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			Dedication

			For Lisa, Chloe, Millie, Bethany, Margaret and Rachel — my family who make everything possible, everything worthwhile and put everything in perspective.

			Thank you especially to Lisa, who is my rock.

		

		
			Epigraph

			‘Our ability to reach unity in diversity will be the beauty and the test of our civilisation.’

			Mahatma Gandhi

		

		
			Prologue

			I can remember it vividly: jumping up and down, beer spilling out of my glass, celebrating with strangers. If I close my eyes, I can see the pub unfolding as we walk in. We came early to get a good spot. We chatted, nestling the beer I thought we wouldn’t get served, watching the highlights of the previous match over our shoulders. I can feel the nervousness in my stomach before kick-off. Would we score? Could we stop them scoring? Would I get served another beer? I was sixteen: old enough to sneak into a pub and young enough to believe England could win the European Championship. It was all we talked about that summer. When we weren’t revising for our exams, we dreamt of England winning the trophy.

			We weren’t the only ones. Media interest was intense. England had not hosted a major football tournament for thirty years. The tabloids were making up for lost time. Even the pop charts had surrendered, with the official England song camped at No. 1. Keen to escape the pressure, the England team departed on a pre-tournament tour of the Far East. Away from the media, the players would have a chance to get to know each other on the pitch with a couple of friendly games, and off the pitch with a couple of drinks. Except that it wasn’t just a couple of drinks.

			Six days before the first game, the front page of the UK’s best-read newspaper told the world that the England team had drunk so much before flying home that they’d wrecked the plane. A bill had been sent to the team for damage caused to seats and TV screens. A day later, photos followed. Here were the players: drunk, swaying in a Hong Kong nightclub, their clothes covered in rips. The headline printed above a picture of the team’s most famous player, Paul Gascoigne, simply read: ‘DisgraceFOOL’. The rest of the media piled in. One paper printed photos of drunken England players next to convicted hooligans and asked its readers to spot which was which.

			England’s opponents took a different approach. The Dutch had a superb team and were favourites to win. They’d reached the semi-finals at the last European Championships, and won the tournament before. That spring, the majority of their players had represented perennial Dutch Champions Ajax in the final of the biggest club competition in Europe. Unlike England, they had world-class players in nearly every position. Unlike England, their team preparations exuded confident professionalism – as the photo below suggests. As the match kicked off, my heart hoped for a draw, but my head feared a drubbing.

			At this point, I’m tempted to encourage you to put down this book, go online now and watch the highlights of the game. I still can’t listen to the commentary or watch England’s four goals without the hair standing up on the back of my neck. And what goals! It was a drubbing – but England were the ones handing it out. As we cheered every goal, the commentator caught the mood of a nation. ‘It gets better and better,’ he said. My friends and I left the pub that evening on top of the world.

			How had it happened? It would be neat to say that it was down to English talent, ingenuity and guts. But the real story of that night was the Dutch. The explanation starts with that photo. Amid the sophistication, class and good food, is another story altogether – one that becomes clear when we spot the difference between the table at the back, on the left, and the other two.
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			The Dutch team was mostly White, with a small group of highly talented Black, Surinamese players. That group – Michael Reiziger, Edgar Davids, Patrick Kluivert and Clarence Seedorf – felt like members of a different team. Reiziger told the press: ‘The four of us form a separate group. We talk easily with each other, because we think the same way, come from the same culture, and make the same jokes.’ Before long, the Dutch press had a name for them – ‘the Cabal’ – and were reporting that the Cabal were not happy. They felt under-appreciated by a manager who thought they should talk less and listen more; undervalued by an Ajax team that had accidentally revealed that their White teammates were being paid up to six times more than them; and underused by tactics that left them watching more games than they played. Edgar Davids was a superb player, who dominated Ajax’s midfield. Unselected for the first game against Switzerland, he fumed from the bench and watched in amazement as another of ‘the Cabal’ was substituted off just a third of the way into the match. When the game ended in a draw, Davids exploded. Accosting a delighted Swiss journalist, he declared that the problem was the manager, Gus Hiddink, who was clearly in thrall to the older White players. The only solution was for him to ‘get his head out of players’ asses so he can see better’. That outburst sealed his fate. Hiddink immediately sent Davids home. The Dutch team fell apart. They had fractured well before the game against England.

			Why wasn’t the English team similarly divided? It was no less diverse, being composed of Black and White players from different clubs on very different wages who just weeks before had been competing passionately against one another. For days since the aeroplane débâcle, they’d faced relentless attacks from the English tabloid press, high on moral indignation; the disapproval of a public readying themselves for disappointment; and even the censure of Parliament, with some MPs demanding players’ resignations. But their booze-fuelled antics and the constant criticism that followed did not divide the England team. It brought it together. The players refused to identify who had caused the damage on the plane – despite it being down almost entirely to mercurial midfielder Paul Gascoigne. Instead, they all paid the bill and asked their spokesman to tell the press that they accepted ‘collective responsibility’. Years later, Teddy Sheringham, the scorer of the fourth England goal that night, told a reporter: ‘We had so much stick going into the Euros in 1996. All we did was make it work for us. There were no real divisions among the squad … the feeling was that we were one unit.’

			What weakened the Dutch team wasn’t a lack of talent – they were more skilled than the English. It wasn’t their differences – the English were just as diverse. What the Dutch lacked was a moment that could overcome those differences; a shared experience that created a sense of being ‘us’. What started as a national scandal became a period of intense adversity that unified the team. In the words of England’s manager Terry Venables, it ‘made all the difference’.

