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      Introduction

      
      We all know the story. The parents return home from a night away to find a teenage party has got out of hand and the house
         has been trashed. Every few months a particularly dramatic episode gets into the media – with distraught parents tidying up
         a mess left by a swarm of young people summoned on Facebook. It plays to a deep-seated fear that younger people will not appreciate
         and protect what has been achieved by the older generation. This is the eternal anxiety of each generation about what comes
         after. But what if, when it comes to many of the big things that matter for our futures, it is the other way round? What if
         it’s actually the older generation, the baby boomers, who have been throwing the party and leaving behind a mess for the next
         generation to sort out?
      

      
      The boomers, roughly those born between 1945 and 1965, have done and continue to do some great things but now the bills are
         coming in; and it is the younger generation who will pay them. We have a good idea of what at least some of these future costs
         are – the cost of climate change, the cost of investing in the infrastructure our economy will need if we are to prosper,
         the cost of paying pensions when the big boomer cohort retires, on top of the cost of servicing the debt the government has
         built up. The charge is that the boomers have been guilty of a monumental failure to protect the interests of future generations.
      

      
      
      The baby boomers have concentrated wealth in the hands of their own generation. It is far harder for the younger generation
         to get started on the housing ladder or save for the future in a decent company pension. This leaves them more dependent on
         their parents for longer. That in turn means new barriers to the spread of opportunity and ownership. Growing to adulthood
         and starting a family are slower and more difficult. And now young people find themselves by far the biggest victims of the
         recession – unable to find a job or a mortgage. We are rightly sensitive to the injustices and inequities of life chances
         within a generation but ignore the injustices between generations, perhaps because they are harder to measure.
      

      
      I had better declare where I fit in here. I was born in 1956, in the middle of the baby boom and in Birmingham, in the middle
         of England. It was the year of the Suez crisis and the Soviet invasion of Hungary. My mother remembers being worried about
         the dreadful, dangerous world into which she had brought me. So far, however, my age group has turned out to be, by and large,
         a lucky generation. Over the past ten years I have spent a lot of my time involved in education and pensions. I have come
         to see how they are linked – they are about the obligations of the generation in the middle to the generation coming after
         and the one which went before. That set me to applying my interest in economic policy to the links between the generations
         and how some get a better deal than others.
      

      
      What if instead of being born in 1956 I had been born fifty years earlier in 1906? Then a mother, depending of course on her
         social class, might have felt things were looking pretty good for her newborn child. Britain was rich and powerful, with social
         reform on the way as well. She could not have expected that her son’s father would die in the trenches of the First World
         War, that then this young man would not be able to find work in the Great Depression, be conscripted in the Second World War and endure austerity
         after it. He would finally have retired in 1971 only to find his modest savings then destroyed by the worst ten years of inflation
         in our nation’s history. It was an unlucky generation.
      

      
      So what of a child born now? These two examples warn us that of course we cannot know. But many boomers are guiltily aware
         of the heavy burdens being piled on their children and grandchildren. Try asking a group of people who are middle-aged or
         older whether they have enjoyed greater opportunities and prosperity than their parents. Almost everyone will say they have.
         But then ask them whether life will similarly be better for their children or grandchildren. They are not so sure. It is what
         deep-down most parents are most anxious about – the life chances of their children.
      

      
      How has this happened? It would be easy to slide into generational name calling. That gets us nowhere. It is not that some
         generations are good and others bad; it is that some are big and others are small. That is why Chapters 2, 3 and 4 track the
         demographics of boom and bust and what this means for the distribution of wealth and power. Being a great big generation makes
         you a powerful disruptive force: you pour through society like a flooding river breaking its banks. We can make sense of the
         economic and social changes around us if we see them as the continuing story of the extraordinary impact of this massive post-War
         generation. Some economists thought it would be a disadvantage to be in a big generation, with more crowding and competition
         at every stage: it would be like travelling through life economy class not business class. But, so far at least, being so
         big has turned out to be a fantastic advantage, enabling that generation to dominate marketplaces and shape politics.
      

      
      Successive generations at different stages of our lives have different needs and different things to offer. That is why it makes sense for different generations to co-operate – so we
         educate the younger generation now and then hope to benefit from what they produce in the future. What you get back need not
         be a direct exchange but instead an expectation the next generation will do the same for you – so you care for your parents
         now and hope your children care for you when you are older. These types of exchanges between the generations, explored in
         Chapters 5 and 6, are how both families and whole societies function. I try to get down to the fundamentals of human co-operation,
         drawing on the new insights coming from game theory and evolutionary biology. They help us understand how these ties between
         the generations, the implicit contracts between them, can actually work.
      

      
      I believe that a lot of our social and economic problems can be seen as the failure to understand and value these contracts
         between the generations. Much of what we see as social breakdown is the breakdown of relations between the generations, much
         mistrust is mistrust between generations, much of what has gone wrong with our economy is failure to get the balance right
         between generations. This is what low savings and big deficits are all about and it is what environmental degradation is about
         too. Sometimes we do not even appear to understand what we are doing to future generations and how much we owe to previous
         ones.
      

      
      The great French thinker Tocqueville put the charge as powerfully as anyone:

      
      Among democratic nations new families are constantly springing up, others are constantly falling away and all that remain
         change their condition; the woof of time is every instant broken and the track of generations effaced… Those who went before
         are soon forgotten; of who will come after, no-one has any idea; the interest of man is confined to those in close propinquity to himself… Thus not only does democracy make very man forget his ancestry but it hides his descendants and separates his
         contemporaries from him; it throws him back forever upon himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely within
         the solicitude of his own heart.1

      
      There is one obvious explanation why we are failing to protect the interests of future generations. We can reasonably hope
         that successive generations will be more affluent, unless the entire mechanism of economic growth since the Industrial Revolution
         is turned off. In Chapter 7 we look at the argument that economic growth means we do not have to worry about future generations
         as they should be richer than us. I do not believe this does remove our obligation. We each of us benefit from what we inherit
         from previous generations and must do our best to leave something worthwhile for the next generation. Think of life as a relay
         race. We are handed a baton to run our lap and then pass it on to someone else. We may be able to run faster than the earlier
         runners, perhaps because we have better kit and better training, and we might expect that later runners coming after us will
         do better than us. But we still have to try to do the best lap we can. We cannot escape our obligations to future generations
         just because we think they might be richer, any more than previous generations decided not to educate us or build roads and
         sewers or leave great public buildings because we would be rich enough to do all this for ourselves. Indeed the only reason
         we can assume that successive generations will be better off is that we invest in the future – if there is one thing which
         would turn that process off it would be a belief that the future did not matter.
      

