleasant symptoms, but they cannot hurry up the process. The same is true of flu, sore throats and many other conditions. So the GP does not encourage his patients to go to specialists unless it is necessary, and thus the specialist doctors have more time to spend on seriously ill patients.
Let us suppose that I have some worrying chronic pain in my left leg. I first visit my GP. Since it is a non-urgent matter I will phone and make an appointment for the following day or the day after that. At the appointment, the GP examines me, and advises me. I may get a prescription for medicine and be told to go home and rest. The pain in the leg is muscle strain and will get better, he assures me. But - especially if the pain has existed for some time - the GP may arrange for me to see a specialist at the Outpatients Department of the hospital, first arranging for me to have an X-ray. The specialist will then decide whether I need hospital treatment. (If that means that I stay overnight or remain for several days, I become an Inpatient, occupying a hospital bed.) I will have some choice of hospital where the treatment will take place. After hospital treatment such as an operation or a course of complicated drugs, I might be offered a range of services: a nurse at the doctor's practice who treats wounds, infections and simple nursing problems; community nurses, physiotherapy and other outpatient clinics. All these services, from the first appointment with my GP to the last visit to physiotherapy are free.
Now suppose that my daughter, aged seven, wakes up with a fever and headache. Small children often 'get temperatures' (i.e. have a high temperature, a fever) but it seems to me that the headache is strange and that I do not remember seeing this symptom in my child. I am worried and phone the GP who is likely to ask me to bring the child to the 'out-of hours' emergency GP service that my GP supports. We may be given reassurance and advice. The emergency doctor may ask me to drive her to hospital, or, if necessary, summon the ambulance to take her to hospital. There she will be given whatever treatment is necessary, and, if she is a child, a parent can always be with her.
Home visits used to be common; now that more people have cars and also have access to other kinds of information, such as that given by the NHS on their website, GPs still make home visits but sometimes advise people by telephone. The NHS also has a helpline phone for anyone who is worried about an illness and cannot easily reach a doctor. Once again the idea is for trained nurses to provide patients with information, reassurance and advice. Sometimes, of course, the person seeking help is advised to come to the emergency part of the hospital immediately, but usually detailed and careful questioning and advice can calm worried callers. Despite all these new services, most GPs still make occasional home visits, sometimes on a very regular basis when the patient is disabled. In my experience, most doctors are helpful and conscientious; one part of being conscientious is to tell a patient that he or she will get better without any medical intervention. 'Go to bed, drink fluids, keep warm, sleep and wait to get better.' We would prefer a magical cure, but instead we follow the good advice our doctors give us (and our grandmothers used to give us).
Hospitals
One consequence of this approach to health is that in Britain children rarely go to hospital, and if they do so, they do not spend days in hospital for no particular reason. Adults, too, do not spend time in hospital beds unless necessary. And this policy is not unpopular. Most people do not wish to go to hospital unless they are seriously ill; they would prefer to rest at home.
Women have their babies either in specialist maternity hospitals or in the maternity wards of general hospitals (with fathers normally in attendance). Sixty years ago, a perfectly healthy mother with a perfectly healthy baby would expect to spend ten days in hospital after the birth, often without much chance of seeing her husband. Forty years ago there was a strong movement to encourage fathers to attend the births of their children; at about the same time doctors become convinced that the sooner a mother was up and about after the birth, the healthier she would be in the long run. So mothers are now sent home from hospital one or two days, after the birth, or even a few hours if there are no problems. All the lessons of how to look after a baby take place in special classes before the birth or at home when midwives make daily visits for a week or so. When I first visited Russia, your maternity services were like ours sixty years ago; now they are closer to common practice in Britain and other western countries.
Dying patients are sometimes cared for in hospitals, sometimes at home, sometimes in special hospices which provide inpatient beds and a home visiting service (though there are too few of these and they only receive part of their funding from the National Health Service; for the rest of the fee, patients or their relatives or a charity pays). Most people would prefer to die in their own homes, and government policy is directed towards providing enough home nurses and support for this to happen whenever possible.
How good are our hospitals? They should all be very efficient, although the inevitable answer is 'mixed'. However, in recent years much government effort has been put into making sure that the less good hospitals are improved both in buildings and numbers of staff, and that waiting times for operations are significantly shortened. In fact, during the first decade of the twenty-first century, the money spent on the Health Service nearly doubled. In future years the NHS will receive less money, but much of the improved infrastructure and many more trained doctors and nurses are already within the system.
One policy of the government is to give patients more information and more choice when they have to face going in to hospital. Very recently the Minister for Health has launched a new information website which will enable patients to compare practical non-health issues (such as whether there is adequate car parking for visitors to patients) and provide facts about such matters as mortality rates, hospital infection rates (when patients actually catch diseases in hospital), cleanliness, patients' evaluations of the helpfulness of staff, and - significantly - whether patients felt that they were involved in decisions about their care.
Choice and involvement are always tricky matters. If something horrible seems to be happening inside me, I wanted clever professional people to do their best to cure me. How do I know what is the best treatment? I have no idea so I have to trust them! But very often there are choices to be made about when and whether to have an operation: in such cases patients need as much easy-to-understand information as possible. Very often they turn to the Internet searching for websites that deal with their problem, so the NHS has set up its own website for them. Doctors also need to say, 'I will do my best, but I cannot predict the outcome' - if that is the true situation. While there are some people who would prefer to know nothing about their illness, who would rather wake up and discover that their leg has been amputated than discuss it first, most people want to know what there is to know. Even when things go wrong, there is plenty of evidence that patients (or their relatives if they have died) prefer a simple honest apology and explanation to months of argument, obfuscation and suing.
Public Health and the Care of Older People
The NHS has responsibilities for the health of the whole population. It provides immunization and vaccination for babies, and, at various points in the lives of children, 'booster' doses. GPs and their nurses give detailed advice about contraceptive methods; if necessary patients with special queries are referred to gynaecologists. The GPs organise nationwide large-scale preventive schemes such as 'breast-scanning' to identify early signs of breast cancer. The NHS is also responsible for public health campaigns, such as those against smoking and excessive drinking. (Some campaigns are the responsibility of the government such as those against drinking and driving.) It is currently working with the government to deal with problems of over-eating and obesity. We have doctors and nurses devoted specifically to public health issues since the aim of the NHS is to try, as far as possible, to prevent illness before it arrives.
As we get older more things go wrong with our bodies. About half the beds in the NHS are occupied by people over sixty-five, a striking example of the fact that now many of us are living into our nineties there is a huge and increasing problem of how best to care for older people, and how to pay for this care. Since this is an issue which covers much more than health, I discuss it in the chapter on 'How We Treat Our Grannies'.
Other NHS Services
Another part of the NHS is the Blood Donors scheme linked to the Blood Transfusion Service. All donations of blood are voluntary, and many people volunteer to give blood on a regular basis. (Paying for blood encourages people who have had dangerous diseases to give blood for money, Voluntary blood is 'clean' and encourages a sense of us all belonging to each other.) Some anomalies: A few years after the National Health Service was founded the government was short of money and decided that patients must pay for prescription medicines and for spectacles for poor eyesight. There was a huge political row; but eventually prescription charges were introduced. So when we are in hospital we get all the necessary medicines (drugs) free but once we are at home we have to pay. However that does not mean that people have to pay huge sums. There is one standard rate for all prescription drugs, however expensive they may be in reality. (In 2009 it is J7.20 per prescription.) And for children, pregnant women, those over sixty and the chronically ill, all medicines are free, so only about a third or less prescriptions are paid for.
We also have to pay significant sums for dental treatment since dentistry has not been satisfactorily incorporated within the NHS. Private dentists are now more common than NHS dentists, demonstrating to all of us the expense of health treatment when the NHS fails to provide it.
The treatment of patients suffering from mental health problems has undergone reforms with troubling consequences. Until the 1980s many patients were locked up in huge 'asylums' where they lived out their lives, sometimes with kindly treatment, sometimes with indifference. Then these big asylums were closed and people with mental health problems were encouraged to live 'in the community'. That was and is fine if they are being treated by medication with someone to check that they take their medicines, and with friendly centres to which they can go when they need to. So the policy works well for some, while for lost souls who have no family, life 'outside' can be more cruel than life in the asylums. The discussions on policy continue with the NHS well aware that with limited money it is difficult to provide all the support these patients need.
Since devolution, policy decisions about the NHS in Scotland and Wales have been devolved to the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh National Assembly. Scotland and Wales have abolished prescription charges and Scotland treats alcoholism rather differently as a matter of policy. No doubt the countries will diverge more as time passes
Private healthcare
I am sometimes asked if we also have a private fee-paying health system. Yes, we do, but this is a small part of the country's health care although private health insurance is often offered to certain employees in prosperous businesses. Unlike responses to our educational system, there are no suggestions that you get better health care if you pay. The doctors are the same doctors because some NHS doctors choose to do some private practice in place of some NHS work. The advantages are that you jump queues and get a private room. But there are far fewer queues now than there were when I wrote the first edition of this book. Moreover, for many kinds of long-term illness, for mental illness and for most children's health problems there is no private health treatment. So those people who have enough money to pay for immediate treatment and a private room with a hotel-like atmosphere sometimes choose to pay for private health care. But if anything goes wrong (as it can do), the private clinic may have to transfer them to the NHS - although if they were originally private patients they will continue to pay for their care.
Rationing and priorities
The problems of our Health Service are easy to analyse. The NHS employs more people than any other organisation in Europe. It is huge, and some critics say it is too unwieldy, although the whole point is that it works for everyone, everywhere. So there is bound to be some inefficiency. When it was founded in 1948, ministers believed that it would become steadily cheaper to administer as people became more healthy under its care. In one sense that dream has happened: people are more healthy, we live longer, and many infectious diseases have been eradicated. But people continue to die! And many of them die of diseases which can be treated but require expensive 'high-tech' treatment. Cancer is an obvious example. Secondly, there are popular treatments for common conditions, such as artificial hips for elderly patients with arthritis which more and more people need. And thirdly, we have invented completely new operations such as kidney and liver transplants which are sometimes successful, but always expensive. So the argument is about how much money we should spend on our health and how it should be used.
As compared with many other Western countries, we spend a smaller proportion of our wealth on our National Health Service partly because it is comparatively cheap to administer. But there is still the urgent problem of priorities. Scientific advances and the human desire for good health and long life means that there will never be enough money for the Health Service. We must choose. But how to choose? And who chooses? We must all die sometime, but at what point do you, if you are a doctor, tell a curable patient that he cannot be treated? Or tell the parents of a premature baby it will be kinder to let the child die, since it will probably die anyway (and privately mean that it will also be cheaper not to invest in very expensive treatments for a baby who is going to die)? Or explain to an elderly woman facing years of pain that she will have to wait for a hip replacement. (Fortunately the long waiting lists for such operations have been substantially reduced over the last ten years.) Such questions are particularly acute when new medicines are invented to alleviate or cure difficult conditions.
Most medicines do not and cannot cure patients, but they can alleviate symptoms, improve the body's responses or slow down deterioration. Many drugs with these advantages have been developed over the last two decades; almost all of them are extremely expensive. If the NHS does not have infinite quantities of money, how can doctors decide which drugs to use and which not to use. In other words, how do we ration treatments in a modern health service?
Health rationing is a question that the British, Russians and other peoples all over the world have to consider. In Britain the NHS has set up an independent National Institute for Clinical Excellence, known as NICE. Its job is to provide national guidance on promoting good health and on preventing and treating ill-health. That sounds uncontroversial, but in fact an important part of the work of the Institute is to deal directly with the problem of rationing. For example, a new but expensive drug becomes available to improve the condition of people suffering from Parkinson's Disease. It works - but it works only at certain stages of the disease and it can only alleviate the symptoms. It is very expensive. Is it worth prescribing the drug? NICE takes advice from medical people, academics and research institutes from all over the world and also consults specialists in medical ethics. Eventually they come to a conclusion. Let us suppose that they decide the benefits outweigh the costs. Yes, NHS doctors can prescribe the drug. That is fine, but everyone knows that the corollary is that there is less money for other treatments. On the other hand, suppose that NICE decides that the costs outweigh the benefits. Victims of Parkinson's Disease cannot be prescribed the drug within the NHS. Is this fair? The point about NICE is that because it is independent it does not make decisions about how money is to be allotted; it does not make policy; it simply decides in its highly qualified committees which drugs are worth the money. At present NICE is more-or-less the only such institute in the world, but other countries are looking very carefully at how it works. It may help to solve world problems of rationing.
Ah, Russian friends say to me - the problem is simple; you go out and buy the drug privately and then bring it to your doctor who can show you how to use it. In fact, since the drug can only be brought on prescription, at least in this country, it is not so easy to obtain it, unless you go to a special private clinic where you have to pay for everything. If however you somehow get hold of the drug and tell your doctor that you want to include it in your treatment, the doctor is in a real dilemma. The whole point of the NHS is that everyone is treated alike, regardless of ability to pay. Now a rich person is saying, 'I can pay for special drugs and I want you to treat me with them'. At present the view is that such people cannot be treated if they are using non-NHS drugs although everyone knows that this cannot always work in practice. The NHS has a duty to care for all people including those who may buy drugs privately; how can it do that and be absolutely fair?
A difference in health service culture between Britain and Russia would not have been so noticeable in my childhood. At that time British hospital doctors were treated like gods; and senior nurses were expected to show their power. Patients were told very clearly (and sometimes crossly) what they must do and what they must not do. Everyone waited for the godlike words of the doctor. He (it was usually 'he' then) announced what should be done in incomprehensible terms, and moved on to the next patient in the next bed. Those attitudes are part of a distant culture. For decades doctors and nurses have been encouraged to be human; to explain and discuss the problem with the patient; to make sure that patient as far as possible is reassured and has been allowed to express his or her doubts and worries. Not all doctors and nurses like this friendly democratic approach, but most accept it, and the majority of our doctors and nurses are genuinely warm with patients. They will often be amazingly controlled and calm even with drunken violent patients who turn up at the Accident and Emergency Department on Saturday nights.
The doctors and nurses whom I have observed in Russia also seem to be friendly and helpful to their patients but Russians tell me that many of them still take the attitude: 'We know what is best, you ignorant person - and your own feelings are irrelevant.' It took us decades to change the medical culture in this country, for experienced professionals do not change their habits overnight. Probably this comparison between health service cultures will soon be out-of-date.