		

		
			Introduction

			It’s a warm Thursday evening. I’m standing just inside the front door of my house in south-west London. My three primary-age children are bunched up behind me, buzzing and bickering about who’s going outside first. My wife is checking her watch. It’s almost time. We step just a few feet outside. The man from the ground-floor flat on the corner is already there. Every week, he patrols the small patch of pavement in front of his garden wall as if preparing for a roll-call. He stops, and looks up and down the street. It’s a good turnout tonight. Faces lean out of upstairs windows; couples stand at open doors.

			At 8 p.m. we all start clapping.

			It’s meant to be a thank-you, this weekly ritual that marks our time. We clap to thank the key workers who are ready to look after us. But I’m not thinking about them today. I’m thinking about the aliens that Karen made up.

			Karen Stenner is an Australian political scientist who teaches at Princeton. I met her three years ago at a conference that I organised on the shores of Lake Como. With such a beautiful venue, it would have been cruel and unusual to spend the whole day inside. So, each afternoon after lunch, I allocated everyone a partner and encouraged them to go for a walk. On the first afternoon, I fixed the pairs so that I could talk to Karen. Why? Because I wanted to hear about the aliens.

			Karen Stenner is fascinated by how you would answer this question: ‘Which is more important: that a child obeys their parents well or that they are interested in how and why things happen?’ Using this, and two other questions like it, she has identified a group of Americans whom she calls ‘Authoritarians’. This sizeable group – one-third of Americans in total, both left- and right-wing – believe that it’s more important that children are obedient rather than curious, neat rather than wise, and well-behaved rather than responsible. What is striking about this group is that their preference for order, neatness and consistency applies to much more than the behaviour of children. It describes their view of society, particularly when it comes to diversity and difference. In short, they find high levels of diversity threatening and prefer it when everyone seems the same. When they are questioned, ‘Authoritarians’ are more likely to hold negative views about other ethnic groups, less likely to unreservedly condemn the Ku Klux Klan and more likely to see Nazis as better than communists. That is, until the aliens arrive.

			Karen invented her aliens for an experiment to test our sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Her ‘Authoritarians’ were given a pile of newspaper articles to read. In half of those piles lay a story whose origin was not a newsroom but Karen’s imagination. Produced to look as authentic as possible, it told of an official NASA report that had recently been released. The report had reviewed ‘billions of radio signals received from outer space over the last 20 years’. Its conclusion was that we are not alone. There are aliens out there who are ‘eager to communicate with us’. Not only that, but they are likely to ‘make actual contact with us here on Earth within the next few years’. As to the nature of these aliens, the only certainty that the report could muster was that they are ‘very different from us in ways we are not yet even able to imagine’. After reading the articles, participants completed a short survey. The survey was about their attitudes – not to aliens, but to other humans somewhat unlike them. Here’s the striking thing. Karen’s ‘Authoritarians’ who had considered the arrival of extra-terrestrial life had become positively relaxed about human diversity. Faced with a ‘them’ profoundly different to anything on earth, humans who merely had a different skin colour or religion seemed suddenly very much like ‘us’.

			Karen’s aliens were made up. But ours is real.

			We’re outside clapping because of an alien that we cannot see, that arrived unannounced and has spread unseen. We didn’t invite it in and yet it has entered our homes and taken control of our lives. As we watch for its shadow everywhere, we follow its decrees: when we can come and go, who we can see and what we can do. It is everywhere and nowhere. We only see it when it strikes. It preys on the weak and the righteous. It is an alien ‘very different from us in ways we are not yet able to imagine’. It is the ultimate ‘them’ to our collective ‘us’.

			The novel coronavirus is Karen’s test made real. As I write these words, in the initial phase of this alien’s reign, the sense of ‘us’ is palpable. You can see it in our actions. My neighbours bring us food when we fall ill. Windows have filled up with thank-you notes to refuse collectors, health workers and postmen. The UK government asked for volunteers to support the NHS and 700,000 people signed up. You can hear it in our language too. In the week that the UK lockdown was announced, online searches for the term ‘blitz spirit’ rose nine-fold. In the US, eight out of ten Americans told pollsters that they now have ‘more in common than that which divided them’. Above all, though, you can feel it, especially on a Thursday evening. As we clap for strangers who we do not know and will not know – strangers of all ethnicities, ages and incomes – my neighbours and I are expressing something more than a thank-you. We’re articulating a longing to believe that we’re all in the same boat. That we’re united.

			But deep down, most of us know this isn’t true. For as I stand and clap, the people I’m applauding are not the only strangers. Looking up and down my street – at windows and at doorways – I recognise just one, maybe two, faces. I’m locked down in a neighbourhood of mostly strangers. I think of another man trapped in his neighbourhood. Truman Burbank, the hero of Peter Weir’s film The Truman Show (1998), is an insurance salesman played by Jim Carrey who lives a picture-perfect life in a seaside town called Seahaven Island. What Burbank doesn’t know is that his life is a fiction, a reality-TV show. The stars in the sky are studio lights, every step he takes is discussed by studio staff, and his neighbours are actors parachuted into the scene only when he’s on the street. As I look around, I realise that I know so few of my neighbours that I wouldn’t have noticed if they’d been parachuted in before lockdown began. Unnerved, I look at them again, hunting for familiarity. Something is wrong. The casting director who selected these actors was heavily biased. No one of colour was selected. No one above the age of forty-five. And the costume department has suffered a failure of imagination; everyone is dressed in the style of ‘city worker on day off’. The cast of characters that live in my street seems to be the mirror image of me.

