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The world is a looking-glass, and gives back to every man the reflection of his own face.

William Makepeace Thackeray,
Vanity Fair




Introduction: Britain and Me

Feeling at home in more than one place is not very fashionable these days. Around the world, walls are going up, armed conflict is on the rise, societies are turning inwards, foreigners are met with suspicion, international institutions are crumbling, alliances are hanging by a thread. 

So this may be a really bad time for a stranger to offer her opinions on the state of a country which is not her own. Or, as I hope, perhaps it is all the more reason to do so. The Scottish poet Robert Burns once lamented, if only we could see ourselves as others see us. This book is an attempt – by someone who lives abroad but has nevertheless long come to think of the United Kingdom as her home from home – to give just that opportunity to British readers.

Britain is a country that evokes strong opinions yet eludes rigorous definition. A world traveller will find it hard to escape the traces left by the British around the globe. You run into them in Sri Lanka and ­Canada, Rome and Peru, Iran and Nigeria, Hong Kong and Portugal. Thanks to its imperial history, language, and literature, its televised monarchy, its universities, and the global reach of its creative industries, plenty of people around the world know rather a lot about Great Britain (Northern Ireland is, sadly, regularly forgotten and ignored). But frequently, these supposedly foreign notions of Britishness do not match the ideas that inform the political debate within the United Kingdom. If there is anything that unites the otherwise constantly squabbling media and political classes, it is the conviction that nobody from abroad can ever begin to understand them – a view that takes nothing away from their ­deeply engrained confidence that they understand the entire world. The chasm between how this country sees itself and how it is seen can cause considerable irritation and lead to profound misunderstandings. Politics is perception – and this is also true on the world stage. 

Observed from the outside, the United Kingdom is a bewildering, complex, and wildly contradictory place. An island nation that is also four nations, one of which is not on the island, and arguably less than a nation. A monarchy full of pomp and ritual, and a liberal democracy with an old parliamentary tradition. A significant player in inter­national diplomacy and security, convinced of its worldliness and global outlook, when most of its political and media elites speak no foreign languages. Steeped in tradition and ­pageantry but rather selective in remembering its history. A rich country and large economy with a severe poverty problem. Utterly fixated on the security of its borders but determined to leave one of them, on the island of Ireland, open. Hostile to immigration but home to a – for now – still admirably tolerant, pluralist, and open society. Frequently criticised for its obsession with rank, deference, manners, and social hierarchy, when everyone in public life is on first-name terms with one another, a degree of informality which would be unthinkable in Germany or France. And a place where the most passionate plea for a return to seriousness in politics of the last decade, Rory Stewart’s bid for Tory leadership in 2019, was delivered by a man standing in a circus tent. I could go on. Contradictions are not necessarily a bad thing. But they are worthy of explanation, and I have spent over twenty years trying to understand what lies behind them. 

My personal interest in the United Kingdom began by accident. I grew up in four different countries – Belgium, Germany, Russia, and Italy – as the daughter of a German diplomat, and, apart from a short school trip to southern England and two very brief visits to London, I spent no time in this country until my early twenties. I was, however, early obsessed with its literature, history, and language. Ironically enough, that fascination began during my teenage years in Brussels. I went to the same multilingual European school that Boris Johnson and Ursula von der Leyen had attended decades earlier, and if I had to identify the people who first turned me into an anglophile, it would be the British teachers I encountered there. My history teacher, Mr Hall, magnificently grumpy and impossible to impress, taught me to argue, especially with him. Mr Bulwer, a classicist, completely failed to teach me Latin but improved my English rhetorical skills no end. My English teacher, Mr Miller, pursued a less highbrow approach: he would write infamously bizarre and rude tabloid headlines on the blackboard, and tell us that unless we understood them, we would never speak the language properly.

Years later, at university in Berlin, when I was asked to write a paper on the end of the British Empire, I was ­immediately hooked. If you care about international relations and global history, the British are rather difficult to ignore. Since then, Britain’s role in the world has been at the centre of my work as a historian and foreign policy analyst.