Chapter 7. Mass Media: The Value and Perils of Freedom

In this chapter I discuss newspapers, television, radio and the internet as sources of news, comment and up-to-date information. All these media also offer entertainment, stories, documentary material, jokes, pictures and so forth, just as Russian TV and newspapers do; but the comparisons I want to make are essentially about news and problems of editorial freedom, bias and impartiality.
Newspapers
The British have always by international standards been great newspaper readers; even today, when readership is declining fast as people turn to the internet, around half the adult British population read a national newspaper at least three times a week. Being a small, densely populated country, we were able to print and distribute papers nationwide on a daily basis at a time when larger countries such as the United States depended on local papers with some national content in them. Also we developed a passion for newspapers when the majority of British people were literate and were living in a semi-democratic country before the invention of radio, TV and the internet. Newspapers were how we found out about the world.
Here is a list of our current national daily newspapers: The Guardian: The Daily Telegraph; The Independent; The Times; The Financial Times (these five are 'serious' papers mostly read by professionals and other educated people); The Sun; The Daily Express; The Mirror; The Daily Mail; The Daily Star (these are popular 'tabloid' papers, and it could be argued that The Daily Star does not have and does not intend to have any serious news in its pages). Other national daily papers include The Scotsman, published for Scottish readers. National Sunday newspapers are mostly associated with one of the dailies. (They use the same printing machines, and tend to share their political and ideological views.)
When compared with Russian newspapers, these newspapers are thicker, with many pages of news, of opinion, reviews, arguments, sports reports and features (on celebrities, gardening, film, fashion, etc). The Sunday papers have special supplements on money, travel, sport, cultural reviews, domestic life and other subjects which can attract advertising. Subscribers and casual readers pay part of the cost of our newspapers, but advertising is crucial and advertisers require a wide readership, preferably of specialised groups.
Our newspapers sometimes come close to 'general interest' magazines, but despite their efforts to attract more readers, experts believe that one or two national papers are likely to collapse soon because of competition from online news websites. All these papers have their own websites, some of which are popular with more readers than the papers themselves; but few papers dare to charge internet readers for access. At the time of writing only the Financial Times makes online readers pay a subscription in order to receive up-to-date financial news. Other sites are free. The Guardian website, <www.guardian.co.uk> has a well-organised and highly informative site which has proved particularly popular across the world. Whether the site has helped with newspaper sales is not clear.
Some of these national newspapers are owned by news tycoons (whom you would call oligarchs). For example, The Times and The Sun are both owned by Rupert Murdoch, an Australian-American who likes to direct the way his newspapers approach a particular story. Some are owned by rich families who do not often interfere with editorial decisions - for example, the Daily Mail, mostly owned by the Rothermere family. Others - notably The Independent and The Guardian - are owned by non-profit-making trusts. In both cases the trusts were established to promote a particular approach to our society: The Independent is centre-liberal but open-minded about individual issues, The Guardian is centre-left but often critical of the current Labour government. Since each paper is owned by a trust, any profits go back to improving the paper, not to enrich an owner. This seems to many people to be the best way to establish a newspaper since even if owners do not interfere directly in news content, they are bound to be influenced by schemes which would improve their profits.
Britain also has many excellent local newspapers (as well as many dull ones), weekly specialist newspapers, weekly and monthly serious magazines, and a similar range of popular magazines to those which you can find in Russia.
The BBC
The BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) is a unique and specifically British solution to an international problem. As soon as radio was invented and could be commercially exploited, it turned out to be an immensely powerful tool for news, information and propaganda. Governments were eager to get their hands on this new technology in order to reinforce their power; businessmen were eager to buy channels and make profits through advertising; advertisers were eager to sell products by getting time and space on radio and television. In most countries one or other of these 'interested parties' has taken over control of the major news and information channels. The BBC is different. It is truly independent. In the 1920s when radio began to be used widely, the government of the day quickly realized that another government might take power after the coming election. So if radio became state broadcasting, whoever was in power would have many more opportunities to broadcast their views than opposition parties. So the BBC arrangement was devised.
I explain this in some detail, because even it if seems boring, it is actually a very clever way of making sure that broadcasting media are used for the benefit of the people and not the politicians or rich men.
We pay for the BBC by a licence fee. Each year every household in Britain with a radio or television (which means 99.9% of us) has to buy a licence, currently costing �142.50. This gives us the right to view and listen to BBC programmes for 39 pence a day (about 20 roubles). The Government sets the amount of the fee every six years, but each year Parliament has to approve the amount. The fees go directly to the BBC.
The BBC Trust consists of twelve people, appointed after independent scrutiny for periods of five years. As Trustees they cannot be paid for their work which is expected to take around three days a week. Their responsibility is to see that the licence fee money is spent properly for the fee-payers - i.e. us, the people - according to the principles set out in the BBC Charter. They discuss difficult and controversial issues and examine in detail the work of the Executive Board - the committee of Directors of the BBC who actually organise and direct the work of the BBC. The Director General and the other directors are responsible for making sure that their producers, programme planners, journalists, presenters and so on provide programmes according to the principles of the BBC Charter. And what are these principles? The BBC has to 'inform, educate and entertain' the British people while 'remaining independent, resisting pressure and influence from any source in all matters concerning the content of its output, the times and manner in which this is supplied and in the management of its affairs'. It has a duty to produce 'comprehensive, authoritative and impartial coverage of news and current affairs in the UK and throughout the world in order to support fair and informed debate'. It has to 'treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and impartiality in its news services and other programmes dealing with matters of public policy or of political or industrial controversy'. Unlike newspapers the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current affairs or matters of public policy. There is no editorial which tells viewers and listeners what the BBC 'thinks'.
The key words are 'independent' and 'impartiality'. The government cannot announce 'We are angry with what the BBC has done and therefore we will reduce the fee' because the BBC has a duty to be impartial - and that means balancing approval and criticism of the government. Once Parliament has agreed on the licence fee, all the money goes to the BBC; it is not doled out in bits and pieces by any of the ministries depending on how pleased they are with the state broadcaster.
Setting up an independent Trust which is responsible for overseeing an independent Executive Board, is called 'the arms' length principle'. This is a British method of keeping institutions independent of the government and state powers. Although the government is often very concerned, anxious and even outraged by the 'comprehensive, authoritative and impartial coverage of news', it cannot interfere except through a long and complicated judicial process in which it will almost certainly lose.
Equally, the BBC has to be independent of business, so businesses cannot sponsor programmes. Finally, advertising on the BBC is illegal.
Public service broadcasting, independent and impartial, paid for by a universal licence fee has been our system since the 1920s. By and large the public trust the BBC, particularly when there is an argument between the government and the BBC about a particular news story. For example the Government in 2003 would have liked the BBC to support our military occupation of Iraq. What the BBC did was to produce programmes in which the opinions of Middle East experts, the military, peace groups, intelligence officers, Iraqis, other peoples from the Middle East, Americans, other Europeans, historians and ordinary people expressed their views. Sometimes these programmes clearly did not support the government; sometimes they did. Not every programme can be impartial; the point is that the whole range of programmes should, overall, be impartial. This made the government angry and unhappy; but the BBC does not speak for the government.
We also have commercial channels which are funded by advertising; the advertising used to be tightly controlled with all sorts of rules about what can be shown and at what times. Now control is difficult because hundreds of different channels can reach us by cable or satellite. However, the British public uses the BBC for their main source of information about national and international political affairs.
The BBC has an extensive and informative website <www.bbc.co.uk>
The fact that the BBC has to be impartial in its news coverage does not mean that it is always 'right'. Even responsible and experienced journalists can misunderstand situations, especially abroad. But the BBC is challenged every day, every minute to justify what it is telling us, and the BBC Trust has to make sure that complaints, including international complaints are listened to and answered - publicly. Inevitably journalists are influenced by what they think they know and by what they see; and there is always another point of view which should be represented. Hence there are many public debates, questions, challenges and sometimes apologies.
The BBC has responsibilities to inform, educate and entertain. How well does the organisation carry out its responsibilities for educating and entertaining its audiences? Twenty years ago the BBC was renowned for the quality of its television; it produced excellent documentaries and educational programmes; it provided much-loved children's programmes; it produced good original drama, high-quality soap operas and decent light entertainment. In 2009 that reputation is considerably lower. Good programmes and some excellent programmes are made, but the BBC is eager, probably unwisely, to compete with all the commercial channels. The problem is that most of the commercial channels produce rubbish, and it is not clear to many viewers why the BBC has to imitate them. BBC news editors conscientiously try to be impartial and responsible, but too often the news is uninspired and narrow in its range; good investigations are cut short, not because the BBC is afraid of speaking out, but because editors believe their viewers will not want serious programmes. Overall, its television is still probably as good as most places in the world, but alas that is not a strong endorsement.
However, there are two channels which have upheld the very best in BBC quality. One is BBC Radio 4. Anyone who wants enjoyable, intelligent, probing, wide-ranging and well-produced radio programmes should listen to Radio 4 - as do most journalists, writers, politicians, teachers and other professionals in Britain. Many people get their essential news from Radio 4 rather than the TV channels because it is more detailed and less driven by the need to show pictures. The other channel is the BBC World Service which is actually funded by the Foreign Office, but for which the same BBC principles apply. All over the world we know that people listen to the BBC World Service and trust what they are told. This is a great privilege and responsibility which leads to much discussion about which countries should be provided with what services and how to ensure that the news really is trustworthy.
Commercial Broadcasting
Russians are as familiar as we are with commercial broadcasting. It raises as many problems of responsible control and open-minded judgement as the ownership and editorship of newspapers. While some channels are extremely popular, most people still watch (and trust) the BBC when they want to find out what is happening in the world.
Using the Internet
Although journalists have for years been turning to the Internet to search for specialist websites, and have been listening to bloggers because blogs have been seen as democratic, spontaneous responses to what is actually happening, the journalists often find it difficult to decide on the source and value of such material. (They find it difficult to evaluate the people they meet and the information they reach through print, but they have been trained to use these traditional sources.) Meanwhile, readers use all kinds of sites in order to get hold of information that used not to be available to them. The BBC and most newspapers have websites that have to compete with other popular and unorthodox sites. The relationship between journalists, editors and readers when they are all using the internet is extremely confusing; moreover the internet is developing in unexpected ways. In a book like this I cannot predict on these developments; and you will be much more familiar with them than I am.
Despite the growing influence of the internet, I do not believe that television, radio and even newspapers are going to disappear. They have too important and serious a role in bringing news, information and well-informed opinion to a community. In Britain at least we enjoy sharing the knowledge that we read the same paper as thousands of other people, that we 'know' the people who write for it and who help to shape our opinions; and millions of us, every day, share the communities created by the various programmes of the BBC. This is an important role for the national media which clearly matters to readers, viewers and listeners. Such shared experience is part of what makes us British.
Freedom of the Press?
Long before radio and television were invented newspaper editors and journalists and their readers proclaimed that 'Freedom of the Press' was an essential freedom in any civilized country. They argued that newspapers should be able to publish whatever they wanted without being controlled and censored by powerful authorities, governments, tyrants, oligarchs or people with special interests. Many battles were fought over freedom of the press, sometimes when one mob attacked another mob, sometimes when journalists were tried, imprisoned and even executed for writing and publishing information displeasing to the authorities. In Western Europe the principle of freedom of the press was well-established by the beginning of the twentieth century, while in other societies it took a long, long time to establish the notion that ordinary people should have easy access to news and information and controversial opinions. UNESCO now regards this as a basic human right.
'Freedom' does not mean 'absolute freedom'. For example, Britain has quite powerful libel laws which mean that stories criticising individuals have to be scrutinised by lawyers to make sure that they are not breaking the law. (Sometimes editors decide that the news story is so important that it must be published even if the accused person decides to sue for libel. This attitude is summed up as 'Publish and be damned!') We also have strong laws against assuming in the public media that someone is guilty until they have been tried in a court and found guilty. In Britain any arrested person is innocent until proved guilty. American journalists are much more prepared to publish an article in which they say, 'He committed the murder' before there has been a trial. These issues are not too controversial because they can be decided by law.
The real difficulties occur when the government believes that certain information should not be told to the people because it might endanger national security. In wartime censorship of the press prevails in all nations. But 'national security' can be used as a defence for censorship when it really means 'This is embarrassing or shameful for the government and we do not want people to know about it.' That attitude has certainly been taken by the British government on many occasions in the last twenty years; fortunately brave newspaper editors and the BBC have challenged the government as much as they could; embarrassment should not mean censorship! Nonetheless we know that many unpleasant matters, especially in international negotiations are hidden from ordinary citizens whose interests should be the first concern of the government. Finding out what is really going on is the job of investigative journalists, often with the help of 'whistle-blowers'. Whistle-blowers are individuals who are prepared to risk their careers by informing the media of wrong-doing by the firm or institution or ministry where they work. Whistle-blowing implies a sensitive and difficult choice between loyalty and telling the truth. Each case has to be examined by journalists on its merits. On the whole the British public support those who speak out, and distrust government claims that security requires secrecy.
Recently a poll was taken in twenty different countries to find out what their citizens thought about the relationship between the media and their government. The report on this poll stated that In all nations polled there is robust support for the principle that the media should he free of government control and that citizens should even have access to material from hostile countries. With just a few exceptions majorities say that the government should not have the right to limit access to the internet. But while most publics say the government should not have the right to prohibit publishing material it thinks will be politically destabilizing, a majority in several predominantly Muslim countries and nearly half of Russians say that governments should have such a right. [WorldPublicOpinion.org]
So here is a big difference between Britain and Russia (though it must be said that the difference is more between Russia and some Muslim countries on the one hand, and the rest of the world on the other). Not only did nearly 90% of the British believe in the freedom of the press, but 69% thought this should include material which might destabilize the government. Britain had the largest proportion (71%) of those who believed the media in their country had a lot of freedom. This means that we take for granted, freedoms which Russians sometimes fear. We are used to stable government - and have a long tradition, stretching back hundreds of years, of speaking our minds without suffering penalties for doing so.
Can the media have too much power? In the crudest papers, anything which makes money goes in, anything which doesn't is cut out. Huge headlines, semi-pornographic photographs, gross distortions of what people said and did, and crude sensationalism are explained by 'That's what the people want, and in any case, that's how I make my money'. We have a Press Code of decency which editors agree to keep, but which some of them are ready to ignore when an exciting story appears. Of course such editors justify their sensationalism by referring to 'freedom of the press'. They claim a moral right to publish disgusting or distorted material. Here is a very difficult line to draw between insisting on decency (good) and accepting censorship (bad). This problem has always existed.
Different groups in our society often object to the way they are portrayed in the press. Partly because the government was worried about anti-Muslim articles, it tried to pass a law forbidding 'incitement to religious hatred'. Journalists were very angry at this proposal because it suggested incipient censorship. Why should they not attack Islam (or Christianity or Buddhism) if they wished? What was sacrosanct about religious belief in today's secular society? Eventually the law was passed after long debates in Parliament and some adjustment by the Government. It is an example of the difficulty of protecting vulnerable and sensitive people versus the right in a democratic country not to be censored for disagreeing with protected groups.
Russians reading the papers in Britain are sometimes shocked at the criticism directed at the Prime Minister, other Ministers, other people in power, and sometimes people who cannot answer back (such as civil servants, the police, even teachers who have to protect their schools and pupils.) On the one hand, we would be shocked if we could not criticise our Prime Minister and any other public person or person with power. These are our elected servants, and we have a right tin investigate them and scrutinise what they do. You will not find British people (or no more than a tiny minority) who believe that 'the Leader' must be exempt from criticism or how else can he do his job? Nonsense, we will say: 'He must undergo criticism or how else can he do his job in serving us?'
On the other hand, the media can be cruel and sometimes unfair. We have a word, 'the pack' (like a pack of wolves) to describe journalists when they get together to hunt down someone whom they have decided to accuse of wrongdoing. In such cases a Minister (for example) probably has done something wrong; there really is a news story in the affair and no doubt some details should be published. Sometimes, however, the wrongdoing is small and the pack is very large and ferocious. Journalists' investigations can destroy people who do not deserve to be destroyed. It is also possible that the campaigns of certain newspapers against ruling governments can actually affect elections. Of course people are entitled to read what they choose to read in the papers and then make up their minds about how to vote. But fear-making campaigns are not always good for democracy.
Journalists as a group are no saints! They can be unscrupulous, ruthless and are often somewhat dazed by alcohol. But the best journalists have a passion for finding out a good story by poking their noses into areas where powerful people want no noses poked. Once they have a proper and serious and usually controversial story, they speak out clearly and honestly, helping to enlighten us. In that way we become - just a little - better-informed and more responsible citizens. In Britain we take it for granted that journalists are free to do their job. In other parts of the world brave journalists get killed for speaking out.
For all its failings and errors, the freedom of the media is surely 'a great good' as the vast majority of people throughout the world insist. In this chapter I have tried to show that in Britain we have not only freedom of the press but that our public broadcasting service, the BBC, is an institution with a legal duty to be impartial and to uphold the highest standards of media responsibility. In this area of public life we have much to be proud of.

Chapter 8. Some brief thoughts on our Armed Forces

Britain has its own Army, Navy and Air Force. It is also a member of NATO and contributes troops to the NATO forces although it can refuse to do so if the Government decides that national interests indicate that we should not take part in a particular conflict. As members of NATO we contribute to their nuclear force. Britain also has its own 'Independent Nuclear Deterrent'. The use, purpose, cost and value of this independent deterrent (nuclear weapons in submarines) continues to be debated as it has been since the 1950s. It apparently ensures that we have a place on the United Nations Security Council, although the logic of our holding that place is long out of date since many countries now have nuclear weapons but no Security Council seat. Because the debate is always part of our political discussion it is possible that our 'independent deterrent' may be scrapped but we shall continue to be part of NATO.
Our military forces are professionals; conscription (compulsory military service) was abolished in the late 1950s. Most European countries kept and many continue to keep some form of conscription, but the deeply unpopular practice of sending 18-year-old boys to barracks for a year or two has not been one of our problems for nearly fifty years. Our military officers are often highly educated. Ordinary soldiers come either from traditional army families where the children follow their fathers and uncles into the forces, or, in general, from among the poorer and less fortunate groups in the population, especially from areas where employment is difficult. These young men and women undergo rigorous training both in military skills and in the various peacekeeping and country-rebuilding duties which they are required to carry out. So we have a small, highly trained, professional army, navy (the Royal Navy or RN) and air force (the Royal Air Force or RAF).
Until the mid 1990s, British forces had, for many years, been mostly employed in peace-keeping duties in Northern Ireland and in small trouble spots around the world. The wars in the former Yugoslavia gave many soldiers their first experience of active service. After the terrorists attacks on the United States of America in September 2001, NATO decided to use member forces in Afghanistan in order to track down and eliminate those they believed to be responsible for planning the attacks. Nearly nine years later NATO forces are still there, including a British contingent.
More controversially, Britain supported the United States' invasion of Iraq in 2003. Our military forces are not large, so that one problem for the politicians and senior officers was to work out how to spread soldiers and support groups across several areas of active operations. Public debate (outside the political arguments) has focused on whether we should enlarge the army, reduce the size of the army or keep it much as it is. There is also much public discussion of how well-equipped our soldiers should be. Questions are asked about whether they carry enough defensive armour. Also, since they are rarely involved in big battles, and much of their work is concerned with defeating guerillas while trying to win the trust of the people whose countries they are inhabiting, the soldiers themselves ask for different kinds of training and support - to help the local people. By international standards it seems that they are quite good at this strange but significant extension to a soldier's duties.

Part Six. Culture and Civil Society


In 1991 I devoted a part of Understanding Britain to British leisure. When I reflect on Russian society now, I believe that it will be more helpful to identify some of the ways in which 'civil society' works in Britain. 'Civil society' is a contentious term which I use here in a rather narrow sense to show the ways in which ordinary people decide to influence not only their lives as individuals but their lives as part of our wider society. These matters are chiefly discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. You should notice that, except on a few issues discussed in Chapter 7, there is no pressure on anyone to accept or reject, to take part in or to turn away from any of the many activities discussed in this Part.

Chapter 1. How the British Enjoy their Leisure

This chapter contains a brief overview of the ways in which British people spend their free time. 'Free time' is not an easily definable term. For some people, religious observance is their priority and not a matter of choice. For others, their voluntary activities become a binding commitment from which they do not wish to disentangle themselves. What these chapters share is that they explore that space between personal relationships and state institutions which is in some ways the space that most defines a society.
In 1991 when Understanding Britain was first published, the leisure activities available to the British and to Russians differed widely. Today we share much more - from computer games to trips to Turkey. In Britain the range of activities is more diverse than in Russia, partly because our society is more diverse, partly because we lack your long traditions of organizing activities for everyone. In what follows, do not assume that 'British people do this' or 'British children do that'. Some do, some do not, generalizations are difficult, and, except from friends and oneself, there is absolutely no pressure for anyone to take up any particular activity. In that sense at least we are considering 'free time'.
In 2009 the British Attitudes Survey found that 'watching television remains Britain's most common leisure activity', with 90% of our population watching several times a week. 'Watching television' ranges from recovering-from-exhaustion-on-the-family-sofa to intense shared experiences where everyone is sitting in the near-darkness, pop-eyed with excitement so perhaps it is not surprising that only a third of these frequent viewers say that they enjoy television very much, and nearly a quarter say that they do not enjoy it at all! By contrast, only 42% read a book several times a week. However 85% of those readers told the survey that they got 'a great deal of enjoyment' from reading.
Younger people turn to computers, partly for games but increasingly to enjoy social-networking sites. More than half the population use computers several times a week as a leisure activity. In fact if we look at 'leisure' in its widest sense, perhaps the most popular activities are using mobile phones and exchanging news on sites such as Facebook and My Space. Meanwhile older people are fast catching up; pensioners are not interested in computer games but are learning to use the internet in order to follow up their own interests - for example, discovering the history of their family.
Listening to popular music, is as widespread in Britain as anywhere. I am not qualified to say any more about this pleasure, but my son tells me to point out to Russian readers that 'one distinctive thing about British attitudes to music is that -along with the USA - we are its 'history': Beatles, Stones, Kinks, Who, Sex Pistols and on and on. The success of these groups can make the British (and English in particular) very smug, but a huge proportion of massive and influential acts are British. This does, however, have its downside, since many British acts are compared with these pillars of popular music and understandably come up short.'
These leisure-time activities occur mostly inside the house. Outside, the British are indeed a nation of gardeners. Nearly half of us claim to spend time gardening. As I have explained, almost all houses have a small garden and the climate is ideal for growing plants from most parts of the world, since with a little ingenuity we can acclimatize them. I can walk out to admire the flowers in my garden during every month including January. Those of us who grow vegetables enjoy the fact that home-grown fruit and vegetables taste much better than those in shops. And, as everyone knows, we have a passion for lawns of grass which stay green throughout the year. For really enthusiastic gardeners who want more land, it is possible to rent an allotment from the local authority. An allotment can vary from about 100 square metres to 300 square metres; whoever rents it must cultivate it or it will be returned to the local authority since there is always a queue of people waiting for one. Unlike your bigger dacha plots, we are not allowed to build houses on allotments!
Even twenty years ago most people would have hesitated to include 'shopping' in their leisure-time activities. Shopping meant either going to the supermarket for the household's weekly necessities, or searching in department stores or specialist shops for clothes, shoes, and so forth. We have become an increasingly rich society with money to spare, so people have turned essential shopping into 'fun' shopping. What they buy is not necessarily very glamorous or expensive; much of it is short-term, to be bought and then thrown away. Going shopping, especially at the weekend, is therefore now treated as a pleasure in itself.
'Eating out' is another pleasure which is characteristic of an affluent society. In practice it can mean sitting around a table with friends in a pizzeria or a simple cafe; it can mean eating at a very expensive, exclusive restaurant but obviously that is for the very few. Tens of thousands of pubs provide cheap but decent bar meals and often, more elaborate meals, especially at lunchtime; cafes, restaurant and food-chain shops line our streets. Our enthusiasm for getting others to cook our meals is maybe laziness. But eating socially with others in public seems to derive from habits in southern Europe where eating in the fresh air is almost essential during the summer months. Sometimes, in good weather, cafes and restaurants here put out tables on the pavement or in a little garden, but too often the rain and wind disappoint them. So mostly our meals are served indoors. (Personally I mourn the decline in Britain of dinner parties where friends came together in someone's home; the host cooked the meal and the pleasure of being together in an intimate place lasted for hours. This still happens, but less often.)
Families with small children have their own priorities. Most parents try to spend as much time as they can with their children in two typical ways. The first is to read to the child or children, usually at bedtime. The second is to go out for a walk, as a family, on Saturdays and Sundays. The 'walk' may be to the local playground equipped with swings, slides, climbing frames, often constructed alongside a public space for playing family football, cricket or simply running around. Sometimes the walk may be to a large municipal park, or to a local pond or lake 'to feed the ducks'. As children get older, families may make expeditions to fairs, local celebrations or - if they live close to the sea - to the seaside. In any town on any weekend some group or other will be performing or displaying crafts or organising a public party or arranging special activities for children. Town festivals and art shows are increasingly popular-ways of bringing people together.
All of these activities imply a degree of spontaneous activity and spontaneous participation. The fete or exhibition which was here today will be gone tomorrow. And next week, some other attraction will appear. As you can learn in the chapter on Culture and the Arts, hundreds of thousands of people join amateur choirs and orchestras, act in amateur theatrical performances or contribute paintings to amateur art exhibitions. Overall, millions take part.
Some families - as well as millions of individuals -choose to visit museums. British national art and antiquity collections are free to everyone. Free entry to the public is a right we have sometimes had to fight for, and we are, I believe, rightly proud that our national glories are open to all, not just to those who can afford to pay. The British Museum, the National Gallery, the Tate Modern and other national museums in London, Edinburgh and Cardiff attract many millions each year; for poor tourists they are not denied the opportunity to see great art collections; while for families free entry means that they can 'drop in' to museums and return the following weekend without spending a huge part of the family's weekly budget.
The National Trust
About three and half million people - around 6% of the population are members of the National Trust, which makes it the largest non-commercial membership organisation in the UK by far. The National Trust was founded in 1895 to preserve and protect the countryside; later it started taking responsibility for some of the fine historic houses and other buildings which are scattered over our land but which their owners could no longer afford to keep up. Through the National Trust this cared-for countryside is open to all, and the public can see and explore the houses. Besides the members of the trust who are allowed free entry to the houses, millions more will pay for an individual visit here or there. Our enthusiasm for exploring beautiful buildings and landscaped parks is not just the enthusiasm of a small elite. Membership of the trust is equivalent to the combined populations of the cities of Birmingham, Leeds, Glasgow and Sheffield or to the millions of people using the London tube throughout an average weekday. The trust owns 300 historic houses and gardens, 700 miles of coastline and 250,000 hectares of open countryside.
Another organisation, English Heritage, is responsible for looking after England's famous historic sites such as Stonehenge, Norman castles, ruined abbeys and old palaces. (The other British countries have similar organizations.) Anyone who visits their sites or the National Trust sites will see other people -ordinary people of all ages, often families - wandering round ancient buildings, historical areas, beautiful palaces and their grounds with great pleasure and fascination. Again the point is that the sites are looked after by people who feel passionately about our history, the grounds are free anyway, and people care enough to pay an annual membership fee to keep everything in good condition.
Russians are trying energetically to establish effective tourism in Russia. This includes introduction to wild open spaces and the promotion of lovingly cared-for house-museums of writers. The success of the National Trust suggests that people visit more as they become more involved in caring for their country's treasures.
Holidays
If they can afford to do so, most British people like to go abroad for their annual holiday. (By this I mean a period of one or two weeks.) Spain is the most popular destination, followed by France, America (on special cheap packages), and other European countries, with Turkey rising up the list of favourite destinations. Half of British holidaymakers book a 'package holiday' in which everything is arranged for them; the other half choose their accommodation, means of travel and activities. Although the British love their own countryside as a place for relaxation, what we miss is reliable sun. People go abroad for sunshine, and many return having enjoyed lying on beaches and doing little else. But annual visits to other countries do change our perceptions of the world. We can still be insular in our views of 'abroad', but we adopt many of 'their' habits and assimilate them to our own.
Unlike you, we do not have dachas in the countryside, elderly relatives in villages, sanatoria or camps for children in huge forests. Instead we have gardens and allotments, grandparents with their own lives and accommodation, and -strangely, perhaps - very few camps of the kind familiar in Russia and America, although such holidays for children are increasing. So for those who want to enjoy a holiday in Britain, the options are camping, caravans, renting old cottages for a week or two, or driving around and sleeping at night in bed-and-breakfast accommodation or in hotels. Camping can be a cheap (but often very wet) family holiday. Caravans can be rented on special caravan sites, or bought and towed from place to place by the family car. Country cottages, absolutely unlike the Russian concept of a 'kottedzh', are small, usually old, often built of stone and rather damp inside, uncomfortable, romantic and much loved by those who use them. We can rent cottages all over the country, but the most popular ones are in remote and deserted beautiful parts where town-dwellers can enjoy refreshment and exercise in the good country air.
Although children have summer holidays from school lasting six weeks, few working people get more than 28 days of paid free time in the whole year. Typically, the annual summer holiday will take up two weeks, while the other two weeks will be spent on short breaks and staying-at-home. Those who have plenty of time are pensioners. (In Britain a woman can retire at 60 and a man at 65. Here I am mostly considering the over-65s.) In Britain the old expect to stay active and, as far as possible, to go on doing what they have always enjoyed doing. They watch television, they garden, they take part in social activities with family and friends, they involve themselves in all kinds of associations, they study for certificates and diplomas and for sheer pleasure, they argue, demonstrate, read, sing, exercise, and often continue to work.
It is sometimes rumoured in Russia that British pensioners spend their lives on round-the-world cruises. This is a myth. Some pensioners find that they are very poor when they cease to earn; the state pension is not generous. Others, especially the middle-classes who have paid off the mortgage, saved some money, and have bought a smaller house for their retirement can suddenly find that they are quite rich. At this point, especially if they are not very energetic, the dream of the round-the-world cruise occurs to them. And for a few - a very few - sailing round the world can become a drug of addiction. 99.9% of pensioners, even the rich and well-off, would think such immersion in cruise life rather absurd. They can think of many other things to do. If you read the second chapter on 'Helping Ourselves' you will learn about some of them.