			Truman did not discover the truth about his neighbourhood until things started going wrong. A star that fell out of the sky crashed onto the street and was revealed as a studio light. His car radio stumbled upon a strange frequency on which people were talking about him, describing his every move. Normally, Truman never spotted the things that were off in his world. But the accidents revealed reality. The coronavirus is the same. By tilting the world on its axis, it has revealed things hiding in plain sight.

			The greatest revelation comes from being forced indoors. Removed from normal daily life, most of us have only two windows into the external world. The first arrives for me every day at 10 p.m. It’s the world of the TV news, in all its grisly variety. Care homes struggling to keep residents safe. Minority groups more at risk from the virus. Vulnerable children missing the support of teachers and social workers. The second arrives when I open my door on Thursdays at 8 p.m. to clap. It reveals the world of my street – White, affluent young professionals clapping for strangers. Once you spot the disconnect, it’s hard to ignore. When the virus first arrived, it created – as with Karen Stenner’s aliens – a sense of us: it was everyone vs the virus. But as time passes, it has done something else. It has revealed our divisions. We’re not all in this together. We’re not even living on the same streets.

			Over the last few years, elections, referenda, protests and riots have had the same effect. Unexpected results and moments of crisis have fallen like studio lights out of the sky, revealing the world outside of our neighbourhoods, friendships and families, where at least half the people think very differently from us. It has taken accidents and extraordinary events to reveal it, but – like Truman Burbank – most of us appear to be living in a bubble.

			My bubble was not imposed upon me like Truman’s. It was chosen freely. It’s formed from the neighbours in the street I choose to live on; the colleagues at the place where I choose to work; the friends I choose to keep up with; and the parents at the school to which I choose to send my children. These people are not actors. But their back stories, challenges and even appearances seem to mirror my own. Looked at more closely still, most of them vote like me, earn like me, have the same level of education as me and are mostly the same skin colour too. The virus may have forced us to keep our distance, but the truth is that we’ve been socially distant from those who differ from us for a long time now.

			I’m writing this book because that distance matters a great deal. It matters most because it robs us of our greatest human ability: to have concern for each other. For those who need our help, for those who rely on us, for those we stand and applaud.

			People are not machines. Our concerns do not arrive by algorithmic deduction. They are not established purely by the weighing of need. Instead, we are social animals whose concerns spring from feelings that, hunter-like, track the changing interests of those we know, care for and love. Unemployment may rise, but it’s when our friend loses her job that we really care. A virus may kill tens of thousands, but it will take the death of a loved one to make us truly mourn. The 10 p.m. news can tell me that care-home residents are dying, that children in violent homes are unsafe, that ethnic minorities are more at risk, that manual workers are struggling to balance income with safety, and that small-business owners are seeing their livelihoods crushed. Our deepest concerns, though, remain bounded by our friendships, our connections, our bubbles. If our bubble includes no one in a care home, no one in a violent home, no one from an ethnic minority, no one working with their hands, and no one running a small business, few persistent passions are roused. It is personal experience, not abstract knowledge, that makes us care.

			This matters. For as we stand and clap, locked up at home in a socially distanced world, huge decisions are looming. As we consider the routes towards normal, each of them appears to pit different groups against others. Should everyone be allowed out of their homes – enabling those without a garden to get out and breathe fresh air – or should they remain where they are, better protecting the lives of the elderly and vulnerable? Do we open pubs to save their staff from redundancy or keep them closed to save others from disease? Do we keep schools open – helping children from poorer backgrounds to catch up in their learning – or prioritise workplaces so that people who cannot work from home can start earning again? Each decision requires the wisdom of Solomon.

			Today, King Solomon of Israel is remembered by most of us for just one story. Two women come before him carrying a baby boy. They argue furiously, each claiming to be the mother. Solomon interrupts. He calls for a sword and orders that the child be cut in two so that each woman can have half the baby. Faced with this horror, the real mother immediately renounces her claim – and is given her child to take home. The Old Testament declares that ‘everyone in Israel was amazed’. But it’s easy to overlook the fact that Solomon’s wisdom was not knowledge; it was empathy. The child returned to his true parent not because Solomon knew who the birth-mother was, but because he understood how she would feel.

			Solomon’s wisdom is also humanity’s greatest advantage. We sit at the top of the food chain not only because we know more than the other animals, but because we empathise better than they do. It is the combination of our empathy and our understanding that has allowed us to form the groups, tribes and nations that dominate the world. What happens, though, if this empathy is restricted? What if our concerns can reach only as far as the edge of our bubbles? What if our priorities are focused solely on those who are ‘like us’? Our leaders must then face impossible trade-offs in a society full of people lacking concern for the other side.

			This book argues that Solomon’s wisdom needs to be recovered by breaking down the barriers that divide us. Right now, the scale of our divisions should trouble us deeply. We should worry about our democracy when so many voters know only members of their own bubble and distrust all others. We should worry about our economy when some bubbles contain the networks and connections required to get ahead while others do not. We should worry about injustice when it is too easy for our bubble to exclude those who are oppressed and those who suffer. We should worry about our security when individuals can be sucked into hard-left, far-right or fundamentalist bubbles that actively hate those on the outside.

			This pandemic will pass. When it does, we have a chance to build a society in which we’re less distant from each another; in which we venture outside of our tramlines; in which we share many more moments in common. It is a great opportunity to build a better society and we should grab it with both hands. If we can rebuild what I will call a Common Life – a set of shared moments that brings us together with those who seem different from us – our country will be richer, happier and fairer.

