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            Introduction

            Power Through Control

         

         For a book that invites the reader to theorise and to practise exercising greater control, it might seem strange that the starting point of this theory is that much of what happens in our lives and the world around us is profoundly disordered. Political, philosophical and religious frameworks give us great comfort because they help us to assemble the onslaught of experiences and knowledge we acquire into a way of understanding and processing new information.

         But something is going badly wrong. The constructs we have bought into, not least our model of parliamentary democracy, and basic expectations such as that if you work hard and play by the rules you can get on in life, are coming unstuck. Politicians of all parties are trapped in a cycle of making promises they cannot deliver, and the public gets disillusioned all over again. (Disclaimer: I worked as chief policy adviser to Keir Starmer in opposition, so this book is part confessional.)

         At the same time, we are bombarded with a never-ending series of ‘crises’ that can seem disconnected from our own realities. Campaigners warn breathlessly and insistently that there is a climate 2crisis, a housing crisis, an annual NHS winter crisis, a mental health crisis, a social care crisis. Solutions seem non-existent, and disaster is presented like an inevitability because somebody else is not doing what they’re supposed to. There is no role for your action here; just wait for the next episode in the doom loop and, in the meantime, get on with your lives. Consumerism tells us the customer is king and virtually anything can be delivered to our front door for a price, yet we know that the economy isn’t operating for our benefit but for the enrichment of distant shareholders and executives we will never meet. Power is positioned as something that belongs to someone else, exercised not in your favour.

         The crises, or worries, in our own lives seem dwarfed by these mega-global trends in comparison. But for most of us, the day-to-day means far more than global events that really are completely out of our hands. Yet the drip, drip of doom-laden news from a world spiralling out of control provides a disempowering backdrop to the joys and stresses of everyday life. I am as politically engaged as you can get, but as a parent I worry far more about the health of my children’s minds and whether they and the young people in our lives are getting the nourishment and balance they need to thrive as they approach adulthood than I do about the state of the world.

         As I have been more exposed to the sometimes wonderful and sometimes troubling experiences of our young people, I have become increasingly alarmed at the explosion of control-based and other psychological conditions amongst our teens. These are not entirely new phenomena – I would be hard-pressed to identify a friend who didn’t, at some stage growing up in the 1990s, experience psychological conditions or issues, myself included. We didn’t have the language for it then or a culture of disclosure. But a significant proportion of 3young people now report self-harm, eating disorders and other psychological or identity-based issues that defy easy explanation.

         At times, the worries in our own lives can feel interwoven with a more generalised experience of anxiety about the world and what the future holds. I recall it suddenly dawning on me, at the end of an evening spent catching up with friends, how much of our conversation had been spent circling between worries the parents in the group had about their children’s futures compared to our own experiences and our anxieties about perceived external threats like climate change or the failure of political leaders. What I found really interesting was how so much conversation was about hypothetical scenarios, the ‘what ifs’ that played on our minds, mixed with material day-to-day stresses. I had a fairly ordinary upbringing, but I don’t remember my parents being so fearful about the world my brother and I were going into. The packaging and repackaging of perceived threat struck me as similar to the way the mind behaves after trauma, constantly preparing you for the next shock. For years after my beloved mum died without any warning signs when I was in my twenties, I would assume if I couldn’t get hold of a loved one, it was because they were dead. It was as if my mind had reprogrammed itself to expect grief, because the shock of it had been so profound. I was somehow protecting myself from the worst by being better prepared for the next time. As I played the evening conversation with friends over in my mind, I wondered which generation were the more anxious: the digital native Gen Alphas or their parents. The conversation also made me reflect on how helpless many people feel about the prospects for the young people in our lives, despite the objective evidence of the opportunities ahead of them. 4

         Research conducted with working-class people shows that many feel there is not much or nothing they can do about many of their day-to-day worries, including the things that might reasonably be considered at least partly down to the individual, such as mental health. Of those who said their mental health was a worry for them, 62 per cent said there is nothing – or not much – they can do about it.1 This lack of agency over one’s own mental health got worse as people got into middle age, reflecting wider research that shows people’s sense of agency – defined as the ability to act to take charge of your own circumstances – reflects life stage.2 Nearly one in five working-class people (18 per cent) said there was not much or nothing they could do to influence their own lives, which is pretty bleak.3

         Just as a lack of individual agency finds expression in disordered behaviour and feelings of helplessness, so too can a lack of collective agency lay to waste the potential we have to take charge of our circumstances and change them for the better. I am an ardent supporter of the Labour Party in Britain, but all of us who are party aligned have to recognise the deep disillusionment that exists amongst the wider population that politics and politicians can change anything.