The year 2004 was when I first spent an extended period of time on research in the United Kingdom. It was a very happy time, and from then onwards there was no point in denying it: I was in love – even if this would never be an easy or uncomplicated relationship. The more time I spent in this strange, wonderful, deeply self-absorbed, and occasionally infuriating place, the more I wanted to learn about it and the more often I wanted to come back. More than twenty years later, this has not changed. I have only become more interested in the endless layers of British history, and more attached to my many friends there. But this does not mean that I haven’t been regularly baffled, concerned, and provoked by the United Kingdom’s many contradictions, blind spots, and oddities. 

For a long time, my work was focused on the countless chapters of British history that happened abroad. I spent my time researching and writing about British diplomats and officers, merchants and missionaries, colonies and staging posts, foreign ministers and EU commissioners, and did not concern myself very much with Westminster, party politics, or the constitution. 

My perspective changed, literally overnight, a decade ago. On the evening of 23 June 2016, I was feeling slightly sick. I was in London for an academic conference for historians from around the world, who had assembled at King’s College to debate Britain’s role in international ­affairs from the seventeenth century to the present day. Little had the organisers known, setting the date for the event a year in advance, that it would coincide with one of the most consequential events in post-war British history, the Brexit referendum.

My nausea that day had little to do with politics. I was pregnant, and I did not want anybody to know about it yet. So instead of joining my colleagues and friends for dinner and a night of watching the votes come in, I excused myself, switched off my phone, and went to bed at 9 p.m. When I woke up the next morning, the world had changed. By a small majority, the British electorate had decided to leave the European Union. 

The events of that night set the United Kingdom on a drastic and turbulent path away from Europe. Ironically, they had the opposite effect on my own life. Not because I approved of Brexit; quite the contrary. I thought, and continue to think, that it was a complete disaster. But until the referendum, I had lived quite happily in the past, and I had paid limited attention to current affairs. Officials and politicians were interesting intellectual abstractions to me, not people I personally knew. 

Suddenly, I was asked to comment on the events that were unfolding right in front of me. I was invited to speak at universities and think tanks, and to contribute to the work of British media outlets. With time, I began to meet the kind of people I had previously only encountered in books and dusty papers. And I realised that a degree of empathy might be as important as academic study if you really want to see the other side. I had to make a greater effort to understand the institutions and political culture in the United Kingdom, and the world views that inform them. Only then would I ever be in a position to know what could be expected from the British in future. I had to take a step back and understand why this country is how it is. That involves engaging with the stories it tells itself. 

My continuing interest was not always met with approval. In 2018 I was invited to a diplomatic reception, the sort of occasion where officials, business people, journalists, and politicians mingle. Chatting to a rather formidable British diplomat, I made the mistake of making a sarcastic comment about the relentless political turmoil that had been shaking up Westminster since the referendum. The words were barely out of my mouth when I realised I had committed a terrible gaffe. ‘Surely,’ said the diplomat in an icy tone one would usually attribute to a representative of the Chinese state, ‘this really isn’t any of your business?’ 

Stunned as I was by this encounter, I was also perplexed and irritated by an attitude I have regularly come across on my side of the English Channel, not just in Germany but also during trips to other European capitals. Plenty of people considered my lasting interest in the British as mildly eccentric, if not downright sentimental. ‘Well, they are gone now’ was a typical reply whenever I brought up the United Kingdom, as if the British had quite simply dropped off the map or steamed off to the North Pole. 

The mildly xenophobic disdain of the British official and complacency on the Continent didn’t just strike me as arrogant and unpleasant; they were profoundly short-sighted. We were still neighbours and allies. Understanding is the basis for any cooperation, and the line between domestic affairs and foreign affairs has always been blurry. This is true for every country around the world. It is especially conflated now, in the highly connected, globalised world we live in. Trying to separate the two is an illusion. What goes on inside the United Kingdom has consequences for its ­relations with the rest of the world, and what occurs on the world stage affects the lives of British people, regardless of whether they are interested in international relations. The inner workings of its political system and the way in which it positions itself internationally cannot be seen in isolation. 