			I don’t want to turn back the clock. These shared moments should be ones we enjoy and gain from, in ways that fit with modern life. And this book will make some suggestions about the kind of moments these might be. For instance, I will argue that we should consider introducing community service for young people as part of their schooling; funding local groups that bring new parents together; and building a national retirement service that connects us to our local neighbourhood as the time we spend at work reduces.

			Get real, you might say. People don’t like change, and still less being told what’s good for them. Creating new ways to bring us together is unrealistic and impractical, an unaffordable pipe dream. If we’re to make changes after this crisis, the priority should be elsewhere. But I would contend that now is a moment of uncommon opportunity, and we should seize it.

			As I stand at my door and clap, 150 miles away, in Hereford, a woman stands outside her home and does the same. Born in 1936, my mother turns eighty-five this year. My children, stuck indoors last week, wanted to know about the Second World War, the global crisis that had interrupted her childhood. They were fascinated by her evacuation – how she had been forced to move away from home, from her parents and her friends, and into the home of strangers. I’ve heard the stories before, but even so my mind filled with images as she spoke. Of my mother, aged six, sheltering in the basement of her school, taught alongside the only other classmate yet to leave London. Aged seven, sent away by her parents to a house she does not know. Forced outside each day by adults who want to help but don’t like children, my mother fends for herself between breakfast and tea. She plays alone in the woods and near the village. She longs to leave. Within the year, her parents visit and decide to take her home. Aged eight, so pleased to be home, she watches her mother hide the weekly sugar ration so there will be enough for a Christmas cake.

			My mother was just one of 827,000 children to be evacuated. That’s 827,000 separate tales of mostly inner-city children sent to country carers. Two worlds collided. Surprised by seeing flowers growing, one wrote home: ‘They call this spring, Mum, and they have one down here every year.’ Some children refused to drink milk after seeing where it came from, convinced they were being given cow’s urine. Surrogate parents in turn were often shocked by the levels of deprivation and poverty they witnessed, with some children arriving in clothes so dirty that they had to be burned. Some smaller children weren’t wearing underclothes at all, but brown paper into which they had been stitched for the winter. One woman recorded that the children she received had ‘no coats or extra shirts or underclothes. I … decided to write to the parents for more. The mother wrote back saying she would have to get their suits and shoes out of pawn.’ By necessity, the war threw strangers together. Some three million people joined Civil Defence groups at home. Over one and half million women entered industry. Another five million men and women were conscripted into armed service. Many millions, in other words, were forced out of their bubbles and came to understand the lives of the others.

			The experience of total war brought us closer together. We saw anew how in need so many of us were. And the result was the National Health Service. That crisis ended – just as this one will. The wisdom we gained from looking beyond our bubbles allowed Britons to build something new: an institution that they saw was necessary, but that for many years had also seemed unrealistic, impractical and unaffordable. It is now never far from the British mind. It has changed lives and lengthened them. It starred in the opening ceremony of the London 2012 Olympics. It has been described as the closest thing we have to a national religion. As my neighbours and I stand on our street, it is the NHS we are clapping.

			The crisis of Covid has distanced us from each other. We see anew how far apart we are. The result must be a new way to bring us together.

		

		
			Part I

			THE HUMPTY DUMPTY EFFECT

			Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,

			Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

			All the king’s horses and all the king’s men

			Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

			English Nursery Rhyme

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE PROBLEM YOU KNEW ABOUT ALL ALONG

			One of my first jobs when I left school was making sales on behalf of the local milkman. Starting at 10 a.m. after a substantial fried breakfast, I’d pound the streets of my home town of Plymouth, knocking on doors, and trying to persuade anyone unfortunate enough to be at home how much better their life would be if they had milk delivered to their doorstep. If I failed, I earned nothing. But every time I succeeded, I took home £10. Most days I took home about £50, but on one magical day my pocket bulged with five £20 notes. With such clear incentives, I thought a great deal about what would make a sale more likely. How much should I smile when someone opened the door? Too little might seem unfriendly; too much, weird and overfamiliar. How close to the door should I stand? Too near might appear aggressive; but too far, unconfident or aloof. And what was the best opening line? A simple hello or a more formal introduction? The most experienced sales rep in our group was convinced that the best approach was to crack an unfunny joke. If the person smiled, you knew you had someone in the mood to buy; if not, it was time to move on. I copied his approach. ‘I’m not as bad as I look,’ I would declare with a jaunty smile, standing what I had decided was the optimal distance from the door. That was until one day in May, when the person behind the doorstep looked me up and down, rolled his eyes, declared, ‘Yes you are mate,’ and slammed it shut.

			Francis Evans, an academic at the Chicago School of Business, was more detached from the world of door-to-door sales, but in the early 1960s he became fascinated by the factors that made a sale more likely. In 1963, he analysed every sale of life insurance made by 125 salesmen across the United States. And while he never resolved the issue of how close to stand to the door or whether a joke was better than a ‘hello’, he did find something fascinating. No matter the competence of the sales rep, the homeowner was more likely to buy if the rep happened to support the same political party that they did. Republicans were more likely to buy if the salesman was a Republican; Democrats were more likely to buy if the salesman was a Democrat. That wasn’t all. Sales were also more likely if the rep had the same level of education as the homeowner or if they both earned the same amount of money each week. Incredibly, it even helped if they were the same height.