      
      Moreover we do actually depend on future generations. Just as we were provided for in our childhood by the older generation
         so in our old age we are provided for by the younger generation. What we will live on in our old age is not produced now, it will be produced then. The bread we will eat is not baked now and
         stored in the garden shed; it will be baked by the younger generation and we will hope to get some of it, either by taxing
         them or owning a stake in what they produce. The challenge is how we can stake a claim now to that future output in a way
         which ensures that claim is honoured. If the younger generation feel they have had a raw deal they will not protect the boomers
         in their old age. It is the contract between the generations which binds these two interests together. This is where government
         fits in too: maintaining the balance between the generations, as we see in Chapter 8. One tribe of American Indians were supposed
         to have a rule in the tribal council that they should consider the impact of every decision for the next seven generations.
         Good government values the future; bad government takes from it.
      

      
      There is nothing more natural in human affairs than the eternal repeating cycle of childhood, adulthood, and old age – or
         what used to be called the seven ages of man. This cycle gives a deep pattern to our lives which we can all recognize whatever
         our political and ethical views. The basis for co-operation between the generations is that we can exchange to mutual benefit
         because we are at different points in the cycle with different needs and capabilities. In the final four chapters I focus
         on particular stages of our lives to see what they reveal about the relations between the generations. We immediately confront
         an important paradox here. If anything, relations between parents and their children are better than they used to be: what
         used to be called the generation gap is disappearing. There is striking evidence of the enormous effort most parents are now
         putting in to raising their children: parents are closer to their children than a generation ago. Many children are now dependent
         on their parents for longer than ever – and it is unwise to row with your banker. The dependence of the generations on each other in the family is more mutual as well, perhaps
         because of the speed of technological change – neatly captured in the cartoon of mother holding gadget like a TV remote and
         calling out desperately to her baby: ‘How do I get it to work?’ But however close we are to our families we cannot just do
         our best for the next generation one by one. We also have to offer a fair share of power and wealth to the younger generation
         as a whole. This is where the gap between the generations is getting wider. It is a different sort of generation gap from
         the one we are used to. We may be better parents than we are citizens.
      

      
      This is the challenge for the baby boomers. At the moment this generation dominates just about every important institution
         in the country: it has most of the wealth and power. How will this generation discharge its obligations to younger generation?
         So far it has been one of the luckiest generations. Will the boomers be selfish with their luck, or will they pass it on to
         the next generation? So far the evidence is not good. The baby boomers, having enjoyed so far a spectacularly good deal, are
         dumping too many problems on the younger generation. It has the great advantage of being a giant generation but how will it
         use that power? At the moment it looks like a selfish giant.
      

      
      The boomers are a rich and powerful generation. They are now past the halfway stage but it is not certain their luck will
         last. Solon, the great Athenian statesman, visited Croesus, the richest and most powerful man of his day. Croesus was surprised
         that Solon was not more impressed by his good fortune. ‘Call no man happy until he is dead’ was Solon’s dry response. Subsequently
         Croesus lost his wealth, his kingdom and his family and died a captive.2 So this is a challenge to the boomers to value not just future generations but also their own futures. It is a matter not
         just of other people’s futures, but of what, for today’s long-lived generations, has been called the ‘Long Now’.3

      
      Britain is at an unusual point of generational equipoise. Now is a good moment to judge the balance between the generations.
         If you line up the British population today by order of age, the middle person in Britain would be aged 40. Their life expectancy
         is 80. So the middle person is likely to be almost exactly halfway through their life. What happens in the next forty years
         matters to them even if they do not feel any obligation to other generations.
      

      
      One of our deepest human instincts, somewhere between a desire and an obligation, is to transmit something worthwhile on to
         the next generation. It is not just wealth but a body of knowledge, a set of values, an understanding of how to lead a good
         life. We know that each generation is going to move on, and we hope that it will do better than us, but we know its chances
         of doing better than us are greatest if it is standing on our shoulders. Much of this experience, wisdom, and values is transmitted
         within the family. This is where the contract between the generations is played out most personally for each one of us. So
         we will start in Chapter 1 with families and how they shape the deepest features of our society.
      

   



      
      Chapter 1

      
      
      Who We Are

      
      Picture a family gathered around steaming plates of pasta on a massive trestle table under a tree in a Tuscan garden with
         uncles, aunts, brothers, daughters-in-law, elderly sisters, all engaged in an excited, voluble hubbub. That is a real family,
         the kind of family in the film My Big Fat Greek Wedding. It is easy to assume – I certainly used to – that at some point in the past the English lived like this too. Even if the
         food was not so good we too surely lived in big, extended peasant families and in those times all the land belonged to a feudal
         lord as well. Then there came a great transformation – perhaps the rise of Protestantism, or the Civil War, or the Industrial
         Revolution – which drove the spread of private property and the modern nuclear family. But the truth is that England never
         was a society of peasants living in extended families, and we never had true serfdom. As far back as 1250, and probably even
         earlier, it looks as if England had a very different social structure, different even from the rest of the British Isles.
         Forget everything you think you know about extended families, arranged marriages, serfdom, and seigneurs. As far as we know
         none of that happened in England – ever. When it comes to families, England was the first nuclear power.
      

      
      Instead think of England as being like this for at least 750 years. We live in small families. We buy and sell houses. We
         go out to work for a wage. Our parents expect us to leave home for paid work when we are in our teens. If you are a boy you go off to be an apprentice and if a girl perhaps to be a servant in another
         house. You try to save up some money from your wages so that you can afford to get married. You are not dependent on inheriting
         property from your parents so they have a limited hold over you and you can choose your spouse. Indeed, when it comes to choosing
         your partner what matters is love, actually. It takes a long time to build up some savings from your work and find the right
         person with whom to settle down, so marriage comes quite late, possibly in your late twenties. If a man gets a girl pregnant
         before then he might well have to marry her but they tend to avoid full sex, settling instead for elaborate forms of heavy
         petting.
      