Chapter 2. Helping Ourselves: Our Passion for Voluntary Associations

Human beings are social animals. Usually this fundamental aspect of our species is discussed in terms of family and friends or in terms of large organisations such as 'the city' or 'the state'. There is however, a different kind of social life between the private and the public. In these two chapters I look at this aspect of British social life for which there is no real equivalent in Russia. (In Russia there are aspects of life for which there is no real equivalent in Britain.) Some of my examples may seem very familiar to you, others will seem strange. My intention is to explain the underlying attitudes of the British to this particular social space and the ways we fill it, because herein lies a major difference between British and Russian life.
How we get together to do what we want to do
All teenagers like to hang around. They hang around in streets, or sit on favourite walls or benches or lumps of concrete; they hang around at the entrances to houses, and lie about in favourite, comfortable rooms. Suppose that a couple of these teenagers decide that one of them has a good voice and the other is not bad at playing the guitar. They talk; they try out a few favourite songs; they begin to work out a new song for themselves. They find a bass guitarist; they send out messages through friends for a drummer/percussionist. The new group gets together and starts composing songs. They play to their friends, and then to a larger group of friends. Someone is ready to give them a slot at a local youth centre. Then they get a booking at a small night club, which means somewhere where they can play in public, even if it is mostly their friends who listen. They make a hundred pounds among the four of them - or in Russia, maybe sixteen hundred roubles - if they are lucky. Four hundred roubles each. Fun! Of course they hope to become famous, but even if they never compose another song, they will have (a) worked hard and (b) had fun. Teenagers and (up to a point) students are ready to decide to do this or that, simply because they enjoy it and want to do it. Is that attitude so true with older people, after they have left school and university? I think it is harder in Russia than in Britain.
Finding readers
Let us suppose that you are an young English woman who enjoys reading novels. You're bored by stupid novels that assume a stupid reader, but you really like good, novels, both classic and contemporary, which have strong interesting characters. You have a busy life with work, a husband, and a house to look after. You also have friends, but unfortunately only one of your close friends loves reading; you have other reading friends but they have moved to other towns. Because you read exciting absorbing novels you would renjoy talking about them in detail to other people, but apart from this one friend, you don't know any other people who share your enthusiasm for reading. So what do you do?
There are three basic answers: (1) do nothing - but spend your free time feeling vaguely dissatisfied; (2) go to your local library and find out if there are any reading groups in your district; (3) start your own reading group. The second plan does not help, so you decide on (3). You ask your reading friend to help. Each of you searches for other people with a similar wish by asking friends and friends of friends, mothers of children's friends, colleagues at work, and so on, until you have found about five or six people with similar interests. These six people agree to meet once a month at the home of one of the group. They agree to choose a book which they will all read during the month. At the meeting they will discuss the book - and decide which book they are going to read the following month.
Simply 'getting together' is not enough. You have to find enough people for a group (five is probably a minimum for a successful group) and jointly you have to make decisions. Will we always meet at the same house because it is convenient for everyone, or will we change the place of meeting each month so that all members have a chance to be host? Do we take it in turns to choose a novel for our next meeting, or do we jointly draw up a list and then vote on the book we want to read next? (The first scheme seems fairest, the second scheme avoids forcing everyone to read a book that only one person likes.) How do we get hold of books? When we arrive at the meeting, will there be a leader to start the discussion or will we somehow start spontaneously. What happens if one person talks too much? What happens if we wander too far from the subject - is any one of us going to be 'in charge' and pull us back? Should we concentrate on contemporary novels - or classics - or 'difficult' novels? Do we go to the local library and register that we are a 'Reading Group', so that anyone who wants to talk about books can contact us. In this case one of us must be the secretary-contact. Who will that be?
Not all these questions will arise at once. Once you have formed a group, you will have to sort out your problems as you go along, and after a few months you may change your minds about what works best. Most probably, if the group stays together for a few months you will be looking for more members - perhaps as many as fifteen, to ensure that each month 7 or 8 people turn up. So a simple scheme to meet a few other readers can easily develop into a group with an organisation, contacts and even registration. But we should be clear - registration does not mean Officialdom or Bureaucracy. It is simply a way of letting other readers know that there is a reading group in the district.
In Britain there are at least sixty thousand 'reading groups', all of them started by enthusiasts who think, 'Why not?' and begin to contact other people in order to read and then discuss books together. When hundreds of thousands of people are involved, businesses try to make money out of the activity. For example publishers will print little leaflets - 'suitable for your book club' - to put inside novels they are eager to sell quickly; TV programmes on 'Good Reading' appear with celebrities discussing their favourite novel; the local library staff may decide to start their own book club in the library. All of that is fine but none of it is essential to the activity. The essential act is of people freely getting together to share an interest; the group which is formed is neither totally informal (such as friends chatting) nor totally formal (organised, registered and paid for by some official administration). Before we find words to describe this 'freely getting together to do something which is neither private nor public' let us look at some more examples.
Feeling Lonely
One way of dealing with personal problems is to share them with others in a similar situation. For example, people who are 'single parents', whether through divorce, the death of their husband or wife, or because they have never had a regular partner, can have difficult and often lonely lives. They are tied to their children, and cannot easily meet people who will sympathise with their problems. So what do they do? They get together and organise meetings for themselves. They may use a house, or rent a room in a community centre or some other place where it is possible to sit, talk, arrange for speakers to come, plan joint trips with their children, get comfort, advice, and lift their depression simply by meeting other people. For this they have to take responsibility, which is both time-consuming and uplifting.
In this case, the responsibility of the individual member is not 'I must read this month's book" but 'I must arrange to find and pay a baby-sitter for my children.' That requires effort and money. The responsibility of the group as a group is to choose two or three people to take on certain jobs: first, planning what happens at meetings, secondly, collecting money for the rent, the refreshments and other expenses, thirdly, taking notes of what is going on, listing members and informing members of events. Almost inevitably, once individuals have offered to do these jobs, a committee is formed. Sometimes members decide to have a membership fee or subscription. An organisation which has subscriptions and a treasurer will normally also hold one meeting a year when all members of the committee resign so that members can choose to vote for new (or the same old) officers to do this work for the following year. This called the Annual General Meeting or AGM.
Perhaps you are saying, 'Ah, this is getting official!' Yes and no. The law insists that if an organisation collects money, there must be some person responsible for the money and some way of safeguarding that he (or she) does not run off with the money box! (Reading Groups are often free to members; they pay no rent and perhaps they take it in turns to provide refreshments. In such cases no treasurer is required.)
Heart Problems
Here is another case. You are a parent with a child who has been born with a heart defect. Your baby will require many visits to the hospital, and as he grows up he may find that he cannot lead a life like other boys of his age. You and your partner (husband or wife) are very anxious about you baby's future. So what do you do? You enquire at the hospital about Associations for the Parents of Children with Heart Problems. Yes, there are national organisations which can give you advice and information. But you are thinking of your baby - and yourselves - in this particular situation in this particular town or village. You need to talk to other people. Perhaps there is such a group in your neighbourhood. The local children's clinic or the library should be able to tell you. If not, you start a group yourself. You put up notices in the clinic; you try to get a journalist to write a brief article - asking readers to contact you -in the local paper; you ask local doctors and friends of friends. In three or four weeks you will have found a small group of people and you arrange to meet each other. As other parents face similar problems, they will be put in touch with you.
Let us suppose that you, the parents in this group, discover that specialist services for children with heart problems are rather scarce in your area. You decide to become a campaigning group which will put pressure on the National Health Service to open a special department at the hospital for such children. You need to explain to the people in your region about the problem. You need to interview and protest to local politicians; you need to raise money - and raise public enthusiasm for your cause. Parents may become committed for a lifetime to improving the lives of children with heart defects; or they may spend just a few months, energetically involving themselves in meetings and demonstrations and lectures on behalf of their child - and other children.
Here are three different kinds of group: an interest group, a self-help group and a campaigning group. They are all examples of what one sociologist has called the characteristic feature of British life: "voluntary associationism". That is an ugly term but it distinguishes what is special about this activity. When people decide to get together to do something for their joint benefit they are entering into an association which has the following characteristics:
(1) Such an association is freely formed by people with a common aim; nobody is obliged to join or forced to take part more than they wish to do.
(2) Such an association is not part of a larger state or municipal organisation. It is not run by officials of any kind, and it is not obliged to respond to requests by state or municipal officials to organise or take part in specific activities. It is autonomous and nobody needs to know about it.
(3) Such an association is not part of a business or business group or any business sector institution. It is not organised or controlled by any business.
(4) Its members decide what they want to do and what they do not wish to do. These decisions are probably made from meeting to meeting although the members may have one meeting a year where the accounts are shown to all those present and where members can vote on what they want to do next.
(5) Such an association does not pay its committee or its members, except occasionally for expenses. Typically all the work, all the effort, all the hours of involvement are voluntary. If you wish to read and discuss books; or help and be helped by other parents who have no partner; or campaign with other parents for improved services for children with heart problems, then you will need to spend time and effort. By joining the association you are committing yourself to deeper involvement in this activity.
When I wrote, at the beginning of this chapter, that there is no real equivalent in Russia for "voluntary associationism", I had in mind the network of hundreds of thousands of such groups in Britain. Perhaps a million - it is impossible to count. Russians certainly join activities in community centres (as we do) or support the clubs and societies set up in their work place by their employers (as we do). But these excellent activities are organised by someone else - someone who has the authority to organise. Very rarely (at least at the time of writing in 2009) have I met Russians who are deeply involved in something of their own making, their own choice. We are persistent, eager and almost instinctive users of that free voluntary space for communal activity.
How to celebrate the Millenium
So far in this account I have chosen quite serious kinds of voluntary association, so I would like to return to those teenagers. By hanging around they are using the streets for a kind of private club or party. The opposite type of great activity on the streets is the public Official Parade, once common in Russia and not unknown in Britain. Is there something between the group of teenagers and public planning?
About ten minutes from my home, in a road where about two hundred people live, is a brass notice fixed to the wall, telling the passer-by that on 31st December 1999 the people of that road and their friends held a street party.
Millions of people around the world on 31st December 1999 were attending a late evening party. In Oxford there must have been thousands of private parties with friends and family; there were also big public firework displays, arranged by the city administration. And there were street parties. I do not know how many - perhaps twenty or more. The people of this particular road got together and planned a party out in the street with food and drink, fires and fireworks, music and dancing. They had to inform the city authorities and the police (who put up simple barricades to stop any cars driving through). After that, everything was their responsibility - from decorations and weather protection and general safety - to all the home-devised entertainment with which they celebrated the arrival of the new Millenium. Not everyone attended the party; some people don't like big parties and some people don't like their neighbours. Anyone who joined in had to contribute by cooking or cleaning or making decorations. Members of the committee went round asking for money to cover the costs of the party - so they had to keep accounts. All the activity was voluntary and self-organised. People remembered it and talked about it, so much so that eventually someone suggested that the people in the street should contribute to a brass plaque commemorating the event. How do I know that it happened? Because the people in the road decided to pay for the sign and then display it.
Parties, fetes, exhibitions, entertainments all over Britain often begin as an idea in the mind of one person who then suggests it to two or three more people. If they take up the idea, sooner or later many people in the community will get together to organise it. We feel that the spontaneity and enthusiasm of such community-inspired celebrations is exhilarating, fun and memorable for all the participants.
Here are other examples of such activities: amateur sports groups; parents running football clubs for their children; gardening clubs; amateur choirs, orchestras, dance groups and drama societies; groups of painters or writers; clubs for people interested in sewing, photography, bridge, toy-making, etc; gatherings of car owners or of those who enjoy co-operating on engineering projects; teams who practice for pub quizzes; clubs for a pets and animal welfare; many kinds of youth groups - from Scouts and Guides to insect-spotters; mother-and-baby groups, groups of elderly people, holiday groups, enthusiasts for learning and practicing foreign languages.
Sometimes Russians tell me, �That is fine for you, but in Russia we have no time for such pleasant activities.' I can only say that Russians have, on average, longer holidays and fewer children than the British, and retire earlier from work. I am more conscious of older Russians, in general, having too much time. In Britain many of them would be happily occupied as committee members, active participants and vocal critics in that significant space between their private and public lives.
No doubt these observations will become out of date. I remember in a Russian city a wonderful evening talking to a group of writers who made a point of insisting that they were a 'non-official group'. The youngest was in her early twenties, the oldest must have been at least seventy. I recognised this group as very similar to ones in England; but I also realised that they needed to struggle to keep their own happy autonomy.
Dealing with Authorities and Administrations
Sometimes voluntary groups agree to work side by side with official organisations that have been set up local governments and local institutions. Why should they do that? In practical terms they may be able to use premises more cheaply or make effective contact with specialists. They can advertise their existence through local government channels. They can apply for grants. They are given the blessing of official approval.
For example, let us consider the group of parents campaigning for a special children's heart unit at their local hospital. They might be asked by the local health authority if they would like to organise holidays for children with heart problems. "We already do that,' they might say. 'Ah yes,' say the local officials. 'But there are many such children whose parents are not part of your association. But you know about organising holidays for these children, you know about the difficulties.... and of course we would pay the organisers.' Perhaps there are several people in the group who would like to do this both for the pay, and because they want to be helpful. Perhaps the group think that such work would bring more people into their association, and make their campaign more effective. But on the other hand, they may decide that they do not have much time, and they prefer to devote it all to campaigning. After all, they might have to oppose the local authority. So they do not want to be co-operating too closely.
Some groups who choose to work with official organisations flourish. Take the example of Scouts and Guides. The Scout movement became international nearly one hundred years ago. Today versions of its methods and activities exist in most countries of the world. Baden-Powell began his Scout movement with twenty boys camping on an island off the south coast of England. His association was voluntary, run by voluntary workers and free of official interference. But he was enthusiastic about bringing his Scouts and Guides into line with government policies and values. His boys and girls had to swear allegiance to God and the monarch, and to follow rules which echoed military and other official rules. Most (but not all) children loved this commitment; and they could always leave if they wished to do so. With the endorsement of the British government, Scouting became immensely popular. It was imitated by Soviet governments when they established and developed Pioneers and the Komsomol. But the big difference was that there was no pressure for individuals to join the Scouts or the Guides, and there was no retribution or difficulty for those who decided to leave. Although they were close, the Scout Movement and the British government were never in formal alliance.
Similarly some of the major campaigning environmental groups such as Greenpeace have had a crucial but uneasy relationship with governments. Usually their role is to attack government policies worldwide. After all, if they agree with policies of a particular country they do not need to be very active in that country! But recently, now that environmental matters have become so urgent to governments throughout the world, Greenpeace is sometimes called in as a specialist organisation which can give good advice. 'Greenpeace says...' announces a Government official. Is that a good thing? If the environment matters so much, then surely it is a good thing when powerful organisations listen to this voluntary organisation? But is Greenpeace then in danger of becoming a tool of government? In order to be effective, the campaigning group must preserve its autonomy and independence. Major debates take place about just how far it ought to co-operate even with the most friendly government.
In this chapter I have tended to emphasise the smaller groups, the local intimate activities in which so many people take part. Sometimes Russians ask me questions such as, 'Do English people generally join reading groups?' or 'Do divorced parents generally join a club for single parents?' At this point I realise that my explanations have been inadequate because 'generally' is a word that leads to serious misunderstandings. 'Generally' implies that the activity is practiced by a majority of those who are eligible to take part. 'Children generally have to study both sciences and foreign languages at school.' 'Parents generally try to help their student-age children with financial assistance if they can afford to do so.' Behind these usages is a sense that an authority of some kind expects this behaviour. The authority may be the state, or 'public opinion', or 'experts', or the moral norms of a society.
By contrast, within the "voluntary associationism" which I have described there is no such authority, visible or invisible; individuals choose to join or not to join; to join many groups, one group, no groups. So - 'do people generally join reading groups' is a question to which the answer is 'No, only a minority' and 'The whole point of a club or group is that it attracts a small minority - because everywhere there are groups for different kinds of people. And if you don't want to join anything, that's fine too.