			The preference for ‘people like us’ that Francis Evans discovered on the doorsteps of America in 1963 has come back to haunt us. Some sixty years later, our societies have become fractured, split into social bubbles comprised of people ‘just like us’. These social divisions – by education, age, race, income and politics – have become too large to ignore. Four out of five Americans describe their country as ‘mainly or totally divided’. Half of Britons believe that the people of the UK are ‘the most divided that we have ever been’. And yet our fractures took us by surprise. As referenda and elections lit up our divisions like an X-ray illuminating broken bones, many of us found ourselves waking and wondering: ‘How could it be that close? I don’t know anyone who voted the other way.’ We were surprised by something we should have known, for the truth was hiding in plain sight. The evidence was there in our own friendships, where we could see groups that were full of people ‘just like me’. We have been like children learning the reality about Father Christmas, dismayed by a truth that was obvious all along. For years, we ignored it. As long as the economy grew, we closed our eyes to the parallel lives of the rich and poor while the wealthy worked, socialised and increasingly married solely within their own kind. We looked past our workplaces, divided into firms where either everyone had a university degree, or no one did. Wanting to put issues of race into the past, we ignored the fact that most of us had next to no close friends of a different ethnicity. Not any more. Divisions seem to be all around us. Race, in particular, is back on the agenda.

			It has now become too easy to assume that all our divisions are about race. White, Black, Asian, Latino, Somali, Pakistani – these have become the words of the moment to describe our most pressing fractures. Here is a different set of words that are just as relevant: publishers, consultants, bankers, lawyers, doctors, senior civil servants. For, today, no groups in the UK are more fractured than professionals are from lower earners. But – if the word ‘professional’ describes you as much as it does me – I’m pretty confident that deep down you already knew this. If you are in this group, I’d like to place a small bet. How many people do you know by name for whom life, on a day-to-day basis, is truly financially difficult? My bet is that the answer is none or, at most, one. If so, you are not alone. Outside of a pandemic, the average professional would have to throw a party for a hundred people before inviting anyone who was collecting unemployment benefit. In truth, few of those invitations would even manage to reach someone working class.1

			Rather than host a party, let’s attend a wedding and play a game. You tell me the education level of the first person getting married, and I will tell you the level of the second. It’s an easy game for me to win, as most Britons and Americans now marry people with the same education level as themselves. Those with degrees marry those with degrees. Those with MBAs marry those with MBAs. This tendency, known as ‘assortative mating’, is most pronounced at the highest levels of wealth and education, where the rich and the highly educated marry the rich and the highly educated. It’s tempting to console ourselves with the thought that ‘it was ever thus’. Tempting, but wrong. During the first half of the last century, the opposite trend was true – more and more people married outside their social class.2 The rise of assortative mating doesn’t just affect the couple getting married. As the American political scientist Robert Putnam puts it, it means that ‘[f]ewer and fewer working-class kids will have rich uncles or well-educated aunts to help them ascend the ladder’.3

			Today, about half of Brits and Americans with degrees have almost no close friends without one. Fractures between the young and old have become just as pronounced. Part of the reason older Americans find millennials so puzzling is that they don’t talk to them. Just 6 per cent of Americans older than sixty say that they discuss ‘important matters’ with anyone under thirty-five they are not related to.4 Europe is equally as divided; a study in the Netherlands found that, in the average week, roughly nine out of ten over-eighties had no contact at all with anyone under sixty, apart from members of their family.5 These divisions are a key cause of the loneliness affecting older citizens. If, as you head into later life, your friends are mostly your age, they’re likely to become less mobile – and less able to visit – at around the same point that you do. It should therefore horrify but not surprise us when half of Britons over seventy tell us that their closest companion is the television, rather than another human being. Millennials are equally cut off. At a point when they need contacts and networks to get ahead, under-thirty-fives have, roughly, just a quarter of the interactions with older generations than would be the case if their friendships mirrored the mix in the local community.

			What about politics? On the day after the Brexit referendum, the Financial Times sent a journalist on a commuter train into London. One, somewhat stunned, voter described her reaction to the news: ‘I woke up and said, “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I don’t know anyone who voted Leave – but maybe that says something in itself.’ Many Remainers and Brexiteers, Trump-lovers and Trump-haters, live in completely different social worlds. A quarter of Remain voters have no friends who voted Leave, while a fifth of Leave voters have no Remain-voting friends. Two-thirds of committed conservatives in the US have no close friends with a different political view. The same is true of half of the committed liberals. We’re now more concerned about our child marrying someone with the ‘wrong’ political view than with a different skin colour. One in ten Americans would be unhappy if their child married someone of a different race. Two in ten Remainers would be unhappy if their child married a Brexiteer. Three in ten Republicans would be unhappy if their child married a Democrat. Five in ten Democrats would be unhappy if their child married a Republican. Our fractures along political lines may be new, but they’re deep.

			What about race? American comedian Chris Rock’s sarcasm has it roughly right: ‘we’re living in a time where Dr King and Nelson Mandela’s dreams are coming alive … All my Black friends have a bunch of White friends, and all my White friends have one Black friend.’ In the US, almost half of Whites have no Black friends (as well as no Asian friends and no Latino friends). When asked to list their seven closest friends, most name only White people. When asked to think more broadly – about acquaintances and colleagues – more than a quarter still can’t think of anyone who is not White. Chris Rock is too optimistic, though, when it comes to his Black friends. The majority of Black Americans listing their seven closest friends name only fellow Black people. Just under half of Hispanics name only Hispanics. More than a quarter of African Americans and Hispanics can’t think of a single friend who is White. The UK is similar. Around half of Brits have friends only from their own ethnic group. Religious divides are also strong. About half of non-Muslim Brits have never had any close contact with a Muslim in their life. The vast majority cannot think of a single close friend who is Muslim. The British writer David Goodhart wrote this about a visit he made to a school in the British city of Huddersfield: ‘the mutual ignorance among white and Pakistani children about each other was summed up by one primary school head teacher who heard a Pakistani child expressing surprise to have discovered that white children “liked pizza as much as we do”’.6 It is time to understand properly why we are so divided, why it matters and how we fix it.