         Having worked closely with politicians as an adviser, I found that most are in politics for the right reasons: because they believe they can have a positive impact on the country and represent their constituents. Many put themselves and their families through an ordeal of competition and endless scrutiny to do a job most of us wouldn’t want. But they are incentivised to make quick-fix promises that they know they haven’t got the power to deliver on – whether it is Rishi Sunak standing on a podium insisting he will ‘Stop the Boats’ before the next general election, or Keir Starmer promising that Labour will create the fastest economic growth in the G7. Both reflect goals I happen to agree with, but both announcements were 5made as much for their symbolic meaning than as a literal statement of intent.

         Sunak did not have a plan that could have stopped the English Channel boat crossings before the next election; but he needed to signal to his Reform-leaning party and supporters that he understood the urgency. Achieving the fastest growth in the G7 group of nations depends on a whole host of factors outside the UK government’s control; but Starmer needed to symbolise to business and the public that his Labour Party would prioritise growth over redistribution. As political statements, they can be justified, but it’s hardly surprising that the public have grown weary and sceptical of the utterances of politicians.

         More often than not, governments are blown off course by events. From the outside, it can appear that political parties have ultimate power and space to advance their own agendas. Lobbyists and campaigners adopt strategies that have a primary goal of changing government or opposition policy. Every year, millions and millions of pounds are spent by corporates, campaign groups and charities, with the aim of getting political parties to take up particular causes, actions or policies that make acceptance by a political party the end result. In practice, it’s not so simple. Even in opposition, without the volume of serious government business to contend with, we found ourselves caught in a cycle of responding to events rather than making the political weather.

         Every Monday, the Leader of the Opposition would gather his closest advisers to run through the priorities for the week ahead. The dingy offices in Derby Gate in the heart of Westminster that have been occupied by the opposition teams of Keir Starmer, Rishi Sunak, Jeremy Corbyn, Ed Miliband and David Cameron are nothing like the well-kept accommodation of 10 Downing Street. 6We would sit in mismatched armchairs in the outsize room at the far end of the Leader of the Opposition’s Office (LOTO) corridor, sealed by a heavy door on one side and a floor-to-ceiling curtain on the other, obscuring from view a random collection of boxes, a fridge and more mismatched chairs. Our agenda would strive to meet a longer-term horizon, but our conversation would invariably hover on the immediate issues that needed to be gripped. These could range from how the Labour Party opposition benches would vote in Parliament that week on a contentious issue, often specifically designed by the government to trap the changing Labour Party between its liberal base of MPs and the lost voters we were trying to reconnect with; to handling the leader’s engagements for the week; to mopping up the fallout over the weekend from a position statement the party had made on a policy or political issue. As director of policy, I always prized the time spent on working through how we might achieve our longer-term ambitions for the country. But I could see how the big questions like how government can enable the UK economy to become more competitive, or get more affordable homes built, would get squeezed by the necessity of decision-making on parliamentary or party matters that week. The country badly needs long-term decision-making by its government and oppositions, but the long term can seem abstract compared to the demands of the moment.

         The theatre of Westminster, with the goldfish bowl of the House of Commons its centre stage, provides an endless viewing experience long before YouTube live streaming. It is surrounded by a built-in audience of political journalists, opposition parties and a public affairs industry, all of whom have a primary motivation which differs from delivering benefits for citizens. I came to work in Westminster relatively late in my career compared to some of my adviser peers, 7and I was struck by how so many of the incentives to succeed in Westminster politics were a million miles away from what actually mattered to voters. As part of the core inner team to the Leader of the Opposition, I witnessed first-hand how a huge premium was placed on finding an issue to divide the governing party on, so that its MPs would create internal dissent and thereby weaken the government. When Keir Starmer took over the leadership of the party, it was the Conservatives – running the country in the middle of a pandemic – who ran rings round a fragile Parliamentary Labour Party by calling parliamentary votes on the areas of bills most likely to divide the opposition: spy cop surveillance, for instance, and visas for migrant workers. As the course of the parliamentary term went on and Labour found its feet, and the Tories tripped over theirs, it became Labour’s task to go after the government on issues that would force a division with enough of their backbenchers to cause them a problem. Some of this is legitimate democratic practice of holding the government of the day to account. But as another Monday meeting was overtaken by discussing the actors and the props for this week’s production, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated at the disconnect between the daily struggles people face and the preoccupations driving Westminster performance. The theatre of the House of Commons seemed smaller and smaller, and it is no wonder that the gaze of most people is elsewhere.