      
      Because we marry quite late and the two parents then bear a large part of the burden of raising our children, we do not have
         many of them.1 If a society has extended families or clans then this spreads the costs of raising children across more adults, who then
         have more children younger. That means there is a danger of cycles of population boom and bust as surges in the birth rate
         are followed by famine and collapse. But that is not the English model. Our population grows slowly but steadily after the
         catastrophe of the Black Death in the fourteenth century, which may have reduced it to 2.5 million. Britain’s first great
         economic statistician, Gregory King, estimated that the population of England in 1688 totalled 5.5 million.2 His key table includes estimates of average family size. The upper-class ‘heads of families’ do indeed have many family dependents.
         But where the wider population is concentrated, categories such as the 750,000 ‘freeholders of the lesser sort’ or the 1,275,000
         ‘labouring people and outservants’, estimated family sizes are 5, 4 or 3.5. This first demographic analysis of England offers
         further evidence that we have long had small nuclear families.
      

      
      There are a small number of rich families with an enormous amount of land for whom arranged marriages matter for dynastic settlements and inheritance, but it is a mistake to assume
         they are typical of everyone else. Most people are, of course, peasants in the sense that they work on the land from generation
         to generation. But they are not under the exclusive control of a feudal landlord, let alone his property. They can make themselves
         available for hire at the great seasonal fairs. They are probably paid in cash not in kind. Money matters. There is borrowing
         and lending and mortgages and, to keep all this going, quite a sophisticated law of contracts. In turn these contracts are
         enforced by an independent judiciary.
      

      
      Here is an account of England in the flat language of modern sociology. It is a familiar account of who we are and how we
         live: ‘The majority of ordinary people in England… are rampant individuals, highly mobile both geographically and socially,
         economically “rational”, market-oriented and acquisitive, egocentred in kinship and social life.’
      

      
      Some figures for typical English towns and villages confirm that and capture vividly how markets seem to matter more than
         roots. In Leighton Buzzard, out of 909 transfers of land, 66 per cent are outside the family; only 15 per cent went to the
         family in the owner’s lifetime and another 10 per cent at death. Another study, of a village near Huntingdon, finds on 43
         occasions the property is passed on within the family of which 24 are direct blood inheritance. But there are 21 cases of
         the property being conveyed to someone outside the family and 98 cases of an open market sale. A third study shows 87 per
         cent of land transactions taking place between people not related to each other through kinship. And a host of studies show
         lots of buying and selling of property. This is just what we would expect – a nation of cash, contracts, and commerce. The
         key question is supposed to be whether or not these modern patterns of behaviour are desirable. Has this turbulent individualism eroded our ties of family and community? But there is just one hitch. The statistics for Leighton Buzzard are
         for the period 1464 to 1508; for the village near Huntingdon the period studied is 1397 to 1457; and the 87 per cent non-family
         transactions occurred in a manor in about 1400. The quotation is from a description of England back to the thirteenth century
         by Alan Macfarlane, the historian above all who has revived this understanding of England and whose influence pervades this
         chapter.3

      
      The power of local barons over peasants was limited by an effective national government too. Insofar as medieval England was
         ‘feudal’, its feudalism took an unusually centralized form. The Normans successfully increased the power of central government
         and subordinated local magnates. Peasants could not be called up for military service directly by a local landlord. In the
         words of Frederic Maitland, the great Victorian historian, the King could directly tax his subjects, ‘their lands and their
         goods, without the intervention of their lords’.4 There is local administration of the Common Law, that exceptional English creation of the early medieval period. But the
         Common Law is crucially not local law. You are bound by precedent, a body of case law that is consistent across the country.
         That is what ‘common’ means. Royal authority is used to standardize justice, limiting the power of barons to administer the
         law in their own interests. Indeed, the crown keeps direct control of justice in the regions by sending travelling assize
         courts around the country. This makes it much harder to do special favours for kith and kin and so helps to ensure protection
         for the small nuclear family without extended networks of relatives. The standardization is not, however, achieved simply
         by royal fiat: it is achieved by lawyers meeting at their London Inns to compare notes and establish through these self-governing
         institutions a shared understanding of the law, built up through precedent – the role of precedent and its limit on discretion being a difference between the English legal system and the more Roman-influenced
         legal traditions which flourish on the Continent.
      

      
      An effective national government and a national framework of law bring standardization, which makes geographical and, hence,
         also social mobility much easier. Internal migration is easier than in the rest of Europe: not least because you are not tied
         to an extensive network of favours and reciprocal obligations. Indeed, geographical mobility is another exceptional feature
         of this English model.
      

      
      This adds up to an extraordinarily balanced political and social system in which an effective national government protects
         the rights of individuals and families and stops the creation of local clans and concentrations of baronial power. It is not,
         by and large, possible for local feuds to develop into private wars. Local barons are not able to extract tax at will. And
         administration of justice remains broadly fair without special favours to networks of relatives. That list is a neat description
         of the key features of the eighteenth-century English polity when Adam Smith wrote The Wealth of Nations, but its roots go back at least 500 years. It might be called merely a nightwatchman state. But this is to underestimate
         the crucial role of effective national government even then. It is not a libertarian utopia. Maintaining an effective framework
         of national law and stopping local magnates being too powerful are both crucial national responsibilities, discharged by virtually
         no other government at the time. This is the paradox of strong but limited government. This strong government protects small
         families.
      

      
      These small families are very unusual. Unlike many other cultures we lack specific words for particular types of uncles, grandparents
         and cousins (how many people could work out what relation a second cousin, twice removed, would be to them?). There is no
         frame-work of law setting out obligations between them. Even our earliest law code, King Alfred’s, places very weak obligations on families.
         In the words of one historian of Anglo-Saxon society, ‘the duties kinsmen had with respect to [a given family member] were
         few.’5 These small families can be extraordinarily strong, held together by powerful attachments between a couple and with marriage
         increasingly recognized in canon and civil law as a pre-eminent institution. But their unusually small size compared with
         other types of family also makes them vulnerable to external shocks. An extended family can offer more by way of support and
         mutual insurance.
      