			We should start by recognising that our problem is not that we are different from each other. People have always lived with difference. There has never been a country on earth where everyone thought the same, believed the same, looked the same and sounded the same. No, the problem is not that we are different from each other; it is that we are distant from ‘the other’. The problem is our lack of interaction with those who are different; that we live in social bubbles filled with people ‘just like me’. It is these bubbles that mean you can live in a diverse country and wake up the day after a knife-edge election and find that none of your friends voted the other way. These divisions between us matter. We will see how they reduce social mobility by robbing poorer children of the networks and contacts they need to get ahead; how they increase terrorism by creating segregated spaces where radicalisation occurs; how they reduce life expectancy by boosting anxiety and exacerbating loneliness; and how they slow economic growth by preventing the spread of knowledge and innovation. Worst of all, they poison our democratic debate, making it harder to solve all of these – and other – problems. How, though, will we mend these fractures? Well, first we must understand what causes them. To paraphrase Jean-Jacques Rousseau, we must explain why societies are born together but everywhere have come apart.

			Some people will suggest that no explanation is needed, for surely these fractures are ‘natural’. Haven’t birds of a feather always ‘flocked together’? Yes, they have. In fact, ever since Francis Evans’s door-to-door salesmen study, researchers have long known that all of us have a small bias towards people ‘like us’. This bias, though weak, is so constant that academics believe evolution has hardwired it into us. It has been such a focus of so much research that they have given the bias a name: they call it homophily, meaning ‘the tendency to seek out or be attracted to those who are like me’. We will call it the People Like Me syndrome (PLM). It is this syndrome, this natural, persistent bias, that sits at the heart of our divisions into bubbles of ‘us’ and ‘them’. As we will see, People Like Me syndrome is at the core of our story.

			But it cannot be the whole story. Why? Because it’s a constant bias. It doesn’t get stronger or weaker. It can no better explain why we are fracturing more now than the existence of the sun can explain why it is warm today but not last week. You can’t explain why it’s hot without starting with the sun. But the sun alone can’t explain why it’s hotter today than it was yesterday. In the same way, you can’t understand our divisions without starting with People Like Me syndrome. But PLM can’t explain why we are more divided now than before. It becomes hotter because something other than the sun changes – the clouds move, the earth moves, the wind blows. What then has changed to make us more divided? The answer is that although human nature has not changed, our societies have.

			To understand this, we need to talk about sugar. Humans love sugar. We have a natural, and pretty constant, bias towards eating it. Doughnuts, cakes, sweets, ice creams – if it has sugar in it, we usually like it. Just like PLM, this tendency is ‘natural’ and ‘constant’. It’s baked into our make-up, apparent in our instincts and has evolved over tens of thousands of years. Why? Probably because it was useful for our nomadic ancestors to seek high-energy foods while they travelled great distances, uncertain when they might eat again. However, for today’s more sedentary humans an uncontrolled attraction to sugar would be pretty damaging. Rates of obesity and diabetes would go through the roof. And so, in the face of this dangerous bias, societies have stepped in. How? By evolving norms and habits that discourage us from eating too much sweet and sugary food. It has become normal to frown upon those who consume more sugar than they should, who become grossly overweight, whose teeth rot, or who eat sweet food as the main course rather that at the end of the meal. The result is that while it may be ‘natural’ for an individual to desire too much sugar, it’s also now ‘normal’ for our societies to discourage this desire.

			The point is this: when our natural instincts are detrimental to ourselves and society at large, our societies evolve ways to restrain our natural instinct. As individuals, we desire too much sugar, and so our societies have created habits and norms to constrain us. In the same way, as we go through adolescence, we tend to gravitate towards risk-taking, conflict and even violence. Successful societies keep the peace by building norms and habits to channel these impulses. These norms and habits are what many of us call ‘civilisation’.

			In exactly the same way, successful societies have always found ways to dampen our instinct to divide and sub-divide. How? By creating institutions that bring people together with those who are not like them. At different times and places, these social institutions have taken very different forms. The industrial society of our grandparents connected city dwellers through the school, the workplace and the club. The agrarian societies of our ancestors connected villagers through feast days, religious services and rites of passage. The nomadic societies of prehistory connected different families through animalistic rituals. Every successful society in history has evolved different institutions to constrain People Like Me syndrome – but in every case they have the same effect. They bring together those who are different. They build trust. They prevent division. These institutions are the hidden glue that is central to our human story. And yet we have no name for them. I will call them our Common Life.

			Today, the common life that connected our grandparents – of club and society, local school and local workplace – has fallen away. We have become half as likely to join a club or society. If we do, they tend to be full of people like us. Our schools have become more divided by race and income than our neighbourhoods. Our workplaces have become fractured by educational background – increasingly they either have no staff without a university degree or no one with one. The lack of a common life, that can connect us with those unlike us, is the reason we are divided today. It is not because of Fox News or MSNBC, Donald Trump or Brexit. Media-fired culture wars and political conflicts do not help us to unite, but they are not the main reason that we are divided. We are not fractured because our politics are fractious. It’s the other way around: our politics are fractious because we are fractured, they are divisive because we, the people, are socially divided from one another. We have an appetite for stories that tell us that ‘another group of people’ are terrible, untrustworthy and up to something only because we never spend any time with these type of people. There is no market for media or electoral candidates who spread hate and criticism about people who you really like and hang out with all the time. Our divisions create the space for demagogues, not the other way around. The fundamental reason for our fractures is that we lack a common life to connect us, a set of institutions that bring us together with people unlike us. In their absence, we spend our time with the people we choose to see, when we choose to see them. PLM ensures that we choose people who are just like us. And so, long before we were made to socially distance, we became socially distant from those unlike us.