Chapter 3. Helping others: The Big Issue and other bright ideas

We all have an idea of charity: an old woman is poor or ill, somebody else sees her suffering and gives her money so that she can buy some food or medicine. That person is being charitable. Why? Because human beings can feel pity; because we can imagine what it is like to be that poor sick person; because we are grateful for our own good fortune. Perhaps because we believe that our religion asks us to do so; perhaps because we are atheists with a belief that good human acts must be done in this world. In any case, being charitable is a impulse that occurs in all human societies. In this chapter I describe some of the ways in which the British respond to other people in need of charity.
The Big Issue
On the streets of Britain you can see beggars asking for money. There are far fewer than twenty years ago, and you can be reasonably sure that they are known to social workers. Some of them sleep outside, others in hostels for the homeless. Occasionally you may be approached in the street by someone asking for 'a bus fare back to my home'. These people are usually trying to get money for drugs. Passers-by will sometimes give either kind of beggar fifty pence or so, and hope that the money brings them a little comfort.
You can also see individuals standing at specific sites, selling copies of a magazine called The Big Issue. These are homeless people who earn money by selling this weekly magazine of entertainment and current affairs, published by "The Big Issue Company'. The Big Issue sellers (known as Vendors') buy their copies from the company for 75p and sell for �1.50, thereby earning 75p per copy. The magazine is read by over half a million people every week throughout Britain. Any further profit generated through the sale of the magazine or the sale of advertising is passed on to the company's associated charity, 'The Big Issue Foundation' which currently supports over 2500 homeless people across the country. So here we have a different form of charity. The beggars are encouraged to earn their living, and the public, who, by buying their magazine have become interested in their problems, then give money to the Foundation to help them with all the problems associated with poverty and homelessness. Two people founded the company; they put their efforts and knowledge - and money - into producing an attractive and informative magazine, and into organising London's homeless into an effective network of vendors. Who is paid? First of all, the people who write and produce and print and distribute the magazine. Wages and production costs come to 75p a copy. The vendors earn their own money, knowing that those who buy The Big Issue at �1.50 are mostly well aware that half the cost goes to the vendor.
Now consider The Big Issue Foundation. When the original founders of The Big Issue Company found that it was possible to make profits from selling the magazine (apart from the money to the vendors), they set up a charity to use those profits in order to help those vendors who have problems with poor health, homelessness and lack of education. The money is spent on supporting them in their early difficult days towards a better life. A charity is a not-for-profit organisation which tries to help a particular group of people by raising funds and spending the money according to its declared aims. Charity law ensures that charities are run by a board of Trustees who do not get paid for their work as trustees, and who include a treasurer who has to submit proper accounts once a year. A charity has to show that it is acting for public benefit; details of how exactly it is benefiting the public have to go into the annual report. (Obviously the trustees cannot be allowed to spend the money on their own entertainment; and equally obviously, you cannot set up a charity to benefit a private individual and his particular life-style.)
A charity, if it raises enough money can employ people. The Big Issue Foundation employs social workers and medical specialists to help and give treatment to the vendors. The Foundation also uses many volunteers, people who give their time freely by (for example) working in the Big Issue offices, organising fund-raising events, or giving talks to their local community about the work of the foundation. Some volunteers, particularly those with experience, spend time with the homeless vendors, encourage them to keep healthy and help them to find proper employment.
How is this of public benefit? Not only is it of obvious benefit to the homeless vendors, but also keeping people off the streets is good for them, good for public order and health. By encouraging volunteering, the charity is drawing on the skills and goodwill of many members of the public.
Swings and Slides
The Big Issue Foundation is a large charity which began as a small charity to help a few homeless people in London. At the other end of the scale are tiny charities set up for a very specific purpose. For example, the village of Whistlehampton has a long-standing committee, elected by the villagers to help improve the village amenities. A field was set aside for football and other games several years ago, but small children have no proper playground. The local authority in the nearby (own has no money for play equipment, so the villagers decide to provide their own. The committee investigates what can be made, drawing on the skills of the inhabitants, and what must be bought. A slide, two swings, and a set of rope ladders are built by three of the fathers and a farmer's son. The villagers donate enough money for a well-constructed metal climbing frame one year and a little self-pushing roundabout the next year. Volunteers fence off the area and set a simple gate in the fence so that dogs and their filth are kept out of the playground. They paint everything in bright colours. All this construction takes place at odd summer weekends over a period of two years. Why then do they need to have a charity to look after the playground? It's simple: money was donated and spent, but playgrounds do not last for ever. The equipment has to be checked, repainted, repaired, and eventually replaced. When it needs to be replaced, if they have a 'Whistlehampton Playground Charity' they can easily appeal to the local authority and to any local charitable funds for more money because they are clearly efficient and organised. Occasional donations, perhaps from a rich person who happens to visit the village, or from profits after a village fete can be put straight into the account in the bank. This charity spends between �80 and �130 a year. The Big Issue Foundation spends nearly a million.
Slipping Away from Reading
Charities are not only about helping people in need. Many charities are also hugely important because of the volunteers who give their time, skills, advice and energy to help solve a problem, or because they bring together the people in a community. Sometimes Russians ask me 'Who starts a charity? And why should anyone do so?' Here is the history of an imaginary charity which is based quite closely on a real charity.
Two school teachers, Beatrice and Sheila, were sitting at a kitchen table, discussing seven-year-old boys. In Britain, children start full-time school when they are five or nearly five, and immediately they begin to study reading. By the time they are seven most girls are capable of reading by themselves; some are fluent, others stumble and hesitate - but they are basically self-propelled. This is important because in their schooling from now on, they will need to read in order to understand some of the lessons. As Beatrice and Sheila knew from their own professional experience, about a fifth of seven-year-old boys are not really advanced enough to be able to read by themselves. What they see on the page is confusing, they stop improving week by week, and it seems to them as if the goal of free reading is disappearing out of sight. If that happens, the lessons which they are expected to do when they are eight and nine and ten will become more and more incomprehensible. They will slip behind their classmates, feeling resentful and humiliated. If only these boys - and a few girls - were given very carefully planned extra help, they could climb this long slow boring hill of letters that refuse to turn into words, and discover how to run down the other side with words leaping up and making sense at every step.
In other words, the switch from incomprehension to understanding can be very quick; but Beatrice and Sheila knew of the evidence that if the switch does not happen during the year a child is seven, it may be too late. (Of course the situation is different with children who only begin to learn when they are seven, but the problem of those who get stuck at a critical point is similar.)
The two teachers were intrigued by experiments carried out in another country to help such children. Beatrice had observed the methods and was trying to adapt some materials she had brought back with her. They worked out an experimental reading course and then asked a local head-teacher to let them it try out with three seven-year-olds to whom they could give lessons (tutorials) on a one-to-one basis. The first attempts were startlingly successful. Unfortunately the Local Authority did not have enough money to pay these or other teachers to become reading tutors for seven-year-olds. They were not against the idea, but specially trained teachers cost money; materials cost money; the training costs money; even organising the children costs time and effort for busy staff.
So the two teachers went back to their kitchen table, brought out paper and pencil and began to calculate. This was a sophisticated, concentrated programme for 'reading tutors'. Suppose you could persuade suitable people to take a two day course with several hours of follow-up homework and observation of tutorials with the children, how much would this cost? And when these trained tutors started working - part-time, pupil by pupil - how much would you have to pay them? And how could you persuade head-teachers - or the parents of the non-readers - to arrange for Johnny to leave his ordinary lessons and be given such concentrated one-to-one teaching. So how much would it cost to teach a child to read at the time that the other children were ready? How could you measure the value in that child's life?
The answers to these questions drove them back to the table again. How could they raise money? What organisations might help them? How could they recruit 'reading tutors'? Slowly the answers began to fall into place. They started an account by contributing one hundred pounds each. Beatrice had began to practice the course systematically. Sheila had many contacts in local schools, and experience of working with parents of children in difficulties. Both of them set out to ask for funds from various trusts. Some of the money was promised to them only if they could find equal funds from donations. They held a party for all the people they knew, most of whom were in education, explained their scheme and asked for help. Several hundred pounds were contributed - the matching funds!
They wrote an article for the local paper after which more requests came in from people who would like to take the training course; Beatrice became the trainer. Soon she had her first 'graduate' tutors. They were sent to schools which had agreed to take part in the scheme by arranging for children to be taught in quiet places near the end of the school day. One tutor, one child, day after day, for six weeks.
Once its effectiveness was demonstrated, news of the scheme spread. Beatrice and Sheila decided to register it as a charity, which meant finding volunteers who would act as Trustees and be responsible for its proper management.
Reading tutors were properly paid, but increasingly Beatrice and Sheila had offers from volunteers who were ready be trained and then provide the special tuition without payment. Many of them were retired people who had a background in education. All the time money had to be found from different sources to keep the whole charity afloat. So, in order to attract more money, Beatrice and Sheila began to develop the idea of 'Happy reading' in the community. Local libraries displayed the books they recommended; the seven-year-olds were encouraged to bring their younger brothers and sisters to the library where they could show off their new skills. Some volunteers worked with the parents of the boys and girls with reading difficulties who, themselves, were often shaky readers. Parents who had no books at home were encouraged to attend the library 'happy reading' days. People around the schools had ideas about how to raise money which they themselves enthusiastically put into practice. More and more children were helped up that reading hill and over the top; and within two years, hundreds of people � tutors and children, parents, children's librarians, other teachers, other children - had been affected by this charity.
This is an example of a charity started by two people, Beatrice and Sheila, which involved a bright idea, special skills, hard work, the support of schools, enthusiasm in the community, participating parents and a lot of organisation. It brought in experienced teachers who were paid for their work and skilled volunteers who worked without payment. It helped children at a crucial stage of their school life. We know who started it. To British people, the reasons for doing so are obvious. The millions of people involved in one charity or another are all around us.
Charities in British Life
In 2009 there were more than 166000 registered charities in England and Wales. (Scotland keeps a separate register.) Some of these are Funding Charities: a rich man or a wealthy organisation may put some money into a special account with the purpose of donating it to other smaller charities when they make applications for a grant. (For example, there are various funding charities set up 'for the purpose of improving the education of children in Britain'. These are the kind of charities to which Beatrice and Sheila applied for their project to help seven-year-olds with reading. ) The funders have to decide which projects are likely to be the most useful and effective. Not everyone can get the money they would like to have!
Very often people like Beatrice and Sheila are told that they can receive a grant only if they can find 'matching funds'. This means that they have to raise the same amount of money in other ways; it is a method of ensuring that they are serious and committed. You can raise funds by simply asking for money, but usually fund-raisers have to do something. Many marathon runners ask their friends to sponsor them for every kilometre they run, for a particular charity. If you have a lot of friends you can make a lot of money! You can even set up your own sponsored 'I'm giving up eating chocolates for a month' and raise money from friends and neighbours who enjoy tempting you, but who will pay up if you resist temptation. You can set up a stall at a fete or public celebration where you sell things, either second-hand goods or items of craftwork donated by their makers. You can organise a party or dance or concert or other entertainment where you sell tickets and the profit goes to the charity. You can collect recyclable materials which have some value. (For years the British 'Guide Dogs for the Blind' Association made money by getting millions of schoolchildren to collect the tops to glass milk bottles which were made from aluminium foil. Each day the foil tops were removed, washed, brought to school, collected in sacks and eventually sent to the Association which raised its funds by selling the aluminium. The joy of the scheme was that small children could help, and could easily understand that giving a trained dog to a blind man was a Good Idea. Now we have plastic bottles so different schemes and ideas have to be examined.)
Charities do not continue for ever. Some simply achieve their aim and close. Others become out-of-date or no longer relevant. If the local authority takes over the responsibility for keeping Whistlehampton's playground in good order, the Whistlehampton Playground Charity will close - but the villagers will certainly find something else which needs to be done. Some charities change their aims and merge with others. Others close because no-one is prepared to give the time, effort and energy to keeping them going. Beatrice and Sheila have been very active in starting and sustaining their charity. They have tried to make sure that it continues even when they retire. Since most towns have plenty of people who want to help their community somehow or other, their charity will probably continue. But perhaps not. Perhaps enthusiasm will fade. The Charities Register has a huge list of charities which have closed down. Nobody can force you to keep a voluntary activity going, whether it be for the benefit yourselves (as in the last chapter) or for other people (as in this chapter). In fact, as you can deduce, the benefits go in both directions, in both sorts of voluntary activity. Some are charities and others are not, but the impulse behind them is similar. And fortunately there are thousands of people in Britain today who are sitting round their kitchen tables saying, 'Don't you think it would be a good idea if we did this?

Chapter 4. Culture and the Arts

This is a brief chapter. I discuss the place of what some people call 'high art' in our society - painting, music, literature, drama which is either already 'classical' or which aspires to be. The popular arts which touch so many people are better explored in more immediate ways - by listening, looking and enjoying via the latest technology. Many people would consider the distinction I am making to be a false one and I do not want to defend it in this chapter except for practical reasons. While we cannot be sure that the new works of 'high art' which we admire will last, the point is that certain standards are being applied in discussing them - the standards which we apply to works which already have a classical status.
The culture of another country is often, alas, inaccessible. So much of our finest artistic activity takes the form of theatrical productions, concerts, exhibitions of paintings and sculpture, and similar creations which last a limited time and which you will not be able to see or hear. Since there is no point in providing lists which will be quickly out of date, I have chosen to give an overview of the artistic scene and to reflect briefly on our attitude to the arts.
One of the questions which I am sometimes asked by Russians - very politely - is: 'Is Britain a cultured country?' The implication, perhaps picked up from the French, is that we are a nation of shopkeepers or traders, good at military matters and administration, but useless when the nations gather to discuss culture. As in all countries, there are plenty of philistines, but my impression of my own country is that it is packed with artistic events, many of them based on amateur involvement.
In British schools children can choose to learn a musical instrument - not just the piano or the guitar, but the violin, the clarinet, the trumpet, the horn, and so on. These lessons and the cost of the instruments are subsidized by the government. (Music teaching declined in schools, but is now being brought back as educationalists realise its importance socially, psychologically and artistically.) Many schools have flourishing orchestras as well as choirs, while the most gifted children play in full-scale concerts. They play the music of English composers - Byrd, Purcell, Elgar, Britten - but their musical repertoire is also international.
On our classical music BBC radio channel (Radio 3) which reaches everyone in the country, music from all nations is played and discussed, with plenty of time given to specialist minority tastes. The BBC also has several orchestras and promotes a huge range of classical 'Promenade Concerts' that provide music by the greatest composers and new, specially commissioned works for more than a month each summer. The cheap tickets mean that these concerts attract tens of thousands of people each year to the Albert Hall. They are also broadcast on Radio 3 for the benefit of millions of other listeners.
We are less famous for our performances of opera and ballet. But our national opera companies regularly tour to different cities, and if they have government grants (as almost all of them do) they have to provide education. So they go into schools to teach children about opera, they run workshops and master-classes, they involve the community. In fact, involving the community is one of the chief concerns of the government and charitable organisations which provide funds for the arts. So you should understand that throughout Britain, in towns and villages, amateur choirs sing in municipal halls, concert halls and churches. They sing all kinds of music; English baroque choral music, German folk songs, Italian masses, and unusual works from Eastern Asia or Latin America. Other concerts of folk music, local music, church music and the compositions of local groups can be heard in halls and pubs and cafes and outdoors at all times of the year. Some of these performances are indubitably 'amateur' with all the limitations of enthusiasm without great skill. Others are as good as many professional musicians, sometimes acquiring a national reputation. Committed performers gather together for annual festivals of music.
The English for some reason have always produced brilliant actors; even if you cannot visit our theatres you can watch the 'costume dramas' and classical productions acted for BBC television and shown throughout the world. You will not be able to join in the excitement of the live performance, but you can be sure that our actors take it for granted that they must tackle new plays and new productions of old plays. They do not make a habit of repeating performances of 40 years ago, with actors who played the same parts 40 years ago. Our National Theatre and Royal Shakespeare Company work as actors' co-operatives, thereby encouraging fine acting from everyone. Productions of Shakespeare are everywhere, not just because all schoolchildren have to study him, but because his plays work wonderfully in the theatre, arousing passionate controversy about characters and language. Shakespeare's plays can be electrically exciting - and very funny.
Soviet, and then, Russian education used to give an important place in the syllabus on foreign countries to knowing the significant people in the culture of those countries. I was impressed at the width and depth of knowledge which was expected of children in your schools - until I saw it in reality. In a Russian art gallery, I watched a school group - girls and boys aged about 11 - with their teacher. Each child had a list of names of painters. They had to find a picture by each painter and make a tick against the painter's name. So the children moved from picture to picture, checked the labels, and immediately moved on to the next one. The teacher made no suggestion that they should find a picture they liked and discuss it. I watched in horror at such a pointless exercise. (I have since seen Russian children looking at pictures, so perhaps this was an aberration.)
If you go into the British Museum or the National Gallery in London, you will find children everywhere. In the British Museum they are busy drawing Egyptian statues, copying hieroglyphics, discussing the differences between monuments in one period and another. They have paper, pencil, sometimes a list of questions to which they can find the answers only by examining the sculptures and mummies and so forth. Their teachers and the museum attendants encourage them to search for answers themselves. In the National Gallery, they will be sitting on the floor, looking for maybe ten minutes at one picture. A specialist (or their own teacher) will ask them what they enjoy about the picture; and then will point out details and techniques, and teach them to enjoy that picture more fully. Grown-ups join in too, or listen to specialist talks for adults. This impression of busy activity and curiosity is owed partly to the fact that our great national museums and art galleries are free - free to British citizens and free to foreigners. Many of us believe passionately that our national cultural collections are for everyone, and that those who come should be helped to understand them in order to enjoy them more profoundly. Millions of people do come to see our art and historical culture.
Our enthusiasm for art and art exhibitions extends far beyond the 'popular classics'. The art gallery devoted to modern and experimental art, the huge 'Tate Modern' in London has proved to be astonishingly and unexpectedly popular since it was first opened in 2000. Visitors discriminate of course; they love this, they do not understand that, they think such-and-such is rubbish. But they come back to look, to reconsider, and to extend their pleasure in new art. That pleasure has also had a boost from a number of sculptures and 'installations' set up around the countryside. These large sculptures are created by our finest contemporary artists and they provoke debate, controversy and, often, passionate delight. The one which immediately became a national icon is Anthony Gormley's 'Angel of the North'. Because of its size and its position near the main northward motorway, it has been seen, with excitement and admiration, by millions of people. (Not everyone likes it, but this huge 'angel' has become a national talking point - and a source of pride.) Perhaps what I am saying here is that we really do care for 'civic art', and we are learning to care more.
Are we are a literate nation? Inevitably our educationalists and university teachers are worried about the effects of the computer revolution on the next generation. Will our children grow up with undeveloped imaginations, virtually incapable of reading a complete book? Such questions trouble all prosperous nations. I cannot look into that future, but I can say something about adult reading at the present time in Britain.
If sales of books in relation to population count for anything, we seem to read more serious literature than almost any other nation. Thousands of new books are published every year, including literary' fiction and poetry. Novels and stories by British writers and writers in English are constantly discussed in the review sections of our national papers and on the BBC. Some of us blame ourselves for not reading very much literature in translation, although it seems to me that we can find a wider range than you can. One big difference is in the quality of translation. I can go into any decent bookshop in England and find three (or more) different translations of great Russian classics. These are modern translations that can be compared by readers and judged by specialists. None of them is perfect but the translators are professional, and expected to be thoroughly familiar with the language from which they are translated. In Russia, by contrast, your translations of English classical fiction are frequently old and inadequate, often made by people ignorant of our culture and a real understanding of our language. They cannot recognise the details such as the metaphors, the ironies, the nuances that are of the essence of a work of literature. Therefore, very often, what you read is a travesty of a fine work of English literature. We are puzzled by the lack of serious Russian literary translators who will work professionally and humbly with English colleagues in order to achieve up-to-date accurate and full translations.
Literature is, of all the arts, the one in which the English (and Irish, Scots and Welsh) excel. The culture of 'literary prizes' can distort expectations if 'winning the prize' becomes the chief aim of our writers. Nonetheless, that culture has produced widespread interest in modern 'literary' fiction. Our Booker prize-winners not only receive publicity and discussion of their merits, but also huge increases in sales. People actually read the books! As indeed they should, since the current generation of novelists contains some wonderful writers, more subtle, intense and linguistically inventive than those for several generations.
I have already discussed [in Part 6, Chapter 2] the new cultural phenomenon of 'reading groups' - groups of friends or acquaintances who meet once a month to discuss a book that they have all agreed to read beforehand. We know that at least 60,000 of these groups flourish, meeting in the evenings, at the weekends, or perhaps on a weekday afternoon. Such occasions are jolly and sociable - but the people come to discuss books, because genuine commitment to reading is important to them.
Sometimes the reading group is not enough. Oxford University is only one of many universities which offers a range of classes on Literature, History, Philosophy, Music, Art Appreciation, and so on for ordinary adults, both in Oxford city and in other towns nearby. Classes meet for two hours once a week. During the twenty weeks of study students in a literature class will read perhaps six or seven classic novels and the work of two poets. Class discussion may be devoted for several hours to the analysis of a novel. A whole session may be spent on reading and thinking about a single poem. These classes are attended by a small minority of people - but that minority runs into thousands in and around Oxford, and I have no reason to believe that they are less desired in other parts of the country.
The Russian TV channel 'Culture' seems to have a variety of fascinating programmes in which paintings, music, novels, poems and performances are discussed and analysed by people who clearly enjoy them. That is our experience too: in Britain we believe that you learn about music by listening to it, painting by looking at pictures, and literature by reading the words on the page. We believe that since each work of art is distinct, you get closer to its essence by studying what it is in itself. Later you can make connections with other works of art, and consider some of the ideas they share or do not share. Works of art are concrete, actual, and unique. We do not believe that turning art into generalisations is the highest form of appreciation.
All over Britain you will find people participating in culture by singing, painting, acting, writing poetry themselves. They are also reading, looking, listening, going to theatres and films; studying the history of human beings and also the natural history of their area; exploring architecture and ancient sites; making beautiful gardens. They do all these things out of love and curiosity, while teachers and specialists help them to understand, and to develop their imagination. This, we believe, is how a people should celebrate the culture that satisfies the soul.

Chapter 5 Are We a Godless Society?