Nothing of what I have seen and learned over the last decade has changed my opinion that Brexit caused considerable harm to the United Kingdom, to the European Union, and to the now extremely fragile remains of the Western alliance. The decision to leave has divided the country, put additional strain on the union, created significant and pointless animosity between the UK and its neighbours, put up barriers to trade and reinforced every lazy stereotype and prejudice in the book. The sunlit uplands and economic boom that were promised during the referendum campaign have clearly not materialised. Countless studies show that leaving the EU has led to a clear reduction in long-term productivity and caused a severe and lasting hit to both imports and exports.1 YouGov polling from June 2025 shows that a clear majority of Britons now considers Brexit a failure.2 The last decade in British politics has been characterised by division, turmoil, and instability, and it does not look as if things will calm down any time soon.

But as critical as I have been, it has always seemed to me that Brexit was a symptom, rather than the only cause, of a much larger story. The referendum put a seemingly straightforward choice to the British electorate, and yet lurking behind it were much more fundamental questions about the international strategy of the United Kingdom, its economic model, and the future of its democracy. The world has changed dramatically since 2016, and yet these questions remain as pertinent and contested as ever.

For all our differences, there are similarities between our current situations. The problems confronting the British are problems to which other liberal democracies are far from immune, and none of them arrived overnight. Wherever I look, to Germany, France, Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Spain, or Italy, I see ­polarisation, volatility, economic stagnation, and the creeping normalisation of destructive, authoritarian, and inhumane ideas. Things are significantly worse when you look across the Atlantic and turn your attention to the rapidly deteriorating situation in the United States. 

The security and freedom that someone of my generation, born in the 1980s, has been used to, regardless of whether we live in York, Bristol, Munich, or Hamburg, can no longer be taken for granted. Given the current level of geopolitical tension and disruption, it is not inconceivable that a major international conflict or another financial crisis will shape our future. China and the United States are locked in a fierce competition for technological supremacy. There has been unspeakable suffering in the Middle East and Sudan. War has returned to the European continent, and there is a considerable risk that it will spread. Our present global security crisis is accompanied and compounded by a crisis of liberal democracy. Some of the United Kingdom’s challenges are distinctively British. Many are simply British variations on an international theme. 

When the world becomes overwhelming and scary, people switch to crisis mode. They become reactive and angry, and no longer take the time to consider large, underlying questions. Nobody has patience with complexity when the house appears to be on fire. Instead, we are drawn into breathless, superficial, and aggressive debates that are ­perennially stuck in the last five minutes. We also forget our own strengths and lose all sense of proportion. That is the wrong approach. A time of dramatic change and disruption requires a sense of historical and international perspective. To establish it is the purpose of this book. Each chapter will get us one step closer to understanding where the United Kingdom finds itself today. 

We begin with the most elemental topic of all: location. In which way has geography shaped the way the British see themselves and the world? Is the Island Story just a tired cliché, or is it an understandable and intrinsic part of the public imagination? And is it a story that really makes the United Kingdom un-European or exceptional? 

That question leads us to the four component parts of the United Kingdom. What is Britishness? National identity is a puzzle in a multinational and multilingual union state but that has not stopped various forms of nationalism from deeply pervading UK politics. What is it that keeps the English and the Scots, the Welsh and the Northern Irish together, and what could drive them further apart?

No population exists in an international vacuum – least of all the British, who, until not so very long ago, lived at the centre of the world’s largest empire. This is why the third chapter explores the way in which this country treats foreigners and minorities. I used to think of the United Kingdom as one of the most tolerant countries in Europe, even if my optimism and admiration have been severely shaken in recent years. 



Outside of Northern Ireland, Britain is no longer a ­particularly religious place, but that does not make faith ­irrelevant to its politics. Religion continues to play a role in the constitution, and, since values always inform politics, it matters what the British believe. Home to atheists and agnostics, Christians and Jews, Muslims and Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs, the United Kingdom is, by international standards, an impressively pluralist and open-minded country. But the voices of those determined to see difference as an insurmountable problem are getting louder and more aggressive, as they are all over the world. 