      
      This model of law and society is quite different from other models which obtained and still do in many other parts of the
         world. In parts of Asia for example it is still assumed that if one member of a large extended family gets a good job his
         responsibility is to distribute the benefits to his relatives and ideally get them a similar job in the same organization.
         Helping relatives with contracts and jobs is not seen as corruption but as a moral obligation. Big clan-style families are
         better than nuclear ones at spreading advantage and pooling risks, but for them to be effective people have to stay close
         to each other, so there is less mobility.6

      
      Sometimes we may regret that England does not enjoy the advantages of these clan-style families, and look back to an earlier
         age when supposedly we did. The earliest recorded example of this sort of nostalgia is a sermon given by Bishop Wulfstan in
         1014, in which he expressed regret that vendettas were not what they used to be as family members just would not join in –
         ‘too often a kinsman does not protect a kinsman any more than a stranger.’7

      
      These mobile individuals and small families had to look outwards and create alternative networks for support and insurance.
         So they were very effective at creating local and civic institutions. With small families people need more of these civil
         networks in order to sustain a given level of social insurance. Medieval guilds are one early example. And early means early – these
         societies were being created more than a thousand years ago. The rules of the Thegns’ Guild in Cambridge in the late tenth
         century describe the obligations between ‘guild-brothers’; for example, ‘If any guild-brother dies outside the district, or
         is taken ill, his guild-brothers are to fetch him and bring him, dead or alive, to where he wishes, on pain of the same fine
         which has been stated in the event of his dying at home and a guild-brother failing to attend the body.’8 Instead of families discharging what Bishop Wulfstan thought were their responsibilities, outside groups such as guilds were
         providing mutual insurance of a sort we can recognize today.
      

      
      The ‘guild-brothers’ were not blood brothers. These guilds were not family-based or closed shops. They were usually open to
         new members: ‘if our lord or any of our reeves can suggest to us any addition to our peace guild; [rather] let us accept it
         joyfully, as becomes us all and is necessary for us.’9 For the next thousand years the English carried on creating these groups and societies. Thomas Babington Macaulay, the great
         nineteenth-century politician and historian, looked at them with a hint of amusement: ‘This is the age of societies. There
         is scarcely one Englishman in ten who has not belonged to some association for distributing books, or for prosecuting them;
         for sending invalids to the hospital or beggars to the treadmill; for giving plate to the rich or blankets to the poor.’10

      
      Small families need civil society more. But it was not just voluntary societies which provided mutual support. You need markets
         and commercial services too. Instead of the mutual exchanges of the extended family, small families must buy services. For
         example insurance schemes, annuities, and savings help protect you when there is no wider family with any such obligation.
         This is one reason why England has a long history in financial services.
      

      
      
      Small families meant there was a role for government too. Already by Tudor times the national government had stepped in with
         the Poor Law after the dissolution of those powerful civic welfare institutions, the monasteries.11 The Elizabethan Poor Law required the provision of welfare, but delivered and financed locally. Despite its harshness and
         injustices it was a far more ambitious nationally legislated welfare provision than anywhere else in Europe. It set out the
         entire local parish’s obligations to people who could not care for themselves as they were old or infirm or not in work. Unlike
         in most other countries then or now, it was provided independently of employers or relatives. This left people unencumbered
         and mobile. When, centuries later, they were trying to reform welfare, Lord Liverpool, the Prime Minister after the Napoleonic
         Wars, summarized this unique combination very neatly: ‘The legislature of no other country has shown so vigilant and constant
         a solicitude for the welfare of the poorer classes; no other has so generally abstained from the interference with the details
         and operation of trade.’
      

      
      This is a very unusual social and political structure indeed. England has had unusually small families, unusually strong national
         government, unusually weak local magnates, and unusually free peasants. It is not just different from Papua New Guinea or
         Pakistan; it is also quite different from France and Italy and most of Continental Europe. This difference was recognized
         by foreigners. After visiting England in 1730 that shrewd French observer of human cultures, Montesquieu, observed: ‘I too
         have been a traveller, and have seen the country in the world which is most worthy of our curiosity – I mean England.’12

      
      It is not that England is better or that foreigners are wrong. But England is certainly distinct. How come? One possible explanation,
         suggested by Alan Macfarlane, is that almost a millennium and a half ago the Anglo-Saxons brought with them the social, legal, and family arrangements of the German tribes. Perhaps because
         they were frequently on the move they did not have the sense of land held perpetually by some family or group. Instead it
         was always being exchanged between individuals. The original Germanic model then disappeared on the Continent as Roman law
         extended its way back across Northern Europe in the Middle Ages. However, it survived in England, to which it had emigrated.
         This idea was neatly caught by Benjamin Franklin when he wrote that ‘Britain was formerly the America of the Germans.’13 Montesquieu had a similar thought when he wrote that ‘In perusing the admirable treatise of Tacitus on the manners of the
         Germans we find it is from that nation the English have borrowed their idea of political government. This beautiful system
         was invented first in the woods.’14 The reference to the woods may be a crucial clue – one suggestion is that the need to cut down trees to create small clearings
         is why families were small rather than large and clan-based. It is indeed in Central Germany where archaeologists have found
         the first genetically identifiable nuclear family of a mother, father, son, and daughter buried together and facing each other
         in graves dating back 4,600 years. The mother was not genetically related to the father and had spent her childhood in a different
         region, suggesting that the relationship was not based on membership of the same clan.15

      
      The range of family structures around the world has been mapped on to political structures by the great contemporary French
         thinker Emmanuel Todd.16 The correlation is uncanny and its historical roots deep. The other European countries with the Anglo-Saxon model of the
         nuclear family are the Netherlands and Denmark. Todd casually notes that these happen to be the areas of Europe once ruled
         by King Canute, which itself shows the timescale over which we must think about these family structures. Todd shows the fundamental importance not just for social
         structures but also for shaping political systems of the difference between endogamous societies, where marriages are often
         arranged and with relatives, looking inwards to reinforce the clan, and exogamous societies, where marriages are to outsiders
         and partners may be freely chosen. The second key distinction is between societies where inheritance is egalitarian, with
         all children having an equal claim and societies where it is inegalitarian with no obligation to treat all children alike.
         Many other European countries have exogamous marriage, but they do not usually have inegalitarian inheritance as well. (When
         we refer to marriage here its exact legal form and force may change over time, as common -law marriage thrives before the
         Church gets greater control over the institution but then has to share it once more with a civil authority.)
      