When I wrote the first edition of Understanding Britain in 1991 Russians were beginning to enjoy the freedom to worship in a church, to speak about their private religious feelings, and to think about how to bring up their children in a moral and virtuous way which included religious teaching. I was often asked about the great advantages of living in a 'truly Christian society'. Some of my answers puzzled or displeased my listeners. I think they would be less puzzled today, since Russia has become, once again, a country with a state religion, a variety of other Christian sects and substantial numbers of non-Christian religious believers. The experience has enriched the lives of many devout people, but the majority of Russians, especially the young, do not seem to be ardent Christians, while the problems of bringing up children to be moral and virtuous remain as complicated as ever.
Believers and Non-believers
When we turn to thinking about Britain, my task is made harder because religion - for believers is an intensely personal matter, so that I cannot go very far in speaking for the diverse millions of my fellow-countrymen. What do we know from statistics? In the 2001 Census for the first time there was an optional question about religious adherence. About 92% chose to answer the question, and of those, 72% said that they were 'Christian'. (I write later in the chapter about other religions.) The census answer seems clear enough - nearly three-quarters of the population are Christian religious believers. But further investigations a few years later revealed that many people answered this question as a cultural question. They were saying that they identified themselves with the traditional, historical, Protestant culture of Great Britain. But when they were asked what they believed or in which church they were active, they gave very different answers. A social survey in 2006 found that 66% of the British population had no connection to any religion or church. In another poll in 2003, about 25% claimed to be members of an organised religion, but only 18% said that they were practising members who actually went to church. All later polls confirm the same thing: belief in a religion and attendance at a church have declined sharply and the vast majority of people are simply not interested.
A different question is 'Do you believe in God?' About 35% British people say that they believe there is some kind of supreme Being; which means that 65% do not believe in God. Even twenty years ago it was slightly embarrassing to admit that you were an atheist but now it is quite common. So the first point is that, although of course there are some millions of devout and committed Christians, they are a smallish minority in our population - and they are getting older. Religious belief is weakest among the young, although it is possible that as they grow older these young people will turn to Christianity.
Cultural Christianity
It seems that even those who do not believe in God, let alone a Christian God, still identify themselves with a cultural Christian inheritance which is all around them in the ceremonies, art, memorials and above all the churches of Britain. Yet the British, both adults and children, are almost wholly ignorant of the basic facts surrounding Christians and other world religions. Lessons in schools are often given over to discussions about 'How to Live' and 'How to be Good'. Reading of the Bible (widespread amongst almost all the population when I was a child) is unknown except among small religiously committed groups. The lessons on 'Atheism' which were mostly lessons on comparative religion in Soviet schools were much more informative about the various branches of Christianity than the teaching of religion in a nominally religious state like ours. [You can read more about religion in schools in the chapter on Education.]
As a consequence, the British can no longer recognise or refer to the stories and myths in the Bible which are central to so much of our literature, art and music. This is a great loss of knowledge and culture. Our language is full of idioms, phrases, jokes, moral analogies and Biblical references which make no sense if you don't know the original Bible stories and messages. The Bible, when it is read not as an organ of fundamentalist truth, but as an anthology of books of history, poetry, myth, prophesy, fable, biography and so on, is full of rich and startling material. How can anyone who is not familiar with, for example, the story of Noah's Ark appreciate and enjoy the ironic account of that voyage given in the first chapter of Julian Barnes' A History of the World in 10 and a half Chapters? (I mention this book because it is read in many Russian universities.) There are millions of other books in which knowledge of the Bible is essential for true enjoyment and understanding.
So what remains? For the English, the Church of England is a national institution which we have the right to use if we wish, and which provides the setting for many of our national, local and personal ceremonies. All the church buildings which had been 'Catholic' before the Reformation (in the 1530s) became churches within 'the Church of England' when Henry VIII announced that he was to be Head of the Church. There are now nearly 17,000 Church of England churches scattered over the country, one in every village, three or four in every small town and correspondingly more in the larger towns - most of them built in mediaeval times, often as much as 700 years ago. They are built in local stone and brick, intended for the parish community, and, in our mild climate, designed to last for ever. Many of them are extremely beautiful and a precious part of our historical heritage.
In some churches services are held daily, sometimes several times a day on Sundays; in other churches there may be a service once a week, or once a fortnight, even once a month. Thousands of churches are usually empty, even if they are also used for community meetings, local exhibitions, concerts. Some have already been sold off. And yet these under-used buildings would be missed if they were not there, especially in the countryside where each tower or spire seen in the distance marks another village. Millions of the English - alone or perhaps with another person - will choose to sit quietly for a few moments in a church, many of them in Christian prayer, and just as many non-believers because they love the special quietness preserved in that atmosphere. Non-believers can and do have intensely 'spiritual' feelings. They can be just as aware that we need to abstract ourselves sometimes from immediate thoughts and worries, and reflect quietly on our relationship with the rest of the world, be it a world of nature or of other human beings. Unfortunately neither the believers nor the non-believers can save all these church buildings from ceasing to be used as churches, After neglect comes collapse. The state will probably save some buildings, especially the great Gothic Cathedrals, because they are part of our national heritage. Time will ruin the others.
For those of you who are interested in the Protestant tradition, even if for millions it is now only a cultural tradition, it is worth making a point about typical British reactions to Russian Orthodoxy. We find the rich, elaborate rituals, the beautiful liturgy and the art immensely impressive; but the mysterious powers of the priests and the utter devotion of the believers disturb Protestants. Our rituals are less intense, sometimes plain and perfunctory, although the singing of English Cathedral choirs is, of its kind, beautiful without compare anywhere in the world. Protestant worship emphasises the community of the congregation through the reading of the Bible; sermons which discuss the teachings of Jesus and their relationship to modern life; and the individual's personal relationship with God. It is mistrustful of priests as the special bearers of God's mysterious truth; it prefers a more democratic approach to organizing the church. In the Protestant view, all of us are adults in the sight of God.
In recent decades both the Church of England and the other Protestant groups and sects in Britain including Methodists and Baptists have been inspired, partly by the black Caribbean evangelical churches, to hold services which are much livelier than the traditional services, with modern music and even dancing. In some parishes the congregation are even offered a choice of services: using the Church of England prayer book and its seventeenth century liturgy one week, and using a modern form of the service with accompanying rock music the following week. The Church of England has always accepted many forms of Christian worship within its walls!
Wales is mostly a country of Protestant chapels (small simple churches) with a strong tradition of choral singing. The Church of Wales - a minority church in Wales - is more-or-less identical with the Church of England. Scotland has its own national Church of Scotland which is theologically different from the Church of England; its ministers (not priests) are Presbyterians. Presbyterians do not accept Bishops in their church, and like other Protestant groups prefer to concentrate on the wishes and votes of each congregation. Besides these different Protestant churches, we also have a significant number of Catholic churches throughout the country, mostly serving the Irish (or formerly-Irish) community. In Northern Ireland itself, the two Christian communities, Protestant and Catholic continue to challenge each other across the street, although in 2009 it seems that they are learning to live with each other. All of these churches with the exception of the black evangelical churches have a declining membership.
Islam
At the end of the first edition of Understanding Britain I quoted the words of a young Muslim.
To be a Muslim means to believe in One God and Muhammed as the Messenger of God; to pray five times a day; to give a certain amount of money to the poor; to perform a pilgrimage; and to fast during Ramadan. I am faced with the question, do these facets of being Muslim affect the way I live with other people in Britain? The answer is 'no' since my religious duties are very personal. Then I ask, 'Should Muslims assimilate themselves into British society?' I don't think Muslims should abandon their principles and ideals; they should retain their Islamic identity. But at the same time they should mingle and merge with the rest of society.
In Britain today the vast majority of Muslims would agree with this statement of British Islamic principles. Around 1.5 million people (2.7% of the population) declared themselves to be Muslims in the 2001 census. There may be as many as 1.8 million today and, as compared with those who called themselves Christian, they are much more likely to be practising Muslims who attend mosque regularly and carry out their religious obligations as described above. They constitute a small but significant number of British citizens.
Inevitably the politics of the last ten years or so have influenced the way in which Muslims are regarded by non-Muslims. A few British Muslims, born and growing up in this country, feel deeply alienated from British life. On 7th July 2005 four young British Muslims blew themselves up with home-made bombs, three on the London Underground, and one on a London bus. As a result of the four explosions, 52 other people were killed and about 700 injured. The leader of the suicide bombers explained in a videotape that 'I am directly responsible for protecting and avenging my Muslim brothers and sisters. Until we feel security you will be our targets and until you stop the bombing, gassing, imprisonment and torture of my people we will not stop this fight.' So their motivation was both religious and political. (They were opposed to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.) Many commentators made the point that the first victim of those bombings to be buried was a British Bangladeshi woman who was both a happy young Londoner and a devout Muslim.
It is that bitter fundamentalist connection of religion and politics, previously known to us by the 'Troubles' for thirty years in Northern Ireland, which we try to prevent by our emphasis on religious tolerance. Huge efforts by all kinds of groups have been put into restoring public confidence in Muslims and in the activities in the mosques. It is difficult to know how successful these efforts are, but at least we have not had the great hate processions seen in other countries. We may be irreligious but we are less inclined that most peoples to kill each other in the name of God - a fact which, if there is a God, He would presumably approve of.
Morality and Religion
So statistically Britain is a godless society. In this it is similar to most developed European countries which have also experienced rapidly declining religious belief (though it is very different from the United States of America which is a strongly religious nation). Historically many British institutions are nominally Christian, which leaves them with dilemmas about how to fulfil their responsibilities. For example, the BBC was founded in the 1920s with a strong Christian ethos. In 2009, on the BBC early morning news and comment programme, 'Today', which is listened to by millions of people, there is a regular two-minute religious slot called 'Thought for the Day'. Two minutes only! -and the 'thoughts' now come from many different kinds of Protestants, Catholics, Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and even, very occasionally, religious doubters. (The BBC also broadcasts religious services and discussions on religious belief. My point is that the two-minute slot is now seen as an opportunity for expressing religious diversity.)
Very often these 'thoughts' are concerned with the stability of family life, the need to teach children to have respect for others which is inspired by the love of God. Many British people would agree that having a firm religious structure to family life gives ii a moral stability which is good for children, so they are half-inclined to agree with these speakers even if they have no religious belief themselves. But we have to ask ourselves: Do our children turn out to be virtuous or delinquent according to the religious beliefs or lack of them in the family home? Certainly not. Yes, there is general agreement that children should be kind, helpful to neighbours, honest and loving, but these are not exclusively religious virtues. In difficult moral areas such as attitudes to those in power, sexual behaviour, and the need for choices which involve pain and distress for others - all those problems which human beings face - Christianity has no clear answer. There are a multiplicity of answers, and individuals have to work out for themselves what they should do.
The world our children grow up into is indubitably secular. Public discussions of morality consider the views of different religious leaders but do not refer problems back to 'the words of our Lord (Jesus)' as they would have done in earlier generations. Instead many kinds of people speak out -philosophers, scientists, lawyers, politicians, doctors, teachers, charity workers, and people who may have no specialist profession but who feel strongly on the matter. For example, Britain is in the middle of a big debate on what to do about assisted suicide. If someone suffering from a painful and incurable disease wishes to take his or her own life, but is too ill and too weak to be able to do so without assistance, can others legally help that person? Such questions used to be considered the special territory of priests and doctors; now we are in a much more open, democratic, less-authority-bound and less religious society. The priest (he or she - we have had women priests in the Church of England for nearly twenty years, and ministers in the other Protestant churches for much longer) will be listened to, but so will the voices of thousands of others. This will be a long and difficult debate, but it will not be decided on the basis of 'what religion says'.
Here are the words of a Church of England priest who has given much thought to contemporary Britain and who has come to some melancholy conclusions: 'Look below the surface - and discover a country in deep confusion about its ethical and spiritual condition. The greatest shock to the self-understanding of British Christians is surely the growing number of people in this country who are subscribing to other faiths. Churches which have seen themselves for centuries as struggling against unbelief have now to understand their place in a society where other religious beliefs are strongly held and are a vital element of cultural and ethnic identity for many. For the churches, the alternatives are competition (between churches, between religions and between 'the church' and 'the world') and cooperation - not only the coming together of churches and of faiths, but the conviction that Christian aims are advanced by working, where possible, with secular groups and trends rather than against them. In the end, the church is not important for most Britons. It is significant at times of family celebration: baptisms, weddings and funerals. But a Christian daily life is only for enthusiasts."

Chapter 6. A Brief History of Sport in Britain

One hundred years ago Britain was famous for its devotion to organised sport. The schools which trained young men to go out and run the British Empire insisted that the boys should practice Association football or Rugby football in winter and cricket in summer for hours every week. By the middle of the twentieth century organised team games were a part of the curriculum in all secondary schools: football and cricket for the boys, field hockey and netball for the girls, and, where possible, tennis for both sexes. Such games were typically played for two or three lessons a week by all pupils. Competitive leagues were established among groups of schools, with teams travelling from one school to another, so that 'after-school' sporting events became the largest and most important element in extra-curricular activity. The aim of all this activity was not to find Olympic winners, but to encourage all pupils to be active and healthy and to learn the 'team spirit'. Although not all pupils enjoyed 'PE' or 'Physical Education', to be a member of a school team playing against other school teams was considered a great honour.
By the 1980s when there was much more emphasis on 'individual development' in schools, and much less on 'team spirit', schools were encouraged by the government to improve their resources by 'earning' money. For example, they might need more books or decent furniture or a new building for science, and very often the money allotted to them by the Local Education Authority was not sufficient. But how can a school make money? School governors and staff began to look at their sports fields. In our crowded island so little space is available that every possible site is precious. In order to protect the countryside, planning laws often prevent councils from building in the open 'green' land beyond the edges of towns, so the councils have to look inside the urban area. Attached to the secondary schools were all these sports fields for football, hockey, cricket, which were used during the school day and otherwise left empty. For the public these fields might be pleasant to look at or to walk beside, but they were not 'profitable space'. So local councils and private building firms negotiated with the schools to sell their playing fields for building houses. During these years much green space around the schools was lost for ever. Even when parents and local people fought to save a playing field, the struggle was always expensive and often unsuccessful. On the one hand the schools received money for teachers, books, materials; on the other hand, during the 1990s organised sport became a minority activity, and ceased to be a regular part of the life of every British child.
At the very end of the 1990s the Government decided to change direction and start putting more money into sport. The money came partly from the Government, and partly from the National Lottery. Slowly sport in schools is being regenerated, but, given the crowded school syllabus for most pupils, sports teachers struggle for time against the demands of many other teachers. At the same time, doctors are worried that the younger generation is not getting enough exercise. They point out that far too many school children are overweight, unhealthy and physically unadventurous. So the PE teachers have some allies.
At university, in contrast to Russia, sport is not part of any compulsory curriculum. Playing team games or taking part in gymnastics or rowing or martial arts is entirely a matter of choice. University sports clubs get a grant towards the costs of sport which is then used according to the wishes of the students. The students themselves also contribute towards the costs. Most universities have built up a range of sports facilities which are often open to the local community for a small fee, so the universities get some financial return on their investment.
Outside schools and universities are all kinds of sports clubs and groups, sometimes rather grand clubs with substantial entry fees (such as many golf clubs), sometimes a simple group of parents who meet to teach children how to kick a ball around on Saturday mornings. Team games are often organised through the work place. If you work for a firm and are enthusiastic about football, you will search out another ten enthusiasts and agree to play among yourselves five-a-side football. When you are reasonably confident, you will challenge other teams from other companies and organisations. Usually, new employees find such groups already in existence; but if they want to practice a sport which does not exist in their workplace, they can decide to do the organising by themselves, and perhaps ask their company to help by hiring a football ground or by hiring equipment.
Another way of organising team games is through pubs. Many pubs have skittle alleys or darts teams. If they are pubs with regular local customers (not the kind that tourists visit) they may also be in a football league, playing other pub teams in the district on Sundays. All these games are entirely amateur, played simply for fun, and often played by people who are nearer 40 than 20 or, in the case of golf, tennis, swimming and bowls, often much older than 40.
Competitive sport at national and international level requires a different approach. We have to have special trainers to train the brilliant boys and girls who are capable of winning sports competitions. Many sports commentators believe that sport at professional league level is better than it has ever been before, whether or not England is successful in international tournaments. Since we have limited resources, there is always a tension between training the gifted sportsman and ensuring that as many people as possible play at their own level.
The English pride themselves on having invented most competitive team games including football. In any case, as elsewhere in the world, for much of the year our national obsession seems to be following the fates of our football teams. Even when they are not very successful, they are supported by millions of fans. Football enthusiasts in Russia are able to recite the exploits and players of our best Premier League teams, and everyone seems to have heard of Manchester United. However we should make a distinction between watching/supporting football teams and playing football. Football is regularly played by about 10% of men, though far more people watch the games live or on television than actually go out to kick a ball around. As active sport, what matters are the loyalties to local amateur football leagues and to the children's Saturday sports clubs which come out of a different world from the excitement of fans at the time of the European or World Cup.
Smaller numbers play rugby football, cricket, tennis and field hockey (which is mostly played by women). Something must be said about cricket in a book on English culture. Cricket is 'the English game' in a quite different way from football. Whereas football is international and yet can be played on any patch of grass by small boys, cricket is English (not Scottish or Irish though there are Welsh teams). Cricket needs two special bats, a small hard ball, three stout sticks and a dry and level piece of ground, even for the most informal of games. Cricket was taken by the English to many of the countries that were once part of the British Empire, with the result that today you will find its most fanatical players in India, Pakistan, Australia, the West Indies and South Africa. These countries and one or two others play in an international league together with England; occasionally England wins. But whether or not the English are successful internationally, cricket, which is unknown in most of the world, is a very special English cultural game, so here is a short account of it.
Cricket is a game played between two teams of eleven players. The players in one team 'bat', which is to say that they, in turn, try to hit a ball which is thrown at them so hard that the ball flies through the air and long way off. One player in the other team is the bowler who throws the ball; the other members of his team try to catch the ball when it is hit by the batsman. The batsman scores by running between two special posts (wickets) while the ball he has hit is somewhere else in the field. The batsman loses if the wicket he guards is hit by the ball bowled by the bowler, or if he is still running between the two wickets when the ball is returned from the field to his own wicket. When all the batsman on one side are 'out' (when they have lost), the teams switch activities.
This apparently simple game has exceedingly subtle rules. It is regarded by philosophers and poets as the height of sport-as-art, sport-as-psychology, sport-as-philosophy, sport-as-spiritual-refreshment. It is possible to play the game in a few hours; or in a day; or in two days. The English consider that the highest form of the sport occurs when England and Australia play five-day matches. Very often nobody wins; the game is drawn - usually because of a complicated mixture of psychology and the weather. (The weather is less of problem in India and Australia where sunny dry days are more frequent, a fact which partly explains why Indians and Australians tend to be better than the English at the 'English game'.) A game which goes on for so long, where everything seems to happen so slowly and where a draw is as common as a win-lose, is clearly not a game for everyone. Americans would not be able to stand such a sport although a few of them were enthusiasts 200 years ago. However, the slow pace of the game is misleading; when a bowler throws a ball at a batsman, the ball can reach speeds of 150 kilometres an hour. Even in the eighteenth century the heir to the throne was killed by being hit on the head by a fast-bowled ball.
Some other facts about cricket: besides the professional teams, we have many local amateur teams. But where amateur football conjures up an image of a lot of men running around a muddy field and attacking the goals at either end, amateur cricket conjures up an image of summer, a village field, and twenty-two men in white shirts and long white trousers walking in a leisurely fashion backwards and forwards from one mysterious spot to another. Tourists cannot hope to understand the intense pleasures of this game; readers should be warned that well-loved novels, plays and poetry in English have celebrated cricket and described, often at great length, the exact details of a few hours of an imaginary game. Accounts of real games are kept in a precious archive and brought out every few years by the BBC so that enthusiasts can watch or listen, once again, to that sound of a ball on a bat made of wood from the willow tree.
Team games, so beloved in British schools a hundred years ago, are not our chief sporting activity if you count the number of people who actually take part. For if you extend the list to cycling, swimming, keep-fit classes, fishing, climbing and walking, far more people claim to take part in regular active sports. These activities are mostly non-competitive, easy to organise, and popular with people on their own or enjoying themselves in twos and threes. The list is by no means the same as a Russian list. For example, hunting in Britain, whether on horseback with dogs, or on foot with a shotgun, is only for a few rich people - we have virtually no forests, and those which exist are owned by private landlords. We have plenty of rivers and many angling clubs which organise fishing sites and competitions: coarse fishing is cheap, but fly fishing for trout and salmon (on private river banks) is very expensive. Most weekends you will see anglers sitting beside the rivers and canals, seemingly immobile for hours, waiting for the fish to bite; however, since our waters rarely freeze over, we have no tradition of ice-fishing through little holes: our fishermen sit on muddy grass at all seasons of the year.
Weather affects not only the games we play, (no ice-hockey, but football throughout the year) but also the independent sports such as cycling, golf and walking. In southern Britain snow is unusual, while even in the hottest summers we rarely reach 26 degrees. So these sports can take place at almost any time. In Scotland we have skiing centres in the Cairngorm mountains, but the snow is not as reliable as in the Alps. Geography affects us too. The seas - tidal, restless, excitingly bespeckled with islands, and always liable to gales - surround us. So the British go out in boats. All children are trained to swim, and almost all learn to do so. Some children are taught to sail on local lakes and reservoirs. Real enthusiasts progress to sailing round the coasts, and then to crossing the Atlantic. And for those who have neither the money nor the expertise to sail, there are always rowing boats for rowing down our beautiful winding rivers. Not surprisingly, the British are internationally successfully at sailing and other boating sports.
We also have mountains in Wales, the Lake District and Scotland which are (by Russian standards) very close to all of us, and which provide ideal conditions for rock climbing and for practice in climbing far higher mountains in the Alps, the Himalayas, and elsewhere. The mountains are not high but they are rocky, steep, and in winter provide experience of sub-Arctic conditions. Mountaineering was another sport invented' by the British in the nineteenth century.
Neither football nor fishing is the most popular physical activity in Britain. Apart from gardening which I discuss in another chapter, by far the most common vigorous physical activity is 'walking'. Russians do not think of 'walking' as a sporting activity, for reasons of geography, transport and culture. For many British people it is as commonplace as digging a dacha garden is for Russians - a necessary part of the weekend, an activity for all ages but especially the middle-aged and elderly.
For some decades now it has been customary for Britons to drive to work, or to take the train or bus. People only walk or cycle very short distances. Long hours of work, narrow crowded pavements, pollution from traffic all discourage regular daily exercise during the working week. Consequently by the weekend many of us are restless and hungry for the countryside. Although most of our land is privately owned, a network of 'Public Footpaths' allows people to walk across farmland, through woods, along by streams, up and down hills, through small villages, across valleys and into woods of different trees and animal life. From all the big towns, even London, it is easy to reach beautiful varied countryside.
'Walking' can consist of no more than four or five kilometres along these footpaths; a country ramble for an hour or two. For more ambitious walkers, specially designated 'long-distance national paths' exist across the country and around the coasts, which can stretch for two or three hundred kilometres. People will typically walk the paths for two or three days at a time, spend each night either in a bed-and-breakfast room or in a hostel, complete perhaps a third of the distance and return a few weeks later to continue where they left off. In hilly and mountainous country marked paths provide hours of strenuous walking, although many people prefer to take their own routes across the mountain tops.
Is this custom of moving one foot in front of the other for fun any different from the walking which most Russians take for granted as a means of getting to work, to the shops, to the bus every day? It seems to me that although Russians will walk steadily for long distances, you do not think of walking far in the countryside, and because of the underlying geography of your country, most of you spend little time walking up and down hill. The elderly English 'rambler' will easily cover twelve or fifteen kilometres, walking steadily and constantly ascending and descending our rolling countryside or our steep sea-coast cliffs. Our walking seems to me to be closer to your skiing; it is usually more vigorous than the strolls which Russians allow themselves in summer near their dachas. Sometimes it turns into jogging or running or scrambling over rough and rocky ground. In any case, very brisk walking uses many different muscles and exercises the heart - like weekend work in the dacha garden.