			Am I claiming that there was once a period of perfect unity? No. Do I believe that society has been on the ‘road to hell’ from some earlier golden age? No. Do I believe we simply need to turn the clock back? Again, no. The story is not that things have got endlessly worse. Nor is it that things have got endlessly better. The truth is we’ve been going around in circles. Things have got worse, and then better, and then worse and then better. How do we know? Because we’ve definitely been here before. At the start of the Industrial Revolution, our ancestors migrated from their villages to towns and cities in huge numbers. Young men and women left behind their rural communities. Their new neighbours had strange dialects and different habits. The glue – the common life – that had held them together with their fellow villagers was left behind: the local church that they knew was a day’s journey away and there was little prospect of celebrating feast days with your neighbours or inviting everyone to your wedding or child’s baptism. On arrival in their new surroundings, people found themselves adrift in a sea of strangers with no social institutions to connect them with those who seemed so unlike them. They therefore clung to people ‘like them’ – distant family, friends from the old village, those with the same dialect, and, increasingly, those from the same ‘class’ – living cheek by jowl, but fractured from one another. The historical records describe the consequence: people’s trust in each other plummeted. In 1843, the Illustrated London News warned that distrust will ‘destroy the very fabric of society by shaking every confidence between man and man’.

			These divisions into bubbles of similarity proved to be a tinderbox. As the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic revealed, crises can create a short-term burst of solidarity. But without a common life to bring people together, when crises hit the fast-growing cities of the nineteenth century, they combusted. The three challenges of disease, crime and poverty did nothing to create a sense of ‘being in it together’. Instead, they created a demand for immediate change, and if this was not forthcoming, violence typically ensued. By 1850, half of Europe was aflame. This was no golden age of unity. The past does not offer us a vision for post-pandemic life. It is a past we should fear, not try to emulate.

			Our ancestors would see half a century pass before some semblance of trust and solidarity came to the cities. It didn’t happen by turning back the clock. The old ways of connecting villagers – the feast day, the rite of passage, the religious ceremonies – were largely gone. No, they had to wait for a new common life to arrive. In time, clubs and societies sprung up and grew until they had huge memberships; workplaces built solidarity between colleagues; mandatory schools educated children but also connected families with their neighbours. This new common life, though, did not emerge overnight. It took fifty years to arrive.

			We cannot afford to wait that long today. The pandemic has revealed anew our divisions. It has also created an opportunity to act. For the health of our democracy, our society and our economy, we need to take it. Our countries need a new common life – a new set of institutions, different from those of the past, that can pull us out of bubbles and connect us together. With our world turned upside down by the virus, it is time to rebuild it.

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE VILLAIN OF OUR STORY

			There is a story – in all likelihood apocryphal – that at the turn of the twentieth century The Times of London ran a competition. The newspaper – troubled by events it was reporting – asked a number of leading British authors to write articles in response to a single question: ‘What is wrong with the world today?’ Most authors submitted responses that were long, detailed and scholarly. All apart from one, which reputedly came from the writer and theologian G. K. Chesterton. It consisted of four words: ‘Dear Sirs, I am.’ If we’re to understand the fractures in our countries, we must begin as Chesterton did. We are the main reason our countries are fracturing.

			Oldham is a small town near Manchester that is home to about two hundred thousand people. On the morning of 27 May 2001, it found itself on the front page of every newspaper in England. A racist attack had led to a street fight, which by the evening had erupted into a full-blown riot between local White and Asian young men. It was three days before peace returned.

			Despite its small size, Oldham has a proud industrial history. In the nineteenth century, it produced more cotton textile than anywhere in the world. Migrants from India came to live and work there. In the 1980s, the industry on which the town had been built went into steep decline, and within twenty years Oldham had become one of the most deprived municipalities in England – and also one of the most divided. On the eve of the riots, Asians and Whites lived in different parts of the town, socialising separately and sending their children to different schools.

			In the shadow of the riots, on the west side of Oldham were two such schools, just two miles apart. On the face of it, Breeze Hill and Counthill had much in common. Both had around seven hundred pupils, served mostly lower-income families and achieved mixed results. And yet anyone visiting the schools would spot an obvious difference. It was hard to find a White student at Breeze Hill and equally rare to see an Asian student at Counthill.

			Neither Breeze Hill nor Counthill exists today. In the same year, they were both closed. Their students – White and Asian – were transferred to a new, larger school – called Waterhead Academy – where they would be educated together. The most interesting part of Waterhead Academy is the cafeteria. It’s here – unlike in many of their lessons – that students express a completely free choice about whom they sit next to. This means that social scientists can see the extent to which the children – Asian and White – choose to sit together or apart. The good news is that White and Asian students sit next to each other more than they used to. The bad news is that they don’t do it very much.

			But this isn’t the most significant thing about Waterhead. It shouldn’t surprise us that two groups of students previously educated separately are taking some time to get to know each other. No, the really significant thing about Waterhead is what else the social scientists have found. For they didn’t just record the ethnicity of the children having lunch together. They also recorded their hair colour and whether they wore glasses. And what did they find? It turned out that children with ginger hair – like me – were more likely to sit next to others with ginger hair. Children with glasses – again like me – were more likely to sit next to other children with glasses. In short, they found out that you’re more likely to sit, eat and be friends with someone who looks a bit like you, whether you’ve previously been educated in different schools or not.

			Christina Bloom needed to rest. The Manhattanite philanthropist had been diagnosed with stage-four breast cancer and was exhausted. But, sitting in her five-million-dollar apartment overlooking Central Park, she couldn’t shake an idea that had obsessed her ever since her marriage had failed. Bloom had become fixated on the idea that she had missed out on the man she should have married. A man who – she noticed – looked a lot like her. Despite her friends’ protestations, she became convinced that looking alike was the basis for love, and she was prepared to commit some of her not insignificant wealth to the cause. She was so convinced that she hired a team of consultants and coders, and set them to work building a dating website that would scan your face and match you with someone who had the same facial features as you. She appeared on daytime television to promote the business, and before long 50,000 Americans had become members of the marvellously named FindYourFaceMate.com. Although the company closed in 2014 – overtaken by Tinder, Bumble and pretty much everyone else – Christina Bloom was onto something. For we are indeed attracted to people who look like us.

			Just a year before the website was launched, two psychology professors, Chris Fraley and Michael Marks, enlisted twenty-two male and eighteen female volunteers to take part in a two-day experiment. On the first day, participants had their photos taken and completed a simple test. They looked at pictures of people’s faces and rated their attractiveness out of ten. Then they headed home. What they didn’t know was that what really mattered on that day wasn’t the test, but the photos that were taken of them. That night, Chris and Michael went to work. For each volunteer they produced fifty new pictures to rate. While ten of these pictures showed entirely normal faces, forty showed faces created on a computer by merging a stranger’s face with the photo of the volunteer’s own face. The volunteers returned on the next day to the university, where they were given the fifty faces and asked to rate them for sexual attractiveness on a 1 (not at all attractive) to 7 (extremely attractive) scale. Sure enough, the majority of the forty volunteers preferred the faces that most resembled their own. Christina Bloom may not have had the best business idea, but she was right about one thing. Humans appear to like the look of themselves.

			Christina Bloom and the researchers at Waterhead Academy had discovered the same thing that Francis Evans had identified on the doorstep: a bias that affects all of us. It’s a bias at the heart of why our countries are fractured; a bias in favour of people who remind us of ourselves. This bias can be about looks – recall how Evans found that customers preferred salesmen who matched their height – or about something invisible – Evans also found that customers preferred salesmen with the same level of education or political opinions. Since 1954, social scientists have called this bias homophily. Put simply, it means: ‘birds of a feather flock together’. In this book, I am using the simpler, somewhat blunter term: People Like Me syndrome. PLM has been a source of constant interest to social scientists, with around 37,000 articles having been written on the topic.

			Readers might reasonably ask: what is the difference between People Like Me Syndrome and racism? Is PLM just a ‘nice’ term for racism? It is worth spending a moment on what they have in common and how they differ. They are clearly linked concepts. PLM is about a bias (towards people like me) and racism describes a bias against people of a different race. However, they are also each broader than the other. To make an obvious point, PLM is broader than matters of race. As we saw at Waterhead Academy, children were biased towards other children who similarly wore glasses or didn’t wear glasses. As Francis Evans discovered with his salesmen, buyers and sellers were biased towards each other by similarity of height, political opinion and wealth. But critically, racism is substantially broader than personal biases. It also describes systems and habits that repeatedly act against people on account of their race. Let me provide an example. In my day job, I am focused on reducing levels of violence in society. This requires addressing the underlying causes of violence – which leads us to education, poverty, the criminal justice system, the employment market and much more. In almost every case, we see repeated disproportionality in the system to the advantage of the ethnic majority group and to the disadvantage of the ethnic minority group. Individual bias is part of the story, but it doesn’t fully explain what is going on. The systems, habits or algorithms can bias against a minority group without any individual necessarily being biased. This means that you could reduce PLM and the problem could remain. But reducing PLM helps. Why is this? Because PLM makes it harder to change these systems. If a majority group has the power to change things but are insulated from those who are negatively affected, they are less likely to understand the urgent need for change and are less likely to share power with those from the other group.  Throughout this book, I will seek to underline the continuing power of the bias against ethnic minority groups coded into our institutions, habits and algorithms. This is what we call ‘systemic racism’. PLM explains much of what we see in the world, but it does not seek to explain it all.

			This distinction made, you might wonder what the problem is with PLM. If it propels us to spend time with people like us and we enjoy doing so, why should we be worried about it? Let’s reconsider our love of sugar. If we eat too much of it, we tend, nonetheless, to enjoy doing so; it tastes good and gives us energy. The problem is that various negative consequences follow: from diabetes to tooth decay, obesity to heart disease. In the same way, a society in which we surround ourselves with people ‘like us’ brings some serious consequences. As we will see in Part III, these include reduced social mobility, more fragile democracy, higher risks of terrorism and lower economic growth. For this reason, great societies find ways to clamp down on People Like Me syndrome.

			This is difficult, as PLM has very broad effects on human behaviour. It can make us biased towards those with almost any perceived similarity: ethnicity, class, religion, gender, age, job title, attitudes, beliefs, even aspirations. It can also have a very wide impact. As the Evans, Bloom and Waterhead stories begin to show, PLM
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