         As someone who had spent his career before coming into Parliament prosecuting criminals on behalf of the public and standing up for victims of crime, Keir did not hide his dislike of the theatrics and the confines of Westminster. The first stage of his leadership was about returning Labour to the service of working people, and Keir felt that spending so much of his time in and around SW1 was not serving that cause. He wanted to go to where people were, not 8make them come to him. And he wanted to leave as soon as Prime Minister’s Questions was finished, at 12.30 p.m. on a Wednesday. A few weeks later, and the future Prime Minister was reading the numbers at a bingo hall in Ipswich, having chatted to the regulars before and after about what mattered most to them in their lives, and what they would like to see change. He read books at a children’s storytelling so he could chat to the parents about what they wanted most for their families and their place. I remember one particular moment at a college in Blackpool where he asked the young people present whether they wanted to stay locally after finishing their studies. Almost all put their hands up. Then he asked them to keep their hands up if they would stay. Every hand came down. When he asked them why, they described how they liked where they grew up but felt they needed to move away from their roots and their families if they wanted to get a decent job. As soon as Covid restrictions allowed, Keir spent much of his time on the road, having quiet conversations with the people he felt Labour was there to serve, listening to their priorities and sharing his ideas for changing the country. While the gulf between the ordinary lives most people live and the preoccupations of Westminster politics could hardly be bridged by a tour of the country, it shows that some of our leading politicians want to break out of a system they find themselves perpetuating.

         This widening gulf between the everyday lives of citizens, on the one hand, and the capacity of national politics to deliver meaningful change, on the other, is at the core of the dissatisfaction with modern liberal democracy. Citizens are getting increasingly tired of governments failing to deliver and political parties failing to live up to their campaign promises, and they are disillusioned with the inability of mainstream opponents to provide a credible 9alternative course. While most people say they would prefer to live in a democratic state over an authoritarian regime, we are failing to convert the next generation to the post-war model of democracy most of us were brought up in and assumed would endure. An international survey of thirty countries found that a startling 42 per cent of 18–35-year-olds said military rule was acceptable, while only 57 per cent of younger adults said democracy was preferable to other forms of rule, in contrast to those aged over fifty-six, of whom 71 per cent favoured liberal democracy.4 The defining conflict of the late twentieth century between authoritarianism and freedom, symbolised by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, is a history lesson, not a memory, for those under forty. And the day-to-day reality they, and many in middle age and beyond, experience is of a society and an economy that do not live up to the promise of our childhoods that if you work hard, and play by the rules, you can get on in life.

         When you ask people who is responsible for fixing problems like rising prices, or services not working, they will typically say ‘the government’. Even their assessment of how government is discharging what they consider to be its main responsibilities is poor. Working-class voters in Britain we surveyed said the main responsibilities of government are managing the economy so that ordinary people have a decent standard of living, providing public services like health and education and ensuring the defence and security of the country.5 But on all measures, they felt the government was doing a poor job – especially on providing a decent standard of living and on public services. While the fieldwork was conducted just before the unpopular Conservative Party were ousted from office after fourteen years in power, these are long-term trends in declining satisfaction with government that show little sign of a 10fast turnaround. More profoundly, voters describe a belief that you get less in return for working hard than a decade ago and that the next generation will be worse off than this one. Even though they themselves say they have fared OK, they say working people overall are less well off than they were, an important gap in perception we will return to.