Chapter 7. Alcohol, Nicotine and other Dangerous Substances

In eighteenth-century Britain, gin was widespread, cheap and for many desperate poor people, a drug of addiction. Pregnant women who did not want to give birth to their babies believed that a bottle of gin would produce an immediate abortion; sometimes the method worked, but often the damage was to the mother rather than the unborn baby. The artist, William Hogarth (1697-1764), painted pictures of miserable alcoholic women lying in alleys, dying of an overdose of the drug, alcohol.
Today, in Britain, gin can be bought on any premises licensed to sell spirits; and when mixed with tonic or a vermouth it is a popular drink, notably among the respectable middle classes. Gin is one of several spirits sold in Britain. By 'spirits' I mean distilled alcohol. The standard spirits available in our bars and shops are whisky, brandy, vodka, rum and gin. The standard alcoholic content in these bottles is 40%, as it is in Russia. Like all spirits, a bottle of gin is heavily taxed, and costs five times as much as a similar bottle of vodka costs in Russia. For adults to drink alcohol is perfectly legal in Britain. Many people would describe it as the official drug.
In the early part of the twentieth century, as the film industry developed, almost every screen hero would be seen smoking a cigarette. The message sent from the screen was that you were not a Real Man unless you smoked; by contrast non-smokers in films were often portrayed as pathetic, nervous, irritable people who were rarely successful with the girls. Off the screen, in British streets, most men and some women smoked, many of them incessantly. There were no bans on smoking in public places; cinemas and trains stank of cigarette smoke. The government assumed that soldiers needed cigarettes and sent special supplies to the front during the war.
Today smoking is banned in all enclosed public spaces including pubs and other places of relaxation. In practice that means that you can smoke at home, in the homes of friends who do not mind if you do, and in the open air. Propaganda explaining the dangers of smoking is widespread in schools and workplaces. Film
heroes are non-smokers, whereas smokers tend to be portrayed as pathetic, nervous, irritable people who are despised by clean fresh pretty girls. Tobacco is also heavily taxed, such that those taxes also contribute significantly to the exchequer.
In the late nineteenth century Sherlock Holmes, the great fictional detective, used to inject himself with morphine or cocaine whenever boredom overcame him. His mind craved 'artificial stimulants'. In The Sign of Four Dr Watson remonstrated with him for his indulgence in drug-taking. 'The brain may be ... roused and excited, but it is a pathological and morbid process, which involves increased tissue-change and may at least leave a permanent weakness" he told Holmes. But the great man was unimpressed, and in the last sentence of the novel he stretches out his long white hand for the cocaine bottle.
The stories of Sherlock Holmes remain world-wide favourites with young and old. Yet in Britain today, anyone who behaved as Sherlock Holmes did one hundred and twenty years ago could find themselves in prison.
Three kinds of drugs - alcohol, nicotine and cocaine which were all once perfectly legal are now, in Britain in the early twenty-first century, treated very differently as a matter of public policy. This chapter examines the culture and social consequences of drinking, smoking and using illegal drugs in Britain. It also provides a history of the way in which democratic government has interacted with popular opinion in developing policies to deal with drugs.
Alcohol
In all European countries drinking alcohol is part of normal everyday life. A glass of wine, a bottle of beer, a dram of whisky all contribute to that pleasant social activity 'drinking with friends', whether we drink in the home, in a pub or caf�, or out in the open air during a picnic. What is less well-known unless you are able to travel from one country to another and observe the natives instead of the tourists, is how widely the drinking culture of one country varies from that of another. The English do not drink like the French. The Germans do not drink like the Russians. The Scots do not drink like the Italians. In this chapter I look at how and why the English drink as they do; and I try to answer some questions that Russians have asked me about the strange behaviour of English students. Then I look at the social, medical and legal implications of government policy on drinking alcohol, and discuss how far politics can change culture.
Some definitions first. By 'alcohol' I mean any drink which contains alcohol, whether it be 4% or 40%. Beer is 'brewed', wine is 'made', spirits are 'distilled'. English beer is brewed by a different method from the beer in the rest of Europe, including Russia. So our beer has a distinctive taste. Many of us enjoy the imported lager beers with which you are familiar. Very few vineyards exist in England; almost all our wine is imported. As for spirits, whisky is distilled in Scotland and sold throughout the world, gin is distilled in England (among other places), some 'vodka' is distilled in Britain, but good vodka is imported from Russia and Poland. The drink you call 'konyak' is distilled from grapes. We call this drink 'brandy' and import it from France. In the European Union, 'cognac' applies to a kind of brandy made in a particular area in France, and the law states that no other area can use this word! In pubs, draught beer -i.e. beer which is not in bottles - is sold in pints. A pint is a little more than half a litre. (You can also buy half-a-pint of beer. That is a perfectly normal measure, particularly for a woman, or, for example, in the middle of the day.) Wine is sold in glasses which used to contain 125 millilitres (one sixth of a wine bottle) but is now sold in glasses containing 175ml. or 250ml. Spirits are generally sold in 25 millilitre measures. (See below for a further discussion of these measures.)
If you are going to understand Britain, you need to understand what an English pub is like, since what is called a 'Pub' in Russia is Not The Real Thing. A pub is a kind of neighbourhood club where most of the customers are 'locals', people who know each other, who sit and talk for an hour or so, and who may drink as little as half a pint of beer during that time. Nobody is forced to talk to other people, but the atmosphere is friendly and relaxing. I once entered a so-called 'pub' in Russia, and was informed that I must leave because every place was taken. In England nobody has the right to tell you to leave - unless you are drunk or violent - because any adult is legally entitled to come into a pub. ('Pub' stands for 'public house'; the laws licensing their use insist that they must be open at certain times because travellers have the right to quench their thirst.) People rearrange the tables, squeeze up together, share corners, or quietly leave because they themselves decide that the place is overcrowded.
Many of our pubs are in very old buildings because for centuries people have felt the need for a good, thirst-quenching mug of beer and a place to rest. Consequently, once a pub is established there is rarely a good reason for closing it. Customers become used to old stone walls, sixteenth-century beams across the ceiling, eighteenth-century windows, or, especially in the big cities, nineteenth-century panelling, mirrors, dark wood and heavy tables. Some big pubs were specially built in the twentieth century near main roads so that drivers could stop for refreshment. If you are visiting England, you will probably drop into a pub intended for tourists in the centre of the city; they provide a special experience for visitors and foreigners but if you want somewhere more typical ask your English friends to take you away from the crowds.
Fifty years ago, English pubs were places where men went to drink, away from their families and in the company of their friends. Women rarely went into pubs unless they were heavy drinkers; most women stayed at home and tried to save as much money as they could for ordinary household expenses. Then, in the nineteen-seventies and nineteen-eighties, as the country became more prosperous and more relaxed, women began to join their men for a drink out, and pub culture changed.
The arrival of women - wives, sisters, girlfriends, and women coming in together as friends - meant that different drinks began to be supplied. Men mostly drank beer; women mostly preferred wine. In earlier decades, you could find, stuck behind the bar, a bottle of horrible red wine and a bottle of horrible white wine which no-one bothered to look after. When the women arrived, the landlords studied the wines of France, Italy, Spain, and later, of Australia, Chile, Argentina, for they needed to buy good wines for their customers.
Women also liked the idea of eating something with their drinks; perhaps a sandwich or a light salad, or at lunch time a light meal. Many pubs began serving food, sometimes brought in from a commercial source, but often decent food cooked on the premises. Then wives who were also mothers decided that they would like to bring their children along to what was becoming a kind of family club. The law said that children were not admitted to the bar, but regulations were changed in some pubs, especially if food was sold as well as alcohol. Children began to come with their parents (not on their own) during the daytime. Not everyone welcomed these changes. Many men yearned for a woman-free evening with their mates; many middle-aged men and women wanted adult conversation without children disturbing them; many young couples on the other hand wanted to enjoy their leisure time with their children. So if you ever wonder at the number of pubs in an English town, you should remember that each one provides a service for a specific community. Anyone is entitled to use any pub, but you will find some are full of men playing darts or dominoes, while others have small children in one room and family tables. People choose their 'local' according to their taste and help to make it part of their own community.
A pub which is a real 'local' may hold special evening events. In 2009, probably the most popular is a 'quiz night'. Regular customers form teams of 4 or 5 people and compete to answer quiz questions. Some pubs hold beer tastings, and offer beers brewed in small breweries across England.
Alcohol is therefore seen as a drug which gives a great deal of more-or-less harmless pleasure to millions of people. It is part of social life for the majority of British adults. Moreover some kinds of alcohol can be good for one's health in small amounts, especially in easing heart conditions.
The problem with alcohol is that it is also bad for one's health if taken in excess. It can irreparably damage the liver, it changes people's behaviour so that they become violent and aggressive or stupidly incompetent, and in some case it can be frighteningly addictive. Victims of alcoholism ruin their lives and those of their families by abandoning everything for drink, like those wretched eighteenth-century gin-drinkers. Besides, alcohol makes people poor judges of their own actions. Even half a litre of beer can affect one's ability to drive safely; since people started driving cars, alcohol has caused hundreds of thousands of deaths on the roads, not just of the drinkers themselves but of innocent non-drinking people.
In the 1920s the Americans experimented with 'Prohibition' -banning the consumption of alcohol altogether. The chief effect was to criminalise millions of previously law-abiding citizens as they searched for ways to avoid the law and buy, beg, steal or actually produce the illegal drug themselves. Much the same happened in the mid-1980s when Mikhail Gorbachev introduced near-prohibition into the Soviet Union, although it must be admitted that his law also reduced the death-rate from alcohol. In the twentieth century the British have never banned alcohol; their policy has been to regulate its use through licensing and taxes.
If you want to buy beers, wines and spirits to drink at home, you can only buy them in places with special licences, and only if you are over eighteen years old. In public, alcohol can only be consumed in special licensed premises - pubs, some restaurants, some clubs with limited membership. Drinking in the street can be an offence: some towns in Britain have local laws to stop drinking in streets and parks. Licences cost money and require the licensee to open and close at certain hours. Shop licenses follow similar rules. Alcohol, in Britain as elsewhere, is heavily taxed - it represents an important, indeed, essential part of Government revenue. Every year the Chancellor of the Exchequer (our Finance Minister) announces by how much he is going to raise the tax on different kinds of alcohol, or whether, this year, he is not going to raise taxes at all.
These regulations kept England a relatively sober country until the 1980s. Beer was the national drink, and much less heavily taxed than spirits (per gram of alcohol). In Scotland where whisky was the traditional drink, and where drinking was treated as an evil by many people for religious reasons, the actual consumption of alcohol was much higher. It is easier to get drunk on spirits such as whisky than on beer, and if you have to do it in secret, or stand in uncomfortable pubs which are only open for a few hours, you will tend to swallow down as much as you can in a short time. When the licensing hours in Scotland were extended and beer was encouraged rather than whisky, many Scots began to adopt the English pattern of leisurely sociable drinking over a pleasantly long period. The amount of alcohol consumed actually went down.
Over the last twenty years or so we have became a major wine-drinking country. Millions of bottles of decent wine are sold every day in our supermarkets as well as from many specialist shops. At the same time, licensing laws have become more liberal: pubs can and do stay open longer, while clubs are open all night for entertainment and drinking.
This account suggests that we are civilised drinkers - and most of us are. But as our incomes have increased, the consumption of alcohol has gone up, especially among the young: teenagers and those in their early twenties. Whereas thirty years ago, most people were classified as 'rare or modest drinkers', today those modest drinkers and the generation following them have doubled or trebled their weekly intake. What was once 'heavy drinking' is now 'normal drinking'.
Government advice recommends not more than 28 units of alcohol a week for men, not more than 21 for women. A unit is about 250 centilitres of ordinary beer. The majority of the adult population do not drink as much as that, but a significant minority drink more. (When people tell researchers how much alcohol they have drunk, they typically underestimate by between 50% and 100%. But since samogon is unknown here, researchers can compare how much people say they have drunk with how much is sold in the country - and adjust the figures accordingly!)
Britain has acquired a damaging reputation for heavy and offensive public drinking. Visitors, including Russians, are shocked at student-age young people very obviously and noisily drunk in our town centres on Friday and Saturday nights. The fashion for 'binge drinking', where the aim is to become, once a week or so, absolutely incapable and inebriated in public places, shocks and puzzles many British people too. One reason is that pubs have made it easier to drink too much. As I noted above, the 'old' wineglass contained 125ml. Today most pubs offer two sizes of wineglass: 175ml. and 250ml. So what used to be two drinks has now become one drink - and that does not seem to be very much. A more important reason is that supermarkets now offer very cheap alcohol in order to attract young buyers (sometimes under-age buyers) into their stores. The government is torn between trying to restrict improper use of alcohol and an anxious desire not to seem to be telling people how to run their lives.
For students, university bars are one of the most prominent features of a modern university. They are the hub of social life, which means that much lively enjoyment is associated with drinking; even those who simply do not like alcohol will find that they are spending a lot of time in the bar, sipping orange juice. These non-drinking onlookers may think the bar culture is aggressive and/or distressing. If so, they can take comfort from the fact that excessive youthful drinking is probably declining. In 2009 it seems that our overall alcohol consumption fell for the third or fourth year.
The crime of drink-driving is strongly disapproved of by younger people. Drinking and driving is no longer part of youth (or any) culture. One person in the group does not drink (or does not drink more than one glass, for British law allows you to have up to 80 millilitres of alcohol in your blood and still drive legally) or else everyone walks home or goes home by bus or taxi.
Looking at the behaviour of drinkers, we can easily compare British and Russian habits. While Russians overall drink more, Russian young people, especially students and especially girls, drink less. Few British girls are teetotallers (people who refuse to drink any alcohol) in the way that so many Russian girls are. The reason seems to be partly that British girls have more money, and partly that they do not believe that drinking necessarily leads to overuse. They believe it is possible to enjoy one drink in company without finding that they are drifting downwards into alcoholism. They observe that they can sip slowly, over a long period. Even spirit-drinkers usually mix their vodka and gin with something else non-alcoholic or mildly alcoholic. Whisky is sometimes diluted with water or ice, although brandy is drunk neat (i.e. without dilution.) But whether diluted or not, spirits are never thrown back in a single gulp. Neither is wine, nor beer -except perhaps for the first draught of beer on a hot thirst-making day. Wine, whisky, brandy, gin and various mixed drinks - all are sipped and tasted. The pleasure is in the taste, in the experience of drinking that particular drink. Consequently, the Russian habit of consuming individual gulps of spirit, is considered by the British to be barbarous. Where, they ask, is the pleasurable experience in that habit? What is the point?
I explain to my British friends that small quantities of Russian vodka, served ice-cold and drunk in this way with sour cucumbers or salted fish, is a real delicacy. I explain that no Russian would sip vodka over a long period without food. (The British often drink without food, which is a bad habit.) Having tried both methods, I think Russians are right in their way of consuming their national drink. However, to gulp down anything else - including whisky and brandy - is indeed barbarous. These are sophisticated drinks, and swallowing them is a terrible waste. They should be sipped and savoured.
One Russian custom is not traditional in Britain. We do not believe that it is necessary to 'finish the bottle'. The mark of a civilised drinker is to be able to drink as much as is pleasant and decent, without getting drunk and without finishing the bottle. If several people are enjoying themselves, bottles will be finished - but that is a matter of chance, not of pride. Only the ignorant, the barbarous and stupid teenagers try to finish the bottle for its own sake.
Should our British traditions of drinking, at home and in the pub or restaurant or club be changed? Most people seem to think that we have found a reasonable way of living with alcohol, as a nation, but agree that the problems of alcoholism are nonetheless widespread and, overall, far more damaging than the problems of illegal drugs. Sometimes governments propose bringing in more restrictive legislation, but they are immediately told that to do so would be grossly unfair to the millions of quiet civilised drinkers in our country. Such people may be deluded, but it is difficult to see that moderate drinking does any harm - and it gives a great deal of pleasure. I am also struck by the fact that of all the people whom I have consulted for this chapter, everyone drinks and none believes that he or she, personally, drinks too much!
Nicotine
Smoking is a different story. The evidence that smoking is bad for our health is overwhelming. True, some individuals can smoke like a chimney from nine to ninety, and die peacefully of old age. But this is rare. Statistically, smoking, even a small amount, lowers life expectancy (the age at which statistically you are likely to die) and it is a prime cause of many very unpleasant and fatal illnesses. Any sensible person who has studied the facts will not start, or will give up, smoking.
In Britain the number of smokers has declined steadily since the 1960s, when the true dangers of inhaling nicotine and tar were demonstrated by scientists. During the 1990s this declining trend levelled out, and even, in the case of girls, began to rise again. It is as though many teenagers, especially girls, want to try out smoking as a new experience. Fortunately most of them then give it up. Around 15% of the professional classes (highly educated, specially trained, well-paid people) smoke; among unskilled manual workers and low-paid women workers, the percentage who smoke is higher, around 26%. Of those who do smoke, around two-thirds say they would like to give up the habit, but, not surprisingly, heavy smokers (smoking more than 20 cigarettes a day) are much less keen to do so.
On 1st July 2007 a law was passed to ban smoking in all public enclosed and almost-enclosed places. That includes offices, factories, shops, restaurants, cinemas, buses, trains, pubs and other places of entertainment. Before the law was passed there was a big public debate - another of the more successful examples of democracy in practice in the sense that Government proposals were based on scientific research, economics, reports from the National Health Service and the opinions of the public, sought out in many different ways.
Although the law was passed by a large majority in Parliament, there were those who opposed it. To the smoker's ears, these proposals and regulations were enunciated by puritanical killjoys who took pleasure in telling other people what they should not do. Was it right for a pub landlord to be forced to turn away local regulars - elderly men, most of them - who had always smoked in that particular pub and whose enjoyment would be destroyed if they were forbidden to do so in order to satisfy the demands of non-smokers who probably would not visit that pub anyway? Even non-smokers were sometimes troubled by the aggressive tone of the anti-smoking campaigners: 'I don't smoke myself, but aren't we in danger of reducing smokers to guilt-ridden, psychologically-damaged individuals by all this authoritarian moral bullying?'
Despite these objections and this unease, British social attitudes to nicotine have undergone a huge change.
The economic arguments were complicated. (They may seem cynical, but they had to be calculated since we all depend on the money raised in Britain to pay for our services including the National Health Service.) Like alcohol, smoking is heavily taxed and brings in vast sums to the Treasury. So if people stop smoking, the government loses millions in tax revenues. On the other hand, doctors point out that fewer smokers would be bound to save the country money, because so much NHS money is currently being spent on smoke-related illnesses. We have to think of the lung cancers, the heart diseases, the infertility.
In fact the ban has been accepted with little fuss. For many years restrictions on cigarette advertisements together with constant propaganda and much help from the Health Service for those who wish to give up have managed to change our culture. In sharp contrast to the pleasant atmosphere in which alcohol can be drunk, the places available for smoker are mostly uncomfortable if they leave their own homes. Fewer people smoke; they smoke less; and they mostly smoke outside in the street, in huddled groups, if necessary in the dark and rain. As a result, Britain has become a cleaner and (in this respect) a healthier place.
Illegal drugs: Cannabis, Heroin, Cocaine, Crack, Amphetamines, LSD and others
Illegal drugs raise different questions. Which drugs should be illegal and why? What is the difference between alcohol and nicotine which are legal but regulated, and heroin, cocaine and other drugs for which you can be sent to prison if you are caught using them?
First, it should be stressed that only a small minority of the population uses or has used illegal drugs. So they are unlike nicotine, and quite unlike alcohol in the questions they raise about British culture and about government policy. Cannabis, by far the most widely used of illegal drugs, causes much confusion because the Government cannot decide how serious a drug it is. It was banned, then demoted to a not-very-serious drug, and then banned again. In 2009 its use is declining; looking back at their past, about 15 million people would admit to having tried it at least once or twice most of these millions did not go much further. Research suggests that there are between two and five million users today, most of them using it sparsely but regularly. The largest group are aged between 16 and 24, but the next largest group are people over 65, partly because many elderly people with a range of illnesses take it to reduce their pain. (Since the drug has been made illegal again, getting information about its use is difficult. Those who use it as pain relief are terrified that they will be accused and the drug which they have acquired with difficulty will be confiscated.)
Laws which are widely ignored undermine the efforts of sensible authorities. The vagueness of the cannabis law makes life particularly difficult for those who are supposed to be looking after children. One London schoolteacher told me: 'It was easy to establish a school rule of 'No alcohol to be drunk on the school premises!', because all the pupils understood that alcohol had to be regulated. The school rule was an aspect of that regulation. By contrast, when cannabis is a criminal offence flouted by so many, it is impossible for a school teacher to say, 'No smoking of cannabis between lessons!' since cannabis officially does not exist in the school. Pupils exploited the hypocrisy and confusion by openly smoking the drug. (Note that the teacher was referring to an inner-London school. In many school in quieter and more rural parts of the country the problem of illegal drug use scarcely exists among schoolchildren, although any enterprising child who wishes to experiment with cannabis can do so.)
It is generally agreed that cannabis does little harm. It is also generally agreed that the other major illegal drugs can do a great deal of harm. They include heroin, cocaine, crack cocaine, amphetamines and LSD. So should they continue to be illegal? Should the users be locked up in prison? How effective is treatment for drug addiction?
The debate is based on two intersecting arguments: first, that these drugs ruin the lives of users and their families, so supplies should be stopped from reaching present users and potential users; secondly, that our society should be protected from the damaging consequences of individual use.
If you want to prevent people from using drugs, you try to cut off supplies. You try to tackle drug dealing at source (in other countries), or at entry into Britain (through customs investigations) or in the country (through special police 'drug squads'.) Our police and drug squads have had considerable success in catching the smugglers but they know they can never stop this international trade so long as it is profitable. Once they have the drugs on the streets of Britain, it is in the interests of the drug smugglers to create addicts. Addicts then become criminals because they need money to buy the drugs. They steal from people in the streets, they rob houses, and many of them get involved in organised crime such as running illegal groups of helpless prostitutes. Therefore many people including members of police and political committees, social workers, health officials and other experts believe that the legalisation and regulation of all drugs is the best solution, because it would put an end to the criminal trade and would enable the government to control the quality and price of the drugs being sold. After all, the government now controls the quality and quantity of alcohol in any particular bottle. The problems of drug addicts rather than drug users could then be tackled by building special clinics and treatment centres.
But there are also members of the police and political committees, social workers, doctors and health workers and other experts who believe that these drugs should remain in the illegal category. One of their worries is the availability of legalised drugs to children, and another is that addiction to crack and cocaine especially can come very quickly. That it is a crime to use them acts as a deterrent to most young people. Nobody worries much if a young teenager makes himself sick by experimenting with alcohol, because the effects are likely to persuade him not to drink until he is older. But heroin may trap for life the inquisitive child who thinks he is simply playing a game. So the consequences for children must be considered.
That is a generous and sympathetic argument which raises another issue. Should we construct our laws on the basis of what children need? Are we in danger of living in an infantilised society.
Opponents of legalisation sometimes take a religious view: 'God has not given us our bodies for us to abuse them. Therefore all drugs are wrong.' (Painkillers? Sweets? Coffee?) On the other side is the libertarian argument. 'I think that all drugs should be legalised, because I don't think people should be prohibited from doing what they want to do to themselves. It is not feasible, and not morally desirable to tell people what they should or shouldn't do to their own bodies.'
All British governments for thirty years have debated these problems about illegal drugs. At present, we seem to be in a paradoxical situation: two long-term government policies are apparently leading in opposite directions. Although smoking tobacco is still legal the government has banned smoking in public places; although injecting, smoking or swallowing 'banned substances' is illegal the government is trying, very hesitantly, to help those who turn to drugs for pleasure or need. The use of 'clean needle' exchanges and of 'safe houses' where drug users can inject in a clean environment already exist in parts of Britain; everyone wants to prevent groups of drug addicts gathering together in public places and infecting each other with dirty needles which they then leave behind for children to pick up. But the existence of such schemes illustrates the government's ambivalence about drugs. If it is illegal to inject oneself with heroin, how can it be legal to exchange dirty heroin-and-blood-stained needles for clean ones?
It looks as if this confused situation will continue. Committees have examined evidence, courts have imposed sentences, official reports have offered different solutions. In a democracy the government will study all this information and then look nervously towards public opinion. Politicians know that if they even suggest changing the law about illegal drugs many of the tabloid newspapers will declare that This is a criminal government, out to destroy our children's lives!' They fear that voters will react in the same way. Perhaps politicians are correct in fearing public outrage at more liberal laws. Yet the majority of the population were certainly sympathetic to legalising cannabis, and perhaps a majority would favour regulated legal sales of these drugs. In 2009 we do know that nobody is going to vote for a political party simply because it advocates legalising drugs, while some voters would certainly vote against such a party. So, since we live in a democracy, we shall have to change the culture, as we did with smoking, before any effective full-ranging polices are introduced to look afresh at drug abuse.