      
      The Anglo-Saxon model is unusual in being both exogamous and inegalitarian. Instead of all the property belonging to the family
         as a whole and being automatically divided between many children when the parents died, in England the older son usually inherited.
         This pushed waves of property-less younger sons out to make their way in the world. At the same time it made it easier to
         accumulate wealth in the hands of an individual because it was not endlessly being divided amongst many heirs. Hence you get
         that distinctive English combination of a society that is both mobile and unequal.
      

      
      So far we have been painting a picture of England as a marketplace, perhaps the world’s first and most sophisticated market
         economy. Inevitably that means we have focused on patterns of behaviour that are rational, calculating, and acquisitive. But
         that is not the full picture. The market relationships we describe so far are complemented by, and indeed create an intense need for, emotional relationships outside the market economy as well. A
         small, simple family structure not driven by the need to pass on an inheritance or to sustain ties with brothers and cousins
         in a clan can be more personal, intense, and emotional – a clue to England’s Romantic tradition. Foreign observers have long
         remarked how the English love their gardens and their countryside. This may be because we were more urban and then more industrial
         than the rest of Europe. As we were the first country to move from dependence on agriculture, that perhaps explains some of
         the emotions we now invest in our pets – and the proud claim of the English to be the inventors of pet food. Charles Dickens
         captures all this brilliantly with his picture in Great Expectations of Wemmick retreating over his drawbridge to his little domestic arcadia away from the hurly-burly of market transactions.
         England displays that strange mixture of calculation and sentiment which marks so many modern societies
      

      
      There is an obvious romantic appeal in tracing our origins to German tribes from the woods and plains of Central Europe. But
         is this just nostalgia for a pre-industrial world? Because the account of national identity we have offered goes all the way
         back to the Middle Ages it is open to the charge that, even if it were once true, now it is out of date. Didn’t the Industrial
         Revolution and class politics change all that? It is easy to assume that Britain had the Industrial Revolution and then became
         the world’s first modern commercial society. The truth is exactly the other way round. We were already the world’s first market
         society and were therefore ripe for the Industrial Revolution. We have rightly been described as enjoying ‘capitalism without
         factories’ for many centuries before the Industrial Revolution. That the Industrial Revolution began in England is a crucial
         piece of evidence in support of the argument that we have a distinctive economic and social structure.
      

      
      One way of assessing the impact of the Industrial Revolution in Britain is through the historical equivalent of the Sunday Times Rich List. One historian, W. D. Rubinstein, has studied the estates left by the richest families before, during, and after
         the Industrial Revolution.17 In the early eighteenth century the wealth of the British middle and upper classes came from commerce, finance, professions
         such as the law, and the global trading networks they serviced. You can then see the impact of the Industrial Revolution as
         Lancashire and Yorkshire rise from providing 10 per cent of business and professional incomes in 1810 to a peak of 22 per
         cent in 1860. But after that they begin to decline as a proportion of the richest families. They made their wealth differently
         from the way anyone had made money in the past – by manufacturing – and they created a proud civic culture in the cities of
         the Midlands and the North. But by the early twentieth century patterns of income and wealth in Britain had reverted to what
         they were before the Industrial Revolution. Once again it was trade, finance, commerce, and the great professions.
      

      
      A similar pattern can be seen in demography. We have seen how traditionally England had an unusually low birth rate and hence
         a degree of protection from the worst of all possible boom and bust cycles, one in human lives. After the Black Death in the
         middle of the fourteenth century the population of England appears to have been on a slow upward trajectory for the next 400
         years or so, rising perhaps to 8.3 million by the end of the eighteenth century. But the nineteenth century was an exception
         to this as our population soared to 30 million by the century’s end. As we industrialized there was a mass movement of population
         into the towns and at the same time some of the traditional constraints of the English family system broke down. People had
         more babies and had them earlier. And of course in the conditions of living then, many of them were sadly to die. Thus England had for
         a century or so the kind of pattern that many people assume it must always have had. By the end of the nineteenth century
         mortality in our towns was falling and then the birth rate fell as well. After the Industrial Revolution we therefore went
         through the two classic phases of the demographic transition which most societies go through as they modernize. It can be
         summarized very simply – first, we stop dying like flies, and then we stop breeding like rabbits. By the early twentieth century
         we had resumed a pattern of later marriage and lower birth rate of the sort we can recognize from Alan Macfarlane’s account
         of early medieval England.
      

      
      Just as aerial photography can reveal the outlines of some long-lost medieval village so, if we know how to look, we can discern
         deep features of English society that endure to this day. Here is an example. A series of reports have attributed the long-standing
         weaknesses in the productivity of the British economy to our lack of a Mittelstand, the strong medium-sized family businesses of the sort they have in Germany or France.18 We appear to be very good at starting small businesses and some of our big companies are very strong indeed. It is the high-performance,
         solid, long-term, high-investment medium-sized companies in the middle that we seem to lack. It is not that we have fewer
         family-owned firms – about 30 per cent of mid-sized British firms are owned by a family, very similar to France and Germany.
         But we run them differently. Perhaps England’s family structure helps to explain this.
      

      
      A key difference is that land is not owned by kin groups but by named individuals with unrestricted power over what happens
         to their property. This is one reason why as soon as you had property you were expected to leave a detailed will. Friedrich
         Engels recognized that this made England’s family law very different: ‘In those countries where a legitimate portion of parental wealth is assured to children and where they cannot be disinherited – in
         Germany, in countries with French law and elsewhere – the children are obliged to obtain their parents’ consent to their marriage.
         In countries with English law… the parents have full liberty to bequeath their wealth to anyone and may disinherit their children
         at will…’19 French law reflects a very different view of the family. In France neither land nor a firm is the freehold property of the
         individual, belonging rather to the family’s bloodline with an automatic right of inheritance within the family for all the
         children – this is how the principle of equal inheritance is delivered in practice. In England it is the absolute property
         of the individual to do with as they wish. It may be passed on to one child who will have control of the company. In France
         an asset such as a family firm is not the absolute property of one individual. A father has no right to cut his children out
         of his will; they (and to almost the same extent, the spouse) are héritiers réservataires. If any part of the property or land is willed to other than the children of the deceased, Napoleonic law kicks in and can
         override any bequest regarding the property.20

      
      In England, therefore, family firms are more likely to be run as the personal property of an individual who often manages
         the business himself or herself. In France and Germany family firms are more likely to be held in common by a whole family
         and seen as long-term property of a dynasty across several generations. This means the family is more willing to bring in
         professional managers to run the business on its behalf: 31 per cent of family-owned firms in France are run by an external
         manager as against only 23 per cent in the UK. (It is 60 per cent in Germany.) Of firms still owned by the founder 44 per
         cent in France are externally managed whereas it is only 14 per cent in the UK (again it is 60 per cent in Germany).21 This has a big effect on economic performance – if an inherited family firm brings in an outside manager it raises returns
         by 6 percentage points, a significant improvement in return on capital.22 One could even take this further. The role for the family in France as a project for managing property that passes on from
         generation to generation may be a reason why romantic love may be for a mistress outside marriage. In England romance matters
         too, but we aspire to find it within marriage.
      