         Across western democracies, a pattern is emerging of people feeling that life is getting harder and more unfair. This is no longer confined to the old industrial heartlands that once powered their nations’ prosperity but is becoming a widespread condition afflicting developed economies. Voters I heard from in the run-up to the 2024 US presidential elections described the lack of opportunity and almost the disappearance of what they termed the American middle class, which would probably be considered more like the working class in Britain and Europe. Selene, a working mum of two from Elkins Park, just outside Philadelphia in the critical swing state of Pennsylvania, who had previously voted Democrat but was thinking about voting for Trump when we spoke to her in August 2024, explained it perfectly:

         
            I feel like the economy is really at a place where there’s starting to be less and less of a legit middle class. I feel like for my parents and their generation, typically, if you had a reasonable job and you worked, you were able to at least, at the very least, be able to afford housing and groceries. And I feel like now it’s to the point where a lot of people, more than not, have to have more than one stream of income just to meet the basics. I’m not even talking about anything luxurious. I’m not talking about vacations. I’m not talking about eating out. I’m talking about people who were able to go to work forty hours, or plus, and be able to provide a 11house, a home for their families and groceries and just necessities. And I feel like all people are doing is just working, working, working more than one job, just to have the basics. I think that’s really unfair. And I just feel like that’s definitely not a way for the citizens of a country to live.6

         

         On the political right and on the political left, it is easy to spot politicians and commentators who trot out ‘the system is broken’ about anything that doesn’t work right now – from the state of health services to welfare to immigration controls. To many people in developed democracies, lots of everyday services do feel stretched to breaking point, even if their personal experiences can often be more positive. Colleagues in previous Labour governments coined this the ‘I’ve been lucky’ phenomenon, when voters in focus groups would routinely say how their experience of public services was OK but decried a general state of decline, counting themselves as ‘lucky’ to have had a passable experience. And as Labour found in opposition, it had become much easier to ‘scrap’, ‘abolish’ or ‘end’ something unpopular than come up with the credible alternative. You can’t really blame the voters for saying, as I heard many say, ‘I don’t know who to vote for’ or ‘They’re all the same’ when they are not being given a clean choice between believable programmes to solve the country’s problems.

         The decline in the belief that government can be an effective force for good presents a particular challenge to parties of the centre-left globally, because they are naturally much more vested in government-driven solutions than their opponents. This problem permeates slower-growing economies: in the US, just 42 per cent trust their government to do the right thing; in the UK, 37 per cent; in Australia, it’s 45 per cent. By contrast, faster-growing 12economies enjoy much higher levels of faith in their leadership – for example, 76 per cent in Singapore say they trust their government to do the right thing.7 In a world in which voters are growing sceptical of the effectiveness of government to perform even the most basic of functions, a party that offers more state has a scepticism barrier to overcome that’s getting higher every year. Hence the temptation to promise more and more, when voters’ everyday experience is undermining confidence that government can make their lives safer and better. The pervasive sense that government is corrupt and politicians are self-interested fuels a fatalism that government is unreliable and unaccountable. As one British voter put it: ‘Every five minutes there is a corruption story. It just seems rife with liars, wrong ’uns … You kind of feel helpless.’8

         Somehow, we need to break this deadlock.

         The national populists have a tried-and-tested formula based on a false notion that the populous can ‘take back control’ from the designated enemy – the migrants, the bureaucrats, the ‘woke elite’, the corporates, the leftists – by pursuing a hostile nationalist agenda. The mainstream of the public has little natural sympathy for this diagnosis. Even when the most famous use of the slogan ‘take back control’ in the campaign to persuade Britons to leave the European Union in 2016 so palpably failed to deliver on the promise of an independent, self-governing nation, in the words of the Brexiteers, who have shifted blame for the lack of control a decade on to a mishmash of the list above. Donald Trump’s own version of ‘taking back control’ by putting up barriers to immigration and imports have done more to exacerbate than solve the economic and political problems they claim to take aim at. But in the absence of an alternative prospectus that can rival the populists for clarity and emotional resonance in the face of the crises they are told are upon 13them, the populists’ formula is gaining pace rather than receding, particularly as they ‘de-extremise’ and cloak themselves in more mainstream sentiment.