From religion to the head of the church, the centre of the constitution, and Britain’s best-known export: the monarchy. How relevant is this ancient institution today, both domestically and internationally? Once you look beyond the relentless gossip, you realise that symbols might be more consequential than you think, even in a twenty-first-century democracy. This is also true on a global level. Given the current state of geopolitical turbulence, it is worth thinking about the Commonwealth and how it may change in future. 

Back at home, British politicians and senior civil servants are the stuff of legends and films, which are also eagerly watched abroad. But who are these people who run the country from Westminster and Whitehall? Some of them may deserve all the criticism they tend to get, but how is a democracy supposed to work if nobody wants to serve it? 

This all feeds into party politics, and the voting system that gets different tribes into Parliament. The House of Commons is a world designed for two big players, but that is no longer the dynamic of British politics. The same kind of fragmentation and radicalisation that is playing out in many European countries has arrived on the other side of the Channel.

Finally, we return to the perennial question of Britain’s place in the world. Where is the United Kingdom headed? Which interests and values, threats and alliances shape its foreign policy today? What will be the consequences of the seismic changes we are currently witnessing in the United States of America, Britain’s closest security partner? How do you even define ‘security’ and ‘resilience’ in a connected world where the most fundamental norms of the post-war era are rapidly eroding? 

Just as history can offer perspective, distance can give you clarity. A foreign observer has one advantage. At a time of heightened political polarisation, she can talk to people who are unlikely to speak to one another. I packed my bags and travelled to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, to see their parliaments, interview experts and politicians, and visit local museums and memorials. I went to the north of England as well as spending time in the capital. 

I spoke to a Tory peer and an SNP minister, Labour activists, Greens, and Liberal Democrats. I had long conversations with fellow historians and political scientists, faith leaders and humanists, diplomats and journalists, legal experts, a novelist, a Welsh language professor, and two former national security advisers. I attended a study day for members of the Anglican clergy in a cathedral in Yorkshire, interviewed the first female moderator of the Church of Scotland, visited a synagogue in London, and watched a lecture on anti-Muslim hatred. I drank tea with a British army officer (and proud Scot) in his regiment’s office in Edinburgh Castle, and visited the murals of Belfast with a tour guide who turned out to have sympathies for the IRA. 



And I tried to not only get people’s opinions on the latest political developments, but to gain a deeper sense of who they were, how they see their country, and which values, experiences, ideas, and memories shape their point of view. With few exceptions, people were very generous with their time and were open and genuinely interested in debating big questions about Britain’s past and present with a foreign journalist and historian. Some invited me to their homes; others showed me around Westminster and the devolved parliaments, or around their religious buildings. Many, however, only wanted to provide background, or asked that their quotes be anonymised, which I have respected. I should also emphasise that what follows, unless otherwise clearly indicated, are my views and not theirs. 

It won’t surprise anyone that the perspectives I have encountered are very different. Europe has been the most consequential dividing line in British politics since the referendum, but it has been one of many. The British don’t just argue over their relationship with the rest of the world. They have widely divergent views on how their parliamentary democracy and their institutions should work. Many don’t feel or want to be ‘British’ at all. ‘That’s just politics,’ you may say. Controversy is essential to a democracy. A country where everyone agrees is a terrifying place. But it is worth remembering where these contrary perspectives come from, how far some of them go back, and what challenges result from them, especially now, in the middle of dramatic international upheaval. 

I may be a foreign observer, but I cannot pretend to be a disinterested one. The future of the United Kingdom concerns me as a neighbour, as a European, and as the citizen of a fellow liberal democracy which is facing significant problems of its own. What follows is not a memoir, but it is subjective. It blends the results of academic research with the impressions I have gained over many years of reading, travelling, and working with British organisations. 