      
      If you go further afield the differences are far greater, and show up even more starkly the links between the social, the
         political, and the economic. Why is it so hard to establish liberal democracies and effective governments in large parts of
         the Middle East? It is not ultimately a matter of religion but of the cultural traditions associated with some versions of
         Islam. Their family structure may help explain why Western-style democratic government is so hard to establish in parts of
         the Muslim world. In Pakistan 50 per cent of marriages are to first cousins. In Saudi Arabia this figure is 36 per cent.23 The political structure of a society of extended families is completely different from that of a society with small families.
         It means that voting is by clans: it is hard to have neutral contracts enforced by an independent judiciary when family obligations
         are so wide-ranging and so strong.
      

      
      It is no accident that there is a Muslim brotherhood – brotherhood really does mean something in parts of the Muslim world.
         It weakens national governments and makes it hard for the neutral contractual arrangements of a modern market economy to be
         created. By contrast, as Dr Johnson observed on brotherhood in England: ‘Sir, in a country as commercial as ours, when every
         man can do for himself, there is not much occasion for that attachment. No man is thought the worse of here whose brother
         was hanged.’24 The French Revolutionaries ignored the uncomfortable truth that liberty and equality before the law are hard to reconcile with fraternity. That is why it is such a challenge to integrate
         communities based on fraternity into a host society where the dominant principles are liberty and equality.
      

      
      England’s closest neighbours understood more clearly than the English themselves the components of this distinctive Englishness.
         A whole stream of French observers were fascinated by this extraordinary English political and social experiment – from Voltaire
         and Montesquieu in the eighteenth century to Tocqueville and Hippolyte Taine in the nineteenth. But it was above all the Scottish
         thinkers of the eighteenth century who reflected on this English model. An extraordinary flowering of great thinkers such
         as David Hume, Adam Smith, and Adam Ferguson put markets, contracts and civil society at the centre of their thinking and
         in doing so created the political economy of the modern world. As well as political and moral philosophy, David Hume also
         wrote a history of England. Adam Smith drew heavily on English evidence throughout The Wealth of Nations and his The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Scottish intellectuals reflecting on England’s economy and society created what Gertrude Himmelfarb has boldly called the
         British Enlightenment.25

      
      Britishness is emphatically not the same thing as Englishness. The English model is just one within the British Isles. Scotland
         has a distinctive history, with a separate legal system and educational arrangements and a different culture. Great Britain
         provides the political institutions which linked these two nations in an outward-looking endeavour of trade and conquest:
         it is the British army, the British Empire and the British pound. That connection made both nations different and better than
         they would have been on their own; and in the early excitement after the Act of Union Scots, such as David Hume, were willing to describe themselves as living in North Britain. Britishness is a weaker cultural identity than
         Englishness or Scottishness. That is why H. G. Wells could say that ‘The great advantage of being British is that we do not
         have a national dress.’
      

      
      That Britishness is essentially an institutional concept makes it very well suited for today when Empire and conquest have
         long gone. It helps ensure our national identity is not ethnic, giving it a marvellous openness. Instead it is a political
         identity resting above all in a set of political institutions. Most non-white ethnic groups describe themselves as British
         rather than English – 78 per cent of Bangladeshis living in the UK for example describe themselves as British and 5 per cent
         say they are English. But people from the white British group give a very different answer with more describing themselves
         as English (58 per cent) than British (36 per cent).26 Our patriotism is not a nationalism of blood and soil. Instead it is a celebration of the institutions that shaped our country
         and which should be open to everyone. In fact the account in this chapter stresses how successive waves of migration brought
         distinctive ideas and institutions which between them developed into what we now call Britishness.
      

      
      Winston Churchill wrote his A History of the English-Speaking Peoples in this tradition, including North America and beyond in his celebration of these political institutions. Andrew Roberts
         has recently carried that tradition forward, adding an extra volume to Churchill’s history.27 Niall Ferguson has also argued for the distinctive identity of what is now called the Anglosphere. These formidable historians
         show very clearly that in everything from economic structures to cultural attitudes there is a close link between Great Britain,
         the USA, Canada, and Australia. But they do not fully resolve the question of what makes the Anglosphere distinctive.
      

      
      
      It is easy to think of the English language as what unites this group – after all, the Anglosphere was formerly known as the
         English-speaking peoples. But this does not tell anything like the whole story. The unusual importance of civil society is
         crucial. Now, we immediately face a paradox. Alexis de Tocqueville was one of the first people to see that the youthful USA
         derived much of its dynamism from its extraordinarily rich and self-reliant civil society as a contrast with pre-Revolutionary
         France: ‘When the Revolution started, it would have been impossible to find, in most parts of France, even ten men used to
         acting in concert and defending their interests without appealing to the central power for aid.’28 But his most influential book fails recognize that this is what the USA and England share or why. His analysis suffers from
         one massive disadvantage – he went to America before he visited England. When he wrote his great book Democracy in America in the 1830s he was completely unaware of the English origins of the American model. In fact he thought that England was
         trapped in an aristocratic and feudal past and that the vigour of civil society in America was unique. This is a crucial mistake.
         It obstructs understanding what links Britain and America, and leaves Brits, metaphorically at least, forever playing aristocrats
         and butlers in American films.
      