         The way to break the deadlock lies in connecting us, individually and collectively, with the power of our sense of control over the things that matter most to us. The first part of this book will describe why this sense of control matters so much individually and as a society, and how the loss of control is affecting us. The second part explains how we lost control through a series of societal transformations that are contributing to this state. The final third of the book sets out what we can do about it, proposing a new philosophy of control and a series of practical steps that can be taken by us to move into a state of being more in control over the things that matter to us. The intent is to reassert democratic and individual control, rather than absenting human agency, as a means to put us as citizens in the driving seat of what happens next. In this century, this can’t mean the return of the big state which has been surpassed in potency with the advent of technological change and advanced globalisation; instead, it lies in unlocking individual freedom in our community as a means to progress change. This new philosophy of control is not of the state or the market over the people but by the people for themselves, as individuals and together, to find our way out of the uncontrolled state we have got ourselves in. The proposals include the basis for what could be a new politics of progress for both the individual and the collective, with steps that each of us can take to increase our personal power by understanding how to use a framework of control. My hope is that, in doing so, together we can discover the future that is possible and in ourselves find a greater contentment for the lives we choose to live. 14
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            WE’VE LOST CONTROL16
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            Chapter 1

            Why Control Matters

         

         Every day we are confronted by the lack of control over what is happening around us. A new eruption of a dangerous conflict in any number of regions around the world, with no explanation of the rationale or exit strategy. The horrific abuse of young girls by gangs of adult men, under the watch of the authorities. The shock of our household bills rocketing, again, bearing no relation to our use or activity. The rules and norms of international diplomacy being ripped up in the space of 140 characters by the most powerful person on earth. Life is coming at us fast. It is no wonder so many of us feel overwhelmed and powerless in the face of such unpredictability.

         Terrifying events can feel a world away or too close to home. I can’t be the only one who scans a news story for possible connections to situations familiar to me, so I can understand and process if this is some new risk I need to be alert to. An attempted abduction from outside a primary school just a few miles away heightens attention, de-escalated when the subsequent police update included the words ‘isolated incident’. News editors understand this personal connection to their news content all too well. Now driven by 18 maximising page views twenty-four hours a day, the stories of ordinary people committing or being victims of crime are transported around the world. If their reader can find a human connection with the actors in the story, the interest can spark dynamite, much more so than prurient interest in the oddities of lives that seem too weird to relate to. Days, if not weeks, of coverage can be easy copy with an unsolved yet relatable mystery.

         Years ago, I worked at the National Missing Persons Helpline, drafting the ‘missing’ pages of the Big Issue and appeals for vulnerable people to go on radio announcements and milk cartons. The authorities were expert in crafting euphemisms to signal to those in the know whether the missing person was typical of those missing people who drift on the edges of normal life or whether they were worthy of a more widespread search. The audience interest in the missing person cases that could be you, me or the people we love and know is guaranteed to create page hits and sales that please the media proprietors. The sad case of Nicola Bulley, an English woman who went missing in seemingly mysterious circumstances while on a work Teams call walking her dog on a Friday morning after dropping her kids at school, sparked obsessive news coverage and made headlines around the globe. All of which trailed off once the police confirmed the most likely scenario, after all, was that she had tragically fallen into the river. Part of the surge in the public’s interest in these cases is based on the innate need to reduce our own uncertainty by assessing perceived threats and responding where necessary. This is the evolutionary reason why our minds search for familiar identifiers to assess whether the extraordinary could, in fact, happen to us.

         All of us have a primal need for a sense of control over our lives, which is common throughout different cultures and political 19 systems. At its most basic level, perceived control is the feeling that we are the ones who can reliably determine desirable outcomes or avoid undesirable ones. It means we believe we have the ability to exert influence over what happens to us, to keep us safe and to achieve what we intend. It doesn’t mean we have control over everything or control over others, but it is an essential part of our human coding that allows us to anticipate what might happen next. Self-control allows us to govern our own behaviours, impulses and choices and regulate our emotions.