Part 7. Britain and the World

The View From Our Corner
Heathrow Airport, just outside London, is the busiest international airport in the world. Millions of people, citizens of every country, queue, shuffle, hurry and drag luggage through it every year. At its busiest, planes fly off to one or another part of the world every ninety seconds. Anyone who spends much time in one of its five terminals quickly learns that London is just one city among thousands, the United Kingdom just one of the one hundred and seventy or so independent states of the world. 'How exotic to be in Britain,' exclaim uninitiated Russian visitors as they pass the immigration desk and step on to British territory. They are wrong. 'Exotic' is out there in Arkhangelsk or Samarkand or Bangkok or Nairobi. 'Britain' is home, the centre, the place from which to view the rest of world. In this chapter I try to describe what the British see when they look out from their offshore island. How do we relate those other countries and their people to us? And how is the situation changing?
When I wrote the first edition of Understanding Britain the world was changing rapidly. The Cold War had come to an end, the Soviet Union was on the point of collapse leaving America with unchallenged power, the eastern European countries were sorting themselves out, and Mandela was about to take over in South Africa. Looking at all these changes from our point of view, it seemed clear to many others besides myself that the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland still tearing itself apart) had specific and complex relationships with the British Commonwealth, the United States of America and the European Union. The British Commonwealth was of fading significance, but historically gave us connections to many distant parts of the world; with the USA we had a supposed 'special relationship'; and we were reluctant but committed members of the European Union. Nearly twenty years later, all those relationships have acquired ironic and unexpected implications, while the worldwide use of computers and the internet has changed our expectations of 'connection'. Nevertheless we can begin with those three political groupings.
The British Commonwealth
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the British Empire was the largest empire the world had ever known. We administered, more or less efficiently, enormous areas of the globe and established a great network of trading links and social models. School children before the Second World War and in the years immediately afterwards were taught to be proud of the Empire. It included countries settled almost exclusively by white Europeans, like Canada and Australia, areas like the Indian subcontinent which had a long history of being ruled by successive civilisations, and parts of Africa which had little experience of foreign interference until the British arrived. Somehow, we were told, these countries were all welded into one Empire with common values and a sense of common patriotism.. But in many countries, notably India, restlessness, resentment and even violence began to flare up from the 1850s onwards, even in parts which were thought to be calm and under control. By the 1930s, the protests of colonised people were becoming uncomfortably clear to politicians, intelligent observers and the colonial administrators; after the Second World War, the Empire collapsed. India achieved independence, which was followed by a devastating war between the newly created India and Pakistan. African and Caribbean countries began to break away; even Canada and Australia wanted reduced links with the 'motherland'. But the Empire did not disappear entirely. Those countries which wished to do so (the vast majority) remain within the 'Commonwealth', a 'family of nations', whose purpose is confused but which can still raise emotions among older British people.
Perhaps its most abiding significance is the extent to which some of our largest immigrant groups come from Commonwealth countries, notably India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and the West Indies. These are the countries with which we play cricket! The ties of Empire and sport have been converted into the ties of citizenship. Ironically, one of the countries which did not become part of the Commonwealth but which Britain controlled for many years between the world wars was Iraq. Among the reasons why the British joined in the occupation of Iraq with the USA, one of the most confused was a recognition that we might somehow be partly responsible for the situation there - as we are not responsible, for example, for Cambodia or Chile. The Commonwealth has virtually no political power but it represents for its member states a kind of family, the oddities of connections from long ago that still, perhaps, mean something. In this sense it is rather like your future 'near abroad' several generations after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
The United States of America: A special relationship?
After the Second World War, British politicians often spoke about our 'special relationship' with the United States of America. 'Britain stood alone against the Fascist powers,' they declared, 'until our solitary stand was supported first with economic aid and then with military force by the USA.' Together we had beaten the enemy! Our politicians argued that America and Britain stood together as special allies, surveying the wreckage of Europe and working together to forge a new world order. Both historically and politically this version of events is hardly accurate! In 1940 Britain did 'stand alone', and those months of crisis and of the Battle of Britain which was fought in the skies above southern Britain are now part of a great legend, celebrated in books, films and songs. At that stage the Soviet Union was still in secret alliance with Nazi Germany. Not until the summer of 1941 did Soviet forces turn against the invading Germany armies, thereby taking some of the pressure off Britain.
Because of events after the war, the essential role of the Soviet Union in defeating Nazi Germany was played down, and - in America if not in Britain - half forgotten, as the Second World War merged into the Cold War. In the ensuing confrontation of super-powers, British politicians were eager to show that we were a loyal and indispensable ally of the United States through ties of language, history and culture. Most analysts do not think that American politicians believed in this special relationship, but the concept was revived in the 1980s when Ronald Reagan and our Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, developed a personal admiration for each other.
The relationship between George W. Bush and our Prime Minister, Tony Blair from 2001 was undoubtedly close, much to the horror of many British people. Millions objected to our support for the American occupation of Iraq; the vast majority of people with higher education were against the occupation and were ready to argue that we had become not allies but slaves to American policies. But by then the government and many of our citizens were preoccupied by the idea that there was some kind of 'Muslim terrorist menace' which justified the occupation.
What does the United State of America mean to ordinary British citizens? Some people feel deeply attached to that country across the Atlantic. Sharing similar, if not identical, languages means a great deal for tourism and personal friendships. Many British families have American friends in a way in which they do not have Italian or German or even French friends, because a shared language is so helpful and because Americans are so friendly. 'Of course we are close,' such people will point out. Americans are never described as foreigners.'
Others fear that we have been 'swamped' by America politics and culture. They point to our involvement in the Middle East at American's behest. They evoke the mixture of bemusement and horror with which British soldiers, trained in a different tradition, watch the behaviour of American soldiers. They complain about the poor quality of films and TV programmes which come out of America (although these seem to be welcomed by most of the British.) They shudder at American neo-conservatives and evangelical Christians who operate in cultural worlds which are quite unfamiliar to us.
As for the young - teenagers and those in their early twenties -for them America is part of their world: the part that made computers and provides them with music, TV, rhythms, moods, attitudes, almost without their noticing. The open question is how far they will retain this acceptance of American culture as their culture, and how far, as they grow up, they will differentiate between Britain, their own country, and America, that cultural space which they can claim. For various reasons I discuss below, I think America will not and cannot 'take over' Britain culturally. The British who really want to become American will move to America.
The European Union
Britain has been part of the European Union, and taken part in its development from an economic community to a complex political organisation for more than thirty years. Yet the British still feel ambivalent about 'Europe' (meaning not the continent of Europe but the EU.) We do not belong to the 'eurozone' so we have to buy euros whenever we cross the English Channel by sea, by plane or by rail tunnel; we treat many EU regulations with suspicion; we like to think that we are independent and 'do things differently here'. It is possible, though our politicians have carefully avoided putting it to the vote, that a majority of us would prefer to leave the EU if Britain could do so. Nobody quite knows, because the reality is that we are members and will remain members. Grumbling about the reality is different from really wanting to change it.
In fact the European Union has had great influence upon our daily life, our culture and our expectations. For example laws about working conditions and safety conditions, approval of medical treatments, regulations about food (what can be grown, imported and eaten) and transport are all part of European law which has been absorbed into domestic law. Like other countries within the Union we can and do sometimes reject efforts at universal European participation. As Russians know, a Schengen visa which is valid for most parts of Europe is not valid for Britain. Much fuss was made when the kilo was introduced as a standard measure for weight. 'Why can we not keep our traditional British pounds and ounces?!!' outraged shopkeepers exclaimed. In fact there was nothing to stop us using both; shopkeepers do use both, and the kilo has, quite quickly, become part of our shopping vocabulary.
Two major effects of our being members of the European Union are that we are more closely tied to the 'social democratic' model of welfare than we might have been; and that free movement of labour has meant a huge immigration (possibly temporary) of other Europeans, mostly Poles, into our country.
European countries have always been concerned about social welfare: child benefits, pensions, unemployment pay and the rest. In some cases we have led the world; our NHS is a good example. In other cases, for example free and good childcare for working parents, British efforts have lagged behind the provision made in most European countries. (Now we have more-or-less caught up.) Legally, too, the European Union has certain clear views on human rights. No death penalty; proper work legislation; equal rights for all citizens irrespective of their ethnic or 'national' status; a European Parliament that is secular in outlook and does not bring God into the constitution. Some of these laws were already part of the British legislative framework before we joined the EU. Some we have become used to as Britain and the EU have grown up into the contemporary world. They are ways of understanding life and thinking about our culture to which British people are accustomed. Not everyone agrees with them of course. There are still many British people who would like to bring back the death penalty. But that is not going to happen, and I suspect they would feel very uncomfortable if it did happen. Britain has been for too long involved with the slow, painful, civilising process which took place in Europe after the Second World War - a war in which we had all together managed to destroy so much European civilisation. So, over the decades, our institutions have been influenced by EU institutions, and much of the money we receive for our communities comes from EU grants. Even the sceptics feel that if this is part of our political and economic world, then we want a major voice in it. (Many British politicians are convinced and energetic 'Europeans'. So are the majority - though certainly not all - of our educated classes.)
For this reason I do not see how the United States of America can absorb us culturally. The USA does not have this model of welfare, regulations, laws and values; it has different ones. As I have been writing this book, tens of thousands of surprised ordinary British people have been listening to what is being said in the USA about the British National Health Service. They know that what is said is wrong, inaccurate, crazy; suddenly they are all sending indignant emails to people in America, defending their own institutions. There is no advantage in this indignation for us in Britain; it is simply a popular response to 'foreigners' (suddenly, the Americans, not the French!) who do not understand what they are talking about.
The other point is about short-term and long-term immigration into our labour market, specifically from Poles. I have written about this phenomenon elsewhere in the book. We have been quite good at absorbing Poles. Many of them are hardworking and efficient, and hence welcomed by those who needed their services. Soon Polish food appeared in our shops, Polish children in our schools, and the Catholic churches filled with devout Poles. On the one hand, the influx of Poles strengthened our connections with eastern parts of Europe. On the other hand, they made us think again about what it means to be British. (The Poles are very prejudiced; they are actually racists!') muttered English people who were taken aback by the Polish reaction to all these black and brown and Oriental British people in our society. The point is that we have become used to being an ethnically mixed society. It is normal. So we had forgotten that thirty years ago we would have responded just like the Poles. Being British (knowing our world, talking our language, making our jokes) turned out to be a stronger bond than 'being white'.
The Middle East and Islam
In a book which hopes to be relevant for several years to come, I hesitate to say much about the situation in Iraq, Syria, Iran, Israel, Palestine - or indeed in Afghanistan, although all these countries are in our news at the moment. The notion that millions in the world would suffer various kinds of armed conflict because of the challenge of an ancient and well-established religion would have been incredible twenty years ago. Nor could the British have expected to have a place in this conflict. Historically we fought (and lost) in Afghanistan in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Historically we had an important part in the creation of Iraq as a state. Historically we had a confusing and confused role in the setting-up of Israel. All of these involvements were decades ago and seem to produce little response in the British now. The Middle East is far away and not much understood. We have few relationships with the Arab countries of a cultural or social kind so the fact that we have been heavily involved politically in the last decade has been bewildering to most of our population. Although wars tend to bring a country's population together in support of their military action, that kind of solidarity has been missing in our Middle Eastern occupations and wars. President Bush's declaration of a War On Terror aroused huge scepticism from the beginning.
By contrast, Pakistan, which is neither Arab nor part of the Middle East, is a country with a long relationship with Britain, and this is the country (along with Bangladesh) from which most of our Muslims originate. Our information about Pakistan is often vague, but it includes not just government reports but personal impressions, descriptions and stories from thousands of British Pakistanis who keep up their links with their 'old country'. The terrorist attacks in Britain in 2005 made life difficult for all Muslims, particularly since the terrorists seem to have learnt their ideas and practices on visits to Pakistan. However, four years is a long time, and worship at mosques all over England continues, Muslims are members of Parliament, local government and all the professions, Muslim comedy is popular on the BBC, and Muslim women wearing headscarfs are a part of the local British scene. The anti-Muslim racists in our country are a small minority of the population. Meanwhile British citizens who are Muslims, British Indians who are Sikhs and Hindus, distant memories of imperial ties, 'Indian' food, Bollywood films and sport all add to a basically tolerant communal culture. Not everywhere; not always; but much more often than the spasmodic moments of bitter prejudice on both sides.
The Internet, Mobile phones and Globalisation
The existence of the internet has changed our views of the world. Information about any country, even if it is wildly inaccurate, can been found by pressing a few keys. Videos of events from the smallest disturbance to major acts of war are filmed on mobile phones and posted on the internet, as are news items and endless opinions about them.
People all over the world can be in contact with each other via email, social networking sites, satellite video, and other newer technologies. Many global campaigns on behalf of electoral candidates, victims of torture, religious sects, sufferers from poverty, AIDS victims, economic crusades, anti-corruption and saving the planet from climate change have been mounted through the internet and enlisted hundreds of thousands, sometimes millions of supporters. It is easy to press a key to 'support' a campaign, even when you do not know the basic facts or the people directly involved. Nonetheless, the practice of organizing such campaigns and the possibility of taking part even as you sit in your chair at your computer must have some significance. We begin to think in global terms.
How has all this technology affected the British. Because the internet mostly operates in a kind of 'technical English', we have not had to learn another language. So we can be 'international' while remaining resolutely monolingual (which is a disadvantage even if we think it is an advantage). At the same time the internet has encouraged other people to learn this 'technical English' and to explore a wider world in which they become confident in communicating with people from different nations. So we will continue to enjoy the advantages of communicating with people from other countries and cultures.
A Note on Russia
Apart from those of us who have visited your country, the British spend very little time thinking about Russia. Some people with vivid imaginations dream about the immensity of your land. Some are devoted to your literature and read Tolstoy or Dostoevsky once a year. Some believe that Russians are incapable of living within a democratic system. Some are appalled and fascinated at tales of your alcoholic consumption. Tourists who have visited Russia speak of your kindness and hospitality. In other words there are plenty of stories about Russia as there always have been, but no clear image of your place in the world scene. So the British as a whole have no particular views. They are certainly not 'anti-Russian'.
In my experience, Russians find this incomprehensible. In universities throughout Russia when I face a group of students and suggest that they ask me questions about Britain, there is a pause, sometimes a long silence. Then someone asks, 'What do the British think about Russians?' My first answer is that if a Russian professor were in front of a class of British students waiting for similar questions, the British students would not ask, 'What do Russians think about British people?' They would not care what Russians think about the British. They would ask questions about Russia since that is the point of such meetings. The depth of Russian nervousness about your image abroad is the unusual aspect of this exchange.
All countries tend to explain the policies of other countries from their own point of view, a habit which leads to many misunderstandings that diplomats try to sort out. So your government supports and rejects policies according to what they believe is best for Russia. That is absolutely normal. But as a people you react differently from the rest of us in seeing yourselves as objects of love or hatred by the rest of the world. You are implicitly saying that if we do not manifestly love you, we must hate you. This is a theme that runs through much of your serious media, and which emerges in these regular questions about how the rest of the world thinks of 'Russians'. It is a misunderstanding. Even the Americans who attract most love-hate in the world do not spend so much time worrying about the possible hatred of people who have never actually given them much thought.
Most of us reckon that individual people are mostly kind and decent - except when they succumb to being cruel or mean-spirited. Most of us know that other countries may be, politically, our allies, our enemies or neutral observers, but that these alliances may shift. An Australian does not see the world as the Englishman does, even if we come from similar cultures with close ties, a shared language and many shared values. In fact Australians make a virtue of being very rude about the English. Do we care? No, we laugh and are rude in return, though not so successfully. And then we return to finding out what Australia is really like.
I have written this section because it seems important to compare your way of looking at the world with ours if you are to reach an understanding of us.
The British and Foreigners
Here is a paradox. London is the most ethnically, nationally diverse city in the world. Like all countries with large immigrant populations we (and especially they) have had to cope with bitterness, fear, prejudice, violence, and injustice. Like some countries, we have struggled to remedy these bad attitudes with education, laws, money, community support, the media, and generations of people who spend years and years in helping each other. On the whole we have not done badly. (That is a very English sentence meaning 'We have not solved the problem completely but we have probably done better than anyone else at solving it.)
And yet - the English remain ignorant of other countries and even proud to be ignorant of them in one specific way: we do not learn or attempt to learn other languages. We expect other people to speak English on almost all possible occasions. This leads to a deafness to other cultures, even European cultures. Our popular newspapers regularly mock the French and the Germans for deeds committed seventy years ago and show remarkably little interest in what has happened since. We mock Americans, too, of course, but without exulting in our ignorance because they speak (more or less) the same language. We are not politically xenophobic, but culturally xenophobic - which is odd because our culture draws happily on rich traditions from all over the world.
Perhaps I am saying no more than that everyone needs someone else to laugh at. In Britain we are trained not to laugh at the weak and the helpless. We think it would be cruel to laugh at, say, children in Malawi struggling to get an education by sharing one book among twenty pupils. (You could make some good jokes about misunderstandings in the book, but we would not make them.) As peoples and countries become confident, richer, more eager to show their own virtues and power, they become the butt of our jokes. Our media was full of jokes about President Putin, although there were far, far more about President Bush. However we are not obsessed with foreigners. The people about whom there are most jokes in our media and everywhere else are our own politicians. The British love to mock the strange habits of rulers and people from other countries, but we enjoy even more mocking the stupidities and failures of our own rulers - and of ourselves.