      
      When he finally visited England Tocqueville was trying to work out when the revolution which America and France had already
         experienced would also strike England, leading to the overthrow of powerful concentrations of aristocratic wealth. He expected
         some revolution in favour of agricultural smallholdings belonging to people like the soldier-citizens who were the backbone
         of Jefferson’s America. Free-market English economists had to explain that we had big farms because they were more efficient.
         He only came to appreciate that what he had seen in America could also be found in England after two visits – the moment of epiphany coming when he visited my home town of Birmingham in the full vigour
         of the Industrial Revolution and noted in his diary that they are ‘generally very intelligent people but intelligent in the
         American Way’.29

      
      Tocqueville thought at first that America was the future for everywhere – and indeed that France having already had its revolution
         was further on the way than England. But slowly he came to realize that this model was not right. The vigour of civil society
         in England or the USA is not some universal historic trend. It depends on some very unusual and shared features of our two
         countries. England and America share a similar civil society because we share the same (rather unusual) family structure.
         Tocqueville eventually made the connection between this mobility and exceptional family structure, observing that ‘England
         was the only country in which the system of caste had not been changed but effectively destroyed. The nobles and the middle
         classes in England followed together the same courses of business, entered the same professions, and what is much more significant,
         inter-married.’30

      
      But once more there are frustrating misunderstandings between Britain and America which obscure this crucial point. The leading
         history of the American family, Public Vows by Nancy Cott, talks of the nuclear family as the ‘republican family’ – showing how it was seen as an example of republican
         virtue in contrast with the decadence of European model, which was thought to be oppressive both domestically and politically.31 Meanwhile, one of the best books on the nuclear family, Ferdinand Mount’s The Subversive Family, treats the nuclear family as essentially a human universal. But the real dividing line is to be drawn differently. American
         family structure is the same as the English model and very different from much of Continental Europe. This is the explanation
         of the strength of US and British civil society and the pervasiveness of the market economy in the Anglosphere. The special relationship depends on a special relationship.
      

      
      Tocqueville appears to have believed that it was political structure which shaped family life. On a visit to Algiers he was
         shocked by the bare walls of houses turning their backs to the street and attributed it to ‘a tyrannous and shadowy government
         which forces its subjects to hide from the world and tightly encloses all passions in the interior world of the family’.32 But it could be the other way round because the extended, non-nuclear family behind its walls is self-sufficient and turns
         its back on civil society. Generally, nuclear families mean a stronger civil society because individuals need support outside
         the family and turn to a rich network of clubs and friendly societies. A recent study of European families33 showed that these patterns continue to matter today. People in inegalitarian nuclear family societies, like England, Denmark,
         and the Netherlands, are the likeliest to join clubs and associations.
      

      
      We also look out to the market to buy services with contracts instead of the mutual exchanges of the extended family. If we
         need something we turn to Yellow Pages not to an uncle. This requires respect for contracts, for property and for marketplaces.
         This too changes the nature of society. It makes it open and market-facing and literally more mobile. Great Britain is one
         of the few EU countries where more than half of adults have moved house in the past ten years.34 Even now, when you control for country-level effects, areas of Europe with Anglosphere-style families have a GDP per capita
         of around €5,000 p.a. higher than regions with say the Southern Italian family form.35 Indeed, they are higher than all other family forms. Over the past thirty years, they have also outgrown them. These Anglosphere
         economies are outward-looking and flexible so they are good early adopters of new technologies. But they may not be so good at steady incremental improvements in performance with a given technology. And sometimes, as
         we have seen with new financial instruments, their sheer restless innovativeness can do catastrophic damage. Nevertheless,
         their flexibility can sustain them in the long run – the Anglosphere currently accounts for more than half, 54 per cent, of
         the economic output of the developed world and one forecast is that by 2050 over two thirds, 68 per cent, of developed world
         GDP will be generated in English-speaking countries.36

      
      It is easy to caricature all this as a picture of sturdy yeoman farmers and heroic offshore islanders. Julian Barnes’s novel
         England, England imagines the custodians of Englishness retreating to the Isle of Wight, which becomes a theme park dedicated to a cosy England-land.
         Some contemporary historians would see this whole account as just one way in which a national ‘narrative’ is ‘constructed’,
         traditions are ‘invented’, communities are ‘imagined’, and nations are ‘forged’.37 A modern liberal society is indeed going to see different versions of its own history endlessly contested. Nevertheless,
         I believe this account of Englishness is empirically rooted and conceptually rigorous. It is right under our noses. It is,
         quite simply, the main school of English historical writing from its emergence as a serious discipline. David Hume and Sir
         William Blackstone were key founding figures in the eighteenth century. It includes the leading Victorian historians Sir Henry
         Maine and F. W. Maitland. Maitland was the mentor of one of the leading founders of the Political Studies Association, Sir
         Ernest Barker, who wrote of the distinctive strength of our civil society and whose influence carried on to the Second World
         War. This is not just the dominant strand of English historical understanding; it shapes our political thought too. It is
         why England saw the first flourishing of classical liberalism. The first great liberal political philosopher, John Locke, celebrated the
         freedom of the individual, and understood property not as something that belonged to a family or a group but as created by
         an individual’s own efforts. He did not construct such an extraordinary new political theory in a vacuum – it was an abridgement
         of the political and social arrangements Locke saw around him. The theory followed the practice.
      

      
      This English political tradition emphasizes the strength and importance of civil society, our country’s historic freedoms,
         a legitimate role for government in providing equitable justice accessible to all, together with a faith in evolutionary social
         progress. It sustained a political programme – spreading the rights of citizenship widely and generously – which still matters
         today. That meant widening the franchise and also spreading what Beveridge called social security – mutual insurance against
         the giant evils of Want, Ignorance, Disease, Squalor, and Idleness. Democracy and the modern welfare state rested on a powerful
         sense of the birthright of British citizens which did not depend on who your parents were. But that whole tradition got worn
         smooth and came to seem too complacent. Our weak economic performance after the War showed it just wasn’t strenuous enough.
         And now we fear that, despite the achievements of the welfare state, our society is becoming less cohesive and less mobile.
      

      
      I believe this great tradition can be revitalized and renewed by enriching it with the insights of the Cambridge school of
         family history whose leading thinkers such as Peter Laslett and Alan Macfarlane offer a serious and empirically grounded account
         of our social structure, focusing on our nuclear families. It shows what is distinctive about England: it is our family structure
         which is the key. It is not that we are right and Continentals are wrong. But we are different, apart from perhaps the Low Countries and Denmark, which do appear to share many features of our social structure
         and our political tradition.
      