         Having a sense of control matters to our functioning as individuals because it means we can connect our actions to our experience in the environment around us. It performs an important preservation function, to trigger us to act in the face of threat. It gives us a sense of self, that we can exist in the world as an autonomous being. But it also performs an important motivational and performance function. Our motivation to ‘do the right thing’ hinges on believing that our individual behaviour will achieve the effect we aspire to. Our sense of self allows us to create goals, that we can then take actions to bring about. Our agency, our ability to act to effect the change we experience, means we can start to influence the environment around us and take the actions we deem will yield the outcomes we desire. Humans need both a sense of control and agency to function in a healthy way. Our self-government not only provides the basic functionality we need to live day-to-day – it helps us achieve the things we want in life. Psychologists have found that making progress towards goals matters to our well-being, more so than an objective measure of success or even achieving goals outright.1 Self-determination theory is an evidence-based theory of human motivation and well-being, developed by psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. It asserts that humans need autonomy, 20 competence and relatedness (feeling connected, cared for and valued) to support higher-performing forms of motivation and engagement in activities.

         At a societal level, fostering feelings of control helps us establish and reinforce expected norms. We learn how to survive and how to succeed through understanding and experiencing reward, punishment, approval and acceptance. We learn how to attribute responsibility, by processing how our actions and those of others create impact. The stability and order of whole societies and cultures are predicated on large majorities of citizens understanding and adhering to the collective and individual expectations that have been placed on our behaviour to achieve societal or personal goals. For example, we know that if we break into someone’s house and are caught, we are likely to be taken to court and punished. If we want to become a doctor, we know that we need to put a lot of effort and brain power into training for years. Underneath the norms and rules we take for granted and that keep our society going are a bunch of personal assumptions rooted deep within us that have been learned and ingrained in our culture over many decades. Yet the relationship between ourselves and the environment we live in is a fragile and changing phenomenon. Starting with the way we process and explain at an instinctive level what happens in our lives.

         Have you ever listened to a friend in need, nodding sympathetically, while your brain is wandering, starting to question their actions? As a good friend, you continue nodding, resisting the urge to point out that perhaps it wasn’t such a great idea to tell her boss precisely what she thought of her. Much of the time, people don’t want our advice – they want a shoulder to cry on. More worryingly, we hear people who put all kinds of blame on themselves for situations they are in where they are patently the victim of someone 21 else’s malevolence or difficult circumstances. We can all have a tricky relationship with how much responsibility we take for our actions, what we attribute to others and how we feel about ourselves and our ability to change our circumstances as a result.

         I remember visiting a young offenders’ institute about fifteen years ago when I was working for a government agency that was responsible for the national programme to treat problem drug users. I had never been to a prison before so had no idea what to expect. We were taken through security and past the tiny, isolated cells to a social space, where a small number of young people had been prepped to chat to the visitors. A young lad told me about how he had got in with a bad crowd and ended up stabbing someone. How he was sad and remorseful now, working on turning his life around. He didn’t seem to have lived enough of a life to need to turn it around. I was totally captivated by his story and struck by the fluidity of his narrative, how easily he had told a complete stranger such intimate things about his life. It occurred to me that I wasn’t the first adult professional he had crafted his personal narrative for, weaving in the circumstantial background to the crime and his commitment to change. He was probably no more than fifteen.

         Our desire to place ourselves and our actions at the centre of our stories, so that we perceive ourselves to be in the driving seat of what happens to us, reflects a profound human need to believe we have some control over our lives. Individuals tend to overstate their influence on events, even when the evidence available to us shows that chance is more significant. The psychologist Ellen Langer called this the ‘illusion of control’, which she developed after playing a poker game with other graduate students while studying at Yale University in 1972.2 She was sitting to the dealer’s immediate left, but when the dealer missed Langer out and dealt first to the 22 player next to her, the others yelled, ‘Misdeal!’ They took the cards, went through another shuffle and dealt the cards in the orderly way. It occurred to Langer how odd this was, when it was completely down to chance who got what cards, and it sparked her interest in people’s beliefs around control. Her work has demonstrated how people often overestimate how much of what happens is down to them and why this might be. Langer has concluded that this is because people are seeking stability despite the palpably obvious uncertainty around them: ‘Most people are holding things still to get that certainty, oblivious to the fact that everything is changing and everything looks different from different perspectives.’3

         Studies have shown that our brains actively construct this sense of agency, even when the objective reality shows us something quite different. We can even experience agency for actions we did not take and effects we do not control.4 For people who are highly disadvantaged through circumstances outside of their control, there can be extraordinary power in individual narratives of recovery and self-guided action in constructing this sense of agency.5 We can acknowledge there are deep structural processes at work that shape our circumstances, while also recognising that there is human validation in attributing our own actions to positive outcomes. We might all be somewhat deluded about how responsible we are for our own success and failure. A sense of control and agency plays an important cognitive role in establishing patterns to recognise cause and effect and in setting our own behaviour.