Conclusion

British Culture, British Values
I once asked a group of adults from a small country who were insisting that they needed complete independence in order to preserve their culture, 'What exactly do you mean by your culture?'
A pause. 'Our national songs. Our national dances.'
'And this is what your country means to you? Songs and dances?'
'Our language...'
'Which no-one else understands.'
'Precisely. We want independence in order to be ourselves.'
This is a very isolationist view of one's national culture. This group felt as if they were a big family with a family's shared history, traditions, troubles, love and jokes. But they did not want anyone else coming into the family. It seems to me that they misunderstood how our closest relationships work. First, unless we accept outsiders into the family, it dies out. Secondly, the point of view of one generation towards a family: 'That party at New Year when we were all staying with John and...' 'Oh yes, and Jane was such a strange little girl - look at how she has turned out now!' differs strikingly from the point of view of a generation that cannot remember John, and for whom Jane has always been a grown-up.
In the same way, a culture is not - cannot be - static. As the present turns into the past, what we now see is affected by that recent past; but as that recent past recedes into a past which can be remembered only by older people, so what we see now is no longer now, but has become the recent past. Consequently any statement about our culture and values is liable to become false as we try to pin it down. And yet if we do not know and understand that past, we cannot be properly anchored in the present. Everything that happens will seem equally trivial, without significance. Cultures are like families - shared memories, shared experiences, mutual affections, mutual exasperation and, in extreme cases, a passionate willingness to fight for what we feel to be our world and our values. But cultures are bound to change, just as you are not exactly like your parents and they were not exactly like their parents.
Russians often express a more mystical view of culture. I keep hearing declarations such as: 'The essence of Russian culture is the specific Russian spirit. It is intuitive. It's a combination of elements created by the Russian spirit, Russian blood, Russian soil.'
My response to this (and I believe it is the response of an Englishwoman, not just my personal response) is that I would be unhappy as a Russian, because I do not like to be spiritually bullied into accepting something that someone else is proclaiming on my behalf. I want to say: 'It is not for you to tell me how I feel in my soul, just because you are the elder or the spokesman in our family!' Such declarations are typical of marching armies or of persecuted religious groups, but not, I think, of people who can remember that they have felt differently in the past, have changed their minds, enjoy new experiences, and expect to interpret and re-interpret their personal and national history as long as they go on living.
Many Russians will then say, 'Ah, but as Russians we believe in great leaders and wise father-figures. This is in our history.'
(I think: 'Along with tyrannical cruelty and violent revolution.') Then other Russians tell me that 'I don't believe in any of this leader nonsense'. It is useful to remind ourselves that any notion of a national culture does not obliterate personal temperament and individual opinions. What cultural attitudes and values do is to interact with those individual qualities, encouraging certain traits, sometimes suppressing others.
How the British Feel and Think
Using these explicit and implicit contrasts and complications, I will try to say something about British culture and values.
The first point is that I am tentative. The British distrust big grand statements. They believe that big grand statements are not about ordinary human beings, and therefore they are either not true or they lead to tyranny and disaster.
The second point is that I am more comfortable when thinking about English culture, because there is a difference between the values and attitudes of England and the much smaller countries, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. These three countries have a sense of their Celtic heritage expressed in its myths and legends. Although Scottish Gaelic has almost died out and Irish Gaelic is learnt by a small minority in Northern Ireland, Welsh is still a flourishing, living Celtic language. Industrialization in the South Wales valleys added a distinctive culture in which poetry met politics and inspired education; there was (and is) nothing quite like it in England. In the sparsely occupied areas of the Scottish western highlands and islands one can find plenty of evidence of ancient Celtic culture, but it is too remote to have much influence on contemporary Scotland. More significant has been the succession of Scottish philosophers, sociologists, economists, natural scientists, politicians, explorers, writers and engineers who have played a far greater part in the history of the United Kingdom than one could expect from a population as small as that of Scotland. [Plenty of books about the cultures of these smaller peoples have been written. If you are interested, search them out.]
So the rest of this chapter will be about the English, those four-fifths of our total population. The English distrust generalizations. They like details and examples. In this book I have given you far more details and examples than you would ever find in a similar book written by Russians (That is not quite true. Russian guides overwhelm their listeners with the heights of monuments, the lengths of railways, the weight of huge precious stones.) I mean the kind of details which provide evidence and explanation. However, the problem with details and examples is that they can be anecdotal and untypical, so we have to be careful in choosing them, just as you have to be careful in your generalizations. I have tried to be careful.
One way of distinguishing cultural values is to compare the 'communal' response and the 'individual' response. It is sometimes suggested that Russians think in 'communal' ways and Americans in 'individual' ways. Using this line of thought, I suggest that the English seem to like defining themselves as members of small groups which they have, as individuals, helped to create. I have illustrated this trait at several points in this book. You can also see it in our attitude to names.
(A Parenthesis on Names)
Russians are often surprised by the British pleasure in giving names to people, to places and even objects. We find this pleasure so normal that we are surprised when we encounter your culture and discover that, by contrast, names are either lacking or strangely anonymous in Russia. While the differences are not just between Britain and Russia, most other countries probably come somewhere between yours and ours. Your naming system recognises gender differences, patronymics, diminutives which get longer and longer. But you have few names to play around with. In your classic novels the peasants have colourful and ingenious names, but the major characters from noble or merchant homes share a handful names among them. It is not just Chekhov who has to make do with his Olga and Masha and Irina and Natasha. If I ask Russians today to name more than twenty current girls' names or boys' names, they struggle.
By contrast, every year one of our national newspapers publishes a list of the fifty most popular boys' names and fifty most popular girls' names. We can assume that another five hundred different names for each sex are in use that year, and that many more have been used in previous years. So where does all this dazzling variety come from? From traditional saints' names; names from the Bible; Irish, Scottish and Welsh Gaelic names; names from legends, mythology and history; names from flowers and plants and animals; names of virtues; names from novels and stories; names from film stars and other celebrities; nicknames which have become 'standard'; names of political and sporting heroes; surnames turned into first names; names which are traditional in recent immigrant groups, some of which are becoming popular in the wider community. Names that parents simply invent for their children because they like the sound or the vague associations. The joke that the main street in every Russian town must be Lenin Street derives from a society dedicated to many kinds of social conformity. Ostensibly Lenin Street can be compared with the standard name for the main street in an English town: High Street. But 'High Street' is deliberately anonymous as it is the centre for everyone. More interesting are all the other streets, roads, avenues, lanes, parades, drives, passages, ways, alleys, closes, and other routes which make up our towns. Typically, Russian towns are built on grid patterns, so that roads keep the same name as they cross from one side of the town to the other; by contrast, English roads wind and twist, connect and disconnect, stop abruptly, change names when they meet another road, or exist as little appendages to other roads. Each of these short stretches of roadway glories in its own name. Some names refer to important features: 'Church Lane' or former uses: 'Hayfield Road' or to orientation: 'West Hill View'; some to famous people: 'Churchill Way' or well-known local men and women such as 'Jack Smith Drive' or 'Camilla Close'; many try to suggest an atmosphere, usually a rural atmosphere in an urban setting: 'Thornfield Road' or Almond Tree Crescent' or perhaps Rabbit Alley.
In villages, individual houses are given names - how else could the postman know where to deliver the letters? Rose Cottage, Sea View, Sunny Heights announce proudly, This is what is special about our home.
We give our schools and hospitals names too. School No.37, for example, sounds heartlessly official to British ears. We wonder how a number can inspire pride. We do not say 'School Number 15 named after Pushkin' which is a Russian habit in which Pushkin gets forgotten. We say Wordsworth School or St Peter's School or Ashwood School. Big office buildings or blocks of flats have names - Nelson House or Daffodil Buildings. Our instinct is to make our place of work homely, comfortable and at the same time distinctive. Our home, we are saying, is not the same as your home - even if they are actually rather similar.
English Values (continued)
To return to English values. We are sometimes described as a nation of amateurs - and this description is intended as a criticism. It means that we do not take professional commitment seriously enough, and where other nations are proud of their qualifications and diplomas, we enjoy ourselves by simply doing things without attention to the level at which they should be done. That may have some truth. But the English have no objection to being amateurs; consider our enthusiasm for creating and enjoying small groups. [See Part 6, Chapters 2 and 3.] I do not want to suggest that the members of such groups always work in harmony; they don't! Frequently they dispute, quarrel, resign, re-make their friendships, and learn to compromise. They are human. What they do not accept is the notion that one person must be the leader to tell them what their attitude must be. People do not feel pressure to respond alike, as Russians claim they do. 'We Russians feel/think/believe such-and-such!' The English simply would not say that. They decide for themselves how to compromise and work alongside each other - or to leave if such arrangements are not satisfactory. If someone says, 'Comrades, we are all agreed...' the reaction of everyone in the room will be to say, 7 don't agree!' So, since widespread revolt is not what we want, people, even leaders, do not say, 'We all agree'. They are careful to do nothing so silly.
This leads me to another point. The English (and the Scots) are culturally pragmatic. To understand this discussion you have to realise that 'pragmatic' has different meanings in English and Russian. For you, a pragmatic person is someone who makes choices on the basis of money or other gain; someone who is not very principled. For us 'being pragmatic' means recognising the real complications of a situation, and working out the best way of dealing with them. Throughout this book I have given you hundreds of 'examples' of the way we think pragmatically. We know that what is good for someone is often bad for someone else; that policy-making emerges from struggles of different interests; that solving problems is best done not using theories but taking account of evidence of what actually works. And in life, what works in one case will often not work in another. For this reason we are suspicious of overarching theories, whether they be theories of revolution, theories of cultural definition, theories of the responses of the human psyche or theories of translation. We want to see evidence, examples, analogies. 'How do you know?' seems to us a very sensible question. It is typical of this culture that our great scientist is Darwin who constructed his theory of evolution out of thousands of little pieces of evidence that we can all examine. In a curious way, Darwin's colossal explanation of the origins of species was an amateur activity to which many amateurs have happily contributed - and continue to contribute.
Our love for the specific, for what actually works, means that we are not made comfortable by emphatic and assertive language about our individual rights. After all, the notion of 'the individual' can be as theoretical as the notion of 'the people'. If you compare us with Americans, you will find that they are taught daily to speak of 'the American people' in a public language that is positive, and to talk of themselves as individuals in language which is quite lacking in irony. In England, we find it unfriendly and rude to say anything directly. Circumlocutions, often ironic circumlocutions are almost essential.
For example: Foreign students learn that you must not use a simple imperative when you are in England. 'Sit down' sounds very rude. But strangely, 'Sit down please,' does not sound much better! Both of them are orders, and we resist orders just as we resist trying to order other people to do things. So I might say, 'Would you like to sit down?' or 'Why don't you try that chair which is more comfortable than it looks'. Each sentence is shaped to allow the other person to say, 'Thank you but I don't want to sit down' or 'I would prefer a more comfortable chair'. In other words, my conversation, at a subconscious level is always taking into account the fact that the other person may not wish to do what I suggest and that therefore that person should be offered a polite way to refuse my proposal.
Such speech is not worked out deliberately. It is how we have learned to speak and understand each other from childhood. But to foreigners, including other native speakers of English such as Americans or Australians, the speech of the English sounds long-winded, insincere and hypocritical. In fact it is extremely difficult for us to speak or write in any other way. If I write emails to foreigners who are struggling with the language I have to go through the message cutting out all those 'woulds' and 'mights' and 'perhapses'. At the end I feel as if I have written a very rude message, even if it is clear and unambiguous. Why do we use language in this way?
The answer - and here we are getting to the heart of the matter - is because the English are trained from an early age to judge and assess social responses. This is perhaps the most difficult characteristic to explain because it is so deep-rooted as to be instinctive. Russians who are feeling unhappy or bad-tempered or confused do not hesitate to tell people what they feel. They are comfortable communicating their private worlds to others. And when their mood changes, what they say changes too. From the Russian point of view this is being emotionally honest. Humans beings are changeable creatures, so why should they try to disguise their emotions? Such openness co-exists with that Russian willingness to accept social conformity when told what to do by their leaders. In England, the opposite happens.
Social inhibitions
From babyhood, English children are taught that other people want their privacy. 'Other people do not want to hear about your plans or your unhappiness, or about what happened to you at nursery or school or with your friends. It is fine for the family to know, but you should not 'impose' yourself on other people.' (Parents are rarely conscious that they are teaching these rules, because the rules have been deeply internalised.) So the English hesitate to talk to people whom we do not know until we are sure that they want to talk to us. If two or three people with this rule somewhere deep in their minds meet and do not know each other, they may be silent or unwelcoming for a long, long time! Even if each of them individually would love to talk to the others, they would need one of those three to be unusually bold in order to get the conversation started. (Personally, I enjoy the culture of Russian trains where people who do not know each other readily exchange life stories, opinions and confessions. Most English people would be much more wary of engaging the attention of a stranger because they would be forcing him to answer politely in return.)
When someone - say, a child in the school playground - does not know the rules and loudly declares what she feels, even cries, the other children will feel embarrassed for her. And because of their embarrassment they may not rush to comfort her. Poor lonely child! you may say. Yes, this is the origin of that reputation of the English for heartlessness. But there is another side to this social training.
Nobody can decide and announce: 'You must not behave like that!' Part of our training is not to impose on other people even when we think they are behaving bizarrely or stupidly. So this explains the other observed truth about England - that we tolerate eccentrics, difficult people, nonconformists in social behaviour. Indeed we do. (A trivial example. In Russia elderly women come up to me and tell me how to dress - they insist that I put a scarf around my throat. It is inconceivable that an English elderly woman would do the same. She may think I am being foolish, but if I want to be cold, that is my affair!)
You should be able to see that this culture of emotional privacy also leads to strong resistance to leaders - or anyone else - who tells us that we are all agreed in the next steps. We learn to compromise, we may dislike but we obey the law, but we do not expect or encourage uniformity.
One example of our socially inhibited training is often commented on by foreigners. The English are not a very hospitable nation. I wish we were but I know that only a minority of us find it easy or comfortable to invite others to our homes. I believe the reason is closely allied to the previous discussion. 'If I invite someone he or she may want to refuse. How can I help him or her to avoid accepting my invitation? Well, the simplest way is not to ask in the first place.' Again, I do not think this is carefully thought-out; it is an instinctive avoidance of intimacy with others who may not want to be intimate - especially with foreigners who may not want our invitations but who will not know how to refuse them. (If you believe that this is crazy, so do I. But I understand in a way that I do not understand for example, your version of social conformity. It's a question of culture.)
Another example: Russian hosts lay the most beautiful tables. Why, they wonder, are English hosts so sloppy, so untroubled by the grand effect? The answer is that those who do invite you to their home do not feel that they are on display. Some English people enjoy showing off their tableware and crystal glass as much as you do, but that no English person feels that he (or she) has to behave just like everyone else. Many are simply informal and see no reason why they should impose on themselves an artificial formality; others will devote hours to cooking but quite forget to wipe the table, others will be offering round drinks while everyone prepares the meal. Oh yes, it happens in Russia; but it happens much more often in England. This kind of casualness is simply a manifestation of the fact that we do not see why we should copy other people or follow a formula. We like to be ourselves. It is a different aspect of our sense of privacy.
And yet - and yet - cultures do change. The stereotype of the reserved Englishman and Englishwoman is in so many ways out of date. In the 1960s (fifty years ago!) we were for a few years the most obviously demonstrative people on earth - or so we said. In more recent decades the success of much of our multi-cultural world means that we have absorbed cultural assumptions from other ethnic groups such as the splendours of street carnivals, open-air eating and drinking, greater demonstrativeness with our children, and greater public expressions of emotion - in sport, in grieving at death, and in reporting on disasters.
Mobile phones are used by the young (and not so young) in Britain all the time without embarrassment. The decision that a mobile phone user has to make is: 'Do I decide to allow incoming calls to interrupt me or do I switch my phone off?' That question is absolutely different from the one I have tried to analyse as typical of English social responses: 'If I phone I might interrupt someone who might not want to hear me at this moment - so should I do it? And should I impose my conversation on others who cannot help hearing me?' In both cases our culture used to teach us to say 'Probably not', but such obligations are no longer relevant for the young, even those who are naturally polite.
Furthermore, although our privacy is recognized in law, our own commitment to it has been seriously challenged. British people used to think of 'the-right-not-to-tell-the-authorities-about-our-private-lives' as an essential part of British civilization. We do not carry around internal passports or identity cards, we can move freely in our own country, and no policeman or other official has the right to demand personal information from us - so we are free! This was always a great claim of the British when we looked round at other countries in the world.
The situation has changed because of modern technology. Sophisticated computer programmes mean that many databases exist which will provide any enquirer with our names, addresses, and often details which we would prefer not to be public. That is a situation shared by the population of the world. What is odd is that the British have enthusiastically adopted CCTV cameras all over the country, more per head of the population than in any other country. The cameras are certainly helpful in capturing criminals, but at the same time they mean that it is possible to trace the movements of almost anyone at any time in an urban environment. Perhaps such surveillance does not matter although it worries many libertarians (people who consider that the freedom of the individual is the most valuable quality in society, more important than 'solidarity', 'authority', etc). The oddity is that our willing acceptance of CCTV cameras does not fit with our other enthusiasm for privacy and the right of the individual not to disclose information. So perhaps our culture of social behaviour is changing radically.
If you ask the English themselves what they think are typical 'English' values, they will talk, with some hesitation and embarrassment, about tolerance and fairness. These are helpful concepts. Indeed the notion of 'tolerance' shows an intriguing cultural development. I explained in previous paragraphs how our insistence that we must not impose on others leads to our willingness to accept oddities and eccentricities. When we began to receive immigrants in large numbers from different parts of the world, we complained, as people do everywhere, of the unpleasant smells of their food, of their their discordant parties, their unEnglish habits. But because of our culture of toleration, it was much easier to accustom ourselves to these oddities than it would have been in some more conformist cultures. We could not think of any reason why they should not have their own food or parties or strange habits. So we could not protest with the weight of culture behind us, as perhaps that the people of that small country mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, would have done.
(Do not think that everyone quickly learnt to be tolerant. Immigrants, as I have said elsewhere, have suffered and continue to suffer abuse and violence. But by international standards we have accepted and assimilated them quite successfully, and now enjoy those food smells, that music, those now-English habits.)
The other quality on which we pride ourselves is our desire to be fair. Throughout this book I have tried to show how fairness is embodied in our institutions. For example our decisions about financing universities, our attitude to health rationing, our worries about the presumed innocence of defendants are based on issues of fairness. Governments always justify policies by saying they are trying to be fair. (Their decisions may turn out to be very unfair or confused. My point is that in public and in private we try to be fair. Yes, people now jump queues who used not to do so - but they are resented and subject to public disapproval; the majority of people still accept that queuing is fair.)
Fairness is a value which sees individuals in their relationship to other individuals in society. It does not encourage people to think alike, nor does it encourage each individual to assert himself or herself. Instead it goes along with that sense that other people have a right to their own lives, to be themselves.
'A right to our own lives.' 'The importance of evidence and examples.' A society which values fairness.' We keep circling round these notions which are not notions to which Russians instantly turn. (In providing the context in which we think about freedom, such notions are also very un-American.) Critics of the English say that our attitude can more accurately be expressed as 'you are free to go your way and I am free to go mine'. Is that a celebration of tolerance or a casual kick into loneliness? Foreigners in England can find themselves very bewildered and forlorn because people leave them alone. You, as a foreigner, want to hold out your hand and find another friendly hand to hold; but the other hand is not there, its owner is too tolerant, too private to come and search for you.
So, if you are a Russian in England, what do you do, if you want to pierce through the emotional silence that seems to confront you? Unless you know them already, approaching individuals does not work very well for all the reasons outlined above. But if you read Part 6, Chapter 2, and then look for groups, associations, classes, campaigns which might interest you, you will quickly find the other side of the English - the lively, liberated, enthusiastic, slightly crazy side to English life.
You will be exasperated by the unofficial way of approaching important matters without taking any notice of any authority. You will not understand how we can be so ridiculously emotional about some sudden group idea, nor how we can make it work in practice without turning it into a grand scheme. But you will make friends. Within groups it is easy to make friends because you have something in common to talk about; no-one needs to worry about 'imposing' on someone who may not be interested. Outside the group you will still encounter reserve at first; but group social events will soon change that. Friends, even the English, open their homes to other friends, and people with shared interests are the best kind of friends. You might even begin to get some glimmerings of our sense of humour.
English Humour
The English are notoriously slow to get involved in serious conversations. But once they have started, you will find their talk very difficult to follow. Serious analysis of a problem or a detailed account of personal life is always filtered through humorous, self-deprecating irony. Such irony is utterly confusing for foreigners; we share a distinctive sense of the absurdity of life which simply does not seem funny to most people. The 'English jokes' which appear in Russian textbooks are meaningless, banal or incomprehensible for us. English humour is not a matter of jokes or anecdotes, but a way of looking at the world and undermining its threats and cruelty through our self-mocking sentence constructions that come as naturally as talking itself.
(Russians have something similar, but it works in a different way, and, as with English, it is deeply rooted in the possibilities of the Russian language. Still, it must be said that there is much which the English believe they can recognise in Russian literature. They may be wrong, but they do laugh.)
On the one hand you can say that such pervasive irony demonstrates that the English are not serious. They are always sliding away from 'The Truth'. On the other hand you can say that they are deeply serious: in every sentence they are acknowledging that life is more complicated than any statement about it. Is that serious or not-serious? (This is also why the English love Chekhov. Is he serious or not-serious? The answer is obvious for me, but I have heard Russians puzzling over Chekhov's refusal to state his position except in enigmatic ways that cannot be pinned down. Chekhovian humour is close to English humour.)
The experiences of Russians who are familiar with English, even those who live in England, show that it takes a long, long time to understand this approach to life. For us, of course, there is no problem unless, as happens with some people, we are born tone-deaf to the language of a culture. I do not want to suggest that the English all laugh at the same jokes or that we all enjoy the same comic programmes. Just as in other cultures there are ranges of humour which are highly entertaining to people with one level of education, and other ranges of humour which are very funny to those with another level of education. The BBC offers a wide range of comedies, comic shows and comic presenters on our television and radio programmes, but though they embody our sense of humour they cannot define it. English humour is a way of seeing the world which is so embedded in our idioms and expressions, so easy yet unobtrusive, that foreigners, including Russians, all too often take the literal meaning to be the real meaning. Meanwhile we are communicating among ourselves, oblivious to your puzzlement. For despite our different levels of education, we share this curious, unostentatious yet zany appreciation of the weirdness of circumstance. You can see it in our films (but Russians do not watch our films, or if they do, they rarely understand them). You can see it in our literature, though foreign readers usually look very blank when told that our writers are pre-eminently humorous writers. You can see it in our enthusiasm for heterogeneous gatherings of people with apparently boring obsessions about small things.
Earlier in this chapter, I spoke of Darwin who gathered thousands of bits of evidence of biological change and slowly constructed a theory which is really a celebration of diversity. We are all different from one another but we can probably put some of the pieces together. Shakespeare is very English in this respect, although the problem is that foreigners treat his writings as The Great Writings of A Great Man on Great Tragedy. He is not like that at all; his characters are funny and wry and sad and angry and absurd and hurt and lewd and grieving and sharp and simple all together. They are complex yet ordinary human beings. They are much more worried about life than about rhetoric, and yet Shakespeare gives them the most varied and poignant speech to express their mixed and deeply-felt emotions.
Do not forget Shakespeare. He writes not just about Hamlet but about Laertes, not just about Romeo but about Mercutio. His plays show up the absurdities as well as the grandeurs of heroism. His characters are capable of both loving and mocking any emotion which we admire, and of tolerating, even forgiving any unpleasant response. No one is immune from criticism, and no one - even Iago - is excluded from our concern. (Iago is very funny). Shakespeare deals with all kinds of men and women with a generous and sympathetic tolerance; but he never forgets to show that other voices must be heard: comedy, for example, leads to humiliation, so let's laugh and then hear what it is like to be humiliated; the grandest of people - such as Lear - are bewildered and vulnerable when faced with simple unkindness; heroic leaders in times of war are rightly challenged by ordinary soldiers, and, in his last play, The Tempest, he presents us with a virtuous man who believes that he therefore has the right to control people virtuously. Prospero, nudged by Ariel and cursed by Caliban, eventually abandons this delusion.
The cultural spokesmen of other countries have often felt uneasy about Shakespeare's plays and criticised them because they do not uphold the values of religion and the state, they subvert the pretentiousness of important people, ignore theoretical principles and are funny in the midst of grief and tragedy. When I think about Shakespeare, I know what it means to be English.
I cannot summarise the values and culture of the English, let alone the British, in any more resounding way. While many English readers would more-or-less agree with me, many would not. If we think about ourselves as British, the problems are compounded by the singing and passionate voices of the Scots, the Welsh, the Irish - all of whom Shakespeare chose to tease. Nonetheless, in choosing to end by turning to our greatest dramatist and poet, I am declaring an interest not in cultural theories and notions, but in real people as individuals living in a dynamic society. Shakespeare wrote about people. Coming back to Shakespeare is coming home.
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