      
      It also leads us to focus on what we are passing on to our children. Instead of thinking just of the horizontal obligations
         we have to fellow citizens now, we need to think also about the vertical obligations we have to our children and grandchildren
         and future generations. We think of haves and have-nots now. But what if the haves are us now and the have-nots are our children
         and grandchildren in the future? We need to do much better at weighing the claims of the Nows versus the Laters.
      

      
      If we are failing to pass on full opportunities in life to all our citizens then we may respond by concentrating instead on
         what we can do for our own children. That is an understandable and indeed admirable instinct. It is not, as we have seen,
         an instinct that gets automatic protection in the British system. A shrewd nineteenth-century French observer, Hippolyte Taine,
         was shocked by this feature of the English system: ‘they owe nothing but education to their children; the daughters marry
         without a dowry, the sons shift for themselves.’38

      
      You inherit not just a particular set of possessions that belonged to your parents. You also inherit a claim to participate
         in an extraordinary political, social, and economic system that would give you a chance in life. That is another part of the
         inheritance that we are obliged to pass on to the next generation – that is the obligation which I fear we are failing to
         discharge. We discharge our obligation to the next generation not just as parents but as citizens. And to understand our failure
         to discharge this obligation we need to see how the tumultuous social and economic changes since the war have shifted the
         balance between the generations.
      

   



      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      Breaking Up

      
      Imagine a society where people live together in quite large nuclear families with traditional roles. The father goes out to
         work. His wife may work part-time but mostly she is busy running the house and caring for the two kids and her elderly widowed
         mother who lives with them. She is as much a worker as he is but her work has no direct financial reward. Although it is much
         smaller than an extended family, nevertheless it is still a kind of mini-welfare state. The man’s earnings are transferred
         to four dependants. It is a transfer from man to woman. It is also a transfer across the generations, from the middle-aged
         man to children and a pensioner.
      

      
      Even if he is earning quite a lot, he may not feel very affluent as he has so many commitments. Indeed, the official measures
         of income and poverty allow for this by counting his income as much less than that of someone with the same earnings who lives
         on his own (‘equivalizing’). The tax system recognizes this too, with special allowances to reduce your income tax if you
         are married or if you have children, resting on the doctrine that the man we are describing has less ‘taxable capacity’ than
         a single person with the same earnings. There is a benefit system too, and its main purpose is to compensate men for loss
         of earnings – through unemployment, disability, or retirement. He will also get higher benefits such as a higher unemployment
         benefit or state pension if he is married, so that he can still, in both senses of the word, keep his wife. This further enforces the dependence of
         women and young people on the male breadwinner, because even state benefits come via the man. There might also be labour market
         regulations aimed at protecting the jobs this paterfamilias does, even if as a result it is harder for women or young people
         to get employment.
      

      
      People may disagree about whether this is what made our community stronger in the past or a monstrous and oppressive paternalism.
         It was the British model in the earlier part of the twentieth century. Perhaps it is pushing the point to include the elderly
         relative in the house but these arrangements were quite common for a time after the War because there was such a housing shortage.
         It is broadly what Japan and Italy are still like today. These are countries with high unemployment benefits and low benefits
         for single parents, high pensions, and high proportions of pensioners living with their children. (They are also, incidentally,
         countries with exceptionally low birth rates, suggesting that when women are expected to discharge traditional roles, providing
         informal care to parents, parents-in-law, and husbands, they refuse to raise children as well. This is why access to birth
         control poses a particular demographic challenge for these societies with extended families: it gives women the opportunity
         to escape one of their many obligations.1)
      

      
      Then a massive social change fragments millions of families like these – the ultra-individualism unleashed by the post-War
         baby boomers. The nuclear family always depended on a personal emotional commitment between two adults – in this sense it
         always was individualistic. But in the past it had been sustained by economic dependence, social pressure, and stern personal
         morality. From the 1960s onwards all these supports fall away. Instead, each of us focuses on our own personal needs because, in the words of the L’Oréal advert, ‘I am worth it.’ Or, if instead of L’Oréal
         you prefer Hegel, whose Philosophy of Right is one of the few major works of philosophy to focus on the family, marriage declines into ‘reciprocal caprice’. Britain
         and America are particularly susceptible to this fragmentation because, as we saw, marriage in the Anglosphere relies particularly
         on its emotional value to each partner.
      

      
      Let’s go back to our opening example. The marriage breaks up in the 1970s or 1980s when the divorce rate surges. The man moves
         out. His wife becomes a lone parent. The mother-in-law has to go into a flat with some domiciliary care. The lone mother starts
         to claim benefits. The elderly widow was already getting a basic pension but now she needs a top-up means-tested benefit as
         well. As they all have their own housing costs to meet with very little income, new benefits have to cover these costs as
         well. To pay for all these benefits the man finds that his income tax bill goes up. Those special allowances for marriage
         now seem strangely out of date so they are gradually taken away and the income tax bill goes up even for the couples who have
         stuck together. Let’s take stock of what this new world is like.
      

      
      Instead of one household there are three. That means we need much more housing, though households are smaller. (Britain’s
         population rose by 8 per cent in the 35 years from 1970 to 2005 but the number of households rose by 30 per cent.2) As it is more expensive to run three households than one, people will feel poorer even if there is the same amount of money
         to go round as before. At the same time these demographic pressures put up house prices much faster than inflation. So people
         find themselves asset-rich but cash-poor. They stop saving and instead they borrow against the equity in their properties.
      

      
      Before there was just one working household. Now there are two workless households as well, one of which is headed by a person of working age. Official unemployment doesn’t change but
         workless households are up. People start worrying that children are being brought up without seeing a parent going out to
         work and that this can damage their own employment prospects in turn.3 There is pressure to tackle the problem of worklessness by getting tougher on adults such as single parents who aren’t working.
      

      
      Benefits spending has gone up and so has the tax burden. A welfare system that was originally designed to compensate men for
         loss of earnings is slowly and messily redesigned to compensate women for the loss of men.
      

      
      The labour market is deregulated so as to get more women and young people into work. The employment rate rises, though there
         may still be more workless households than before. This reinforces the trend for individuals to be less dependent on each
         other as more people earn an income for themselves. At the same time there is less deference to tradition and authority and
         the very idea of the paterfamilias disappears into history.
      

      
      This model helps us to understand the economic and social changes going on around us. In fact much of our domestic politics
         is an argument about these changes and their consequences. Why