         So if we all have this need for a sense of control – fallible but critical to our functioning – where does it come from? Within us or from outside of us? Psychologists have come up with the concept of ‘locus of control’ to describe the place from which we feel our lives are directed, noting that we have differences in emphasis of 23 how we perceive where our sense of control lies. Our internal locus of control is developed early in childhood, built on a combination of secure attachment and awareness of our ability to affect what happens around us, so that we learn the situations we can control and ones where we need help.6 The reason secure attachment matters early on is that children need to learn how their actions create effects in how they feel and how others might feel or respond, to develop their own sense of agency. Those with a stronger internal locus of control, or higher perceived control, tend to believe it is their actions and effort that determine their personal outcomes; those with an emphasis on an external locus of control tend to believe external forces, rather than personal actions, decide what happens to us. We can hold both of these beliefs in tandem; that is to say, we can interpret what happens to us as a combination of our own efforts and our circumstances, which is backed by psychological studies that show that our sense of agency is based on a combination of internal cues and external evidence.

         There are some important political differences in outlook on locus of control. A study of new supporters of the main political parties in the US found that Democrats and Republicans were wired differently, psychologically speaking. Republicans tended towards an internal locus of control, attributing achievement to hard work; whereas Democrats were driven by an external locus of control, which emphasised the role of circumstances in determining what happens to you.7 This is also reflected in the way the political left and the political right talk. The left tends to use ‘systemic reasoning’, which explains problems arising from the systems people exist within and therefore requires systemic solutions,8 and is much more likely than the rest of the population to believe people’s outcomes are determined largely by forces outside of their control.9 The right 24 tends to use ‘direct reasoning’, attributing a more direct cause and effect. Structural reasoning will emphasise social conditions over individual responsibility, which is used more by direct reasoners – diplomacy over action; prevention over deterrence. Populists of the right, and even left-wing persuasions, are more likely to favour direct reasoning in their political rhetoric and solutions, attributing blame and causation to identifiable groups. Systemic reasoners, on the other hand, tend to rely on multiple layers of logic with multiple variables to persuade an audience: for example, linking a criminal act to deprivation or childhood neglect and advocating a court judgment that might reduce the chances of reoffending later. It’s just more direct and more intuitive for a lot of people to say a criminal is a bad person who made bad choices and should be punished.

         Most people, in the UK at least, lean towards individual attribution over circumstantial, believing that what happens to an individual is primarily the result of the choices they make, rather than primarily the result of how society is structured.10 While people recognise that opportunities are shaped by society and the enduring nature of the social class system, the belief that ultimately what happens in our lives is down to us is, as Ellen Langer found, primary. It may be that we want to believe what happens to people is down to their own actions as a means of insulating ourselves from the bad things that can, and do, happen; and a means of feeling better about the good luck that comes our way. Because if I believe that people in poverty are somehow, at root, to blame at least in part for their own circumstances, then it can’t happen to me, can it?

         This is not a finding that should be met with sorrow by those who are moved by the obvious structural injustices that hold some people back by circumstance. It is, however, a reminder of why it matters to connect with people’s desire for agency in their own 25 lives. If the political left keeps banging on about how systems and structures are responsible for holding people down, then how is anyone supposed to believe their actions in resisting those systems will result in positive change? Reaching into people’s deep desire to run their own lives, whatever a thousand doctoral theses say about the structural barriers of race, class, gender and so forth, is the key to unlocking a much more transformative politics and way of living.

         There is good evidence for the advantages of having higher perceived control over yourself and having a stronger internal locus of control so that you expect to have some control over what happens to you. Numerous psychological studies show that individuals who perceive themselves to have a strong sense of control tend to perform more effectively and learn more efficiently. Which is pretty intuitive when you think about it. If you have a strong belief that you are the one who will determine what happens to you, it is an inbuilt incentive to work hard and work well at the things you want to achieve. It may even lead to increased investments in education, training, savings and parenting, according to economists.11 Higher perceived control is also associated with improved well-being and positive health, such as having fewer headaches.12 By contrast, lower perceived control is associated with negative consequences, such as premature mortality in the elderly.13

         One’s agency, the ability to act to determine what happens to you, can of course fluctuate, including in quite dramatic ways through life events and how you respond to them. Life events or circumstances can deprive a person of their agency, which is bound up with personal freedom and our innate need to be free from subjugation by someone or something else. Those in the process of recovering from traumatic life events which have involved subjugation of their bodies and selves describe very powerfully how 26 taking action can restore a sense of agency. In New York in 2010, Paul Griffin set up a theatre programme for young people who had experienced foster care to provide a stable set of relationships and an outcome, a musical, that the group would create and perform to an audience. Talking to the psychologist Dr Bessel van der Kolk for his groundbreaking work The Body Keeps the Score, Paul explains the simple logic for the programme:

         
            If you want to give them a sense of control, you have to give them power over their destiny rather than intervene on their behalf. You cannot help, fix, or save the young people you are working with. What you can do is work side by side with them, help them to understand their vision, and realise it with them. By doing that you are giving them back control.

         

         In more everyday terms, a woman who was interviewed for a project about how personal narratives reveal how we can recover agency14 describes the day she made the choice to end her marriage:

         
            It was a bit daft really, it had been brewing and I’m never normally ill and I’d been in bed with tonsillitis and it was—he was that sad that he couldn’t even cook a meal for the kids. He never did anything. I suppose I’d always done everything and he’d never done anything, if that makes sense, to the point that when I’m in bed he’d have to take them to a cafe to feed them. I’ve got up—I’ve—I’ve been really, really ill, the doctor had had to come out and I was struggling to cope, ’cause like I say, I’m never ill, and I’d got up that morning and he’d gone to work and I’d just come down and the house was a mess and I was just crying and I thought, no I can’t do this anymore, I’ve had enough. And it 27was February time, just after Valentine’s Day, and he came home and we had a big argument and that was it. And I knew at the moment that he left the house that my marriage was over, it was just a sense of relief.

            … You know, and it was a shame ’cause like we’d done twenty-odd years together but, you know, and frightening as well ’cause all of sudden you’ve got financial responsibilities, haven’t you, and you’ve got to cope. And I went out from there and I held down about five jobs.

            … I think we made the decision to end the marriage was a key turning point because knowing then that there was more out there to life, you didn’t have a choice, you had to go and do it, you know, sink or swim weren’t it?

         

         We probably all have examples, from our own lives or workplaces, where our autonomy or sense of self felt downgraded. If we recall how we felt, we might remember how we then behaved in response. It may not have been our best work. Well, don’t feel bad if so. Because evidence shows we fare better when managers, teachers, professionals like healthcare workers and even parents prioritise autonomy, meaning freedom to decide, over management control.15 When individuals feel that their autonomy is respected and valued, through being given choices, involved in making decisions and provided with the rationale behind them, they are more engaged and motivated to work and learn, more likely to make healthier lifestyle choices and more inclined to adhere to treatment plans. In contrast, environments which display controlling tendencies through language, culture and rules such as reward, punishment, surveillance and pressure to succeed can discourage personal autonomy. Clearly, managers and teachers have to maintain order amongst very large 28 numbers of workers and pupils. But this may help to explain why the teen experience of secondary school – governed by daily behavioural points (positive and negative), rigid timetables with no choice and an obsessive focus on apparently life-determining results – creates a pressure cooker of unhappy kids and stressed teachers. When you put that together with the uncontrolled nature of the onset of puberty, with dramatic changes in body and mind, and the contrast with the world of online play, which literally puts teenagers in the driving seat, perhaps we can have a more sympathetic view about why there is such a draw towards a more seemingly autonomous online world, where they get to constantly make ‘choices’. The prospects for our young people are a major theme of this book and will be returned to in Part III, which will outline some of the ways we might adapt this thinking into a better future for them, for parents and for teachers. Our social environments can play a huge role in fostering a sense of agency – or the opposite – and it has a cumulative effect on society as a result.

         An individual’s sense of control is based not only on their personal self but on their definition within a group, and there is good evidence that group engagement enhances the sense of control, especially when an individual perceives their control is threatened.16 Visitors to rallies of Reform UK, the Alternative for Germany (AfD) and Make America Great Again (MAGA) have been struck by
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