Before we begin, allow me a personal comment. The friendships I have built in the United Kingdom over a ­period of more than twenty years mean a great deal to me. Without them, this book would not have been possible. At a time when there are strong and deeply worrying echoes of the 1930s across the world, I am more aware than ever of how immensely privileged I am to have been born at a time when it has been possible, if not always easy, to debate and learn across borders, nationalities, backgrounds, and faiths, in a way that would have been unthinkable two generations ago. It can be unsettling, humbling, and exhausting, but I know that it is a gift. I am greatly concerned that this freedom and readiness to immerse oneself in different contexts and perspectives is rapidly going out of fashion, at both an international level and within democratic societies. 

I worry that some British readers may find this attempt by a stranger to explain their country presumptuous or patronising, or that they may even perceive it as an attack. That is not my intention. I am rarely happier than I am during my frequent visits. This book finds things to criticise as well as admire. It was written in friendship and in the sincere hope that, ten years after the referendum, there will be new ways forward together. 





1

Islands

Only a demagogue would claim that geography is destiny; only a fool would pretend that it does not matter. Any attempt to understand the modern United Kingdom needs to start with a reflection on where it is, and why and how that is relevant. The first part of that task is less simple than it sounds while the second is immensely complicated and controversial. Geography influences the politics, economics, and military strategy of any given country. How exactly this influence manifests itself is much harder to establish. 

Let us start with the basic facts. The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland is situated on a group of islands in the Atlantic, close to the north-western tip of the European continent. It includes the main island of the group, Great Britain, a number of small islands just off its coast, as well as the northern part of the neighbouring island of Ireland. The Isle of Man and the Channel Islands south of this archipelago are legally crown dependencies. They are not part of Great Britain, nor of the United Kingdom, but their inhabitants have a right to British citizenship, and the British state is responsible for their foreign affairs and defence. 

Then there are fourteen overseas territories, such as Gibraltar and the Cayman Islands, all with different historic and constitutional ties to the United Kingdom. Ten of them are permanently inhabited, and the people who live there are by law British nationals. Four of them, for example the British Antarctic Territory, are uninhabited. Overseas territories are not the same as Commonwealth realms. Those share the British monarch as their head of state, but are independent and sovereign countries. So far, so complicated. 

Things aren’t made easier by a terminology that is as ambiguous and confusing as the country it describes. It is tempting to dismiss concerns about language as pedantry, were it not for the fact that the imprecision in describing the United Kingdom often reflects a selectiveness in thinking about it. Mental maps influence politics as much as real ones. When the British discuss their own country, the place they imagine is rarely the place that they name. The majority of people who technically live in the United Kingdom don’t call it that. They may not mean to exclude Northern Ireland when they speak of ‘Britain’ or ‘Great Britain’, but they do. 

This carelessness with regards to the question of where Britain actually begins, and where it ends, is even more common abroad. If you had asked thirteen-year-old me before my first school trip there in the 1990s what I thought the ‘United Kingdom’ was, I would have had no idea what you were talking about. I was going to ‘England’, a place I associated with rain, terrible food, the Queen, and, oddly, tartan kilts. Decades later, I regularly get into fights with editors at the international newspapers I write for, because many of them insist on replacing any reference to the ‘United Kingdom’. They will acknowledge that this is not correct, but explain that their readers will not care. ‘Britain’ sounds better, and it is a much more evocative term. The trouble is that thoughtlessness can have far-reaching ramifications, especially when it comes to Northern Ireland. We will come back to that. 

Geography matters, but it has different consequences at different times. ‘Near’ and ‘far’ are relative terms. As the archaeologist Ian Morris explains, the relevance of location to a country’s fate depends on the technology humans develop for travel and communication, and on the way they organise their societies.1 In the Middle Ages it was far easier to travel by boat from England to France than it was to reach Scotland from London on horseback. It matters whether you live in the age of the steamship and the telegraph or in a time of cyber warfare. It is history that gives geography meaning. 

Helpful as this observation is, it leads us directly on to the next problem. History is more than an unshakable set of facts and figures, it is contested, and every generation reinterprets and often disagrees over what came before them. The relevance of the past to the present depends on the lessons people draw from it, and on those there is rarely a consensus. It is often memory, not history, that shapes politics. The British have a general tendency to argue that where they are has made them into what they are, but they fight bitterly over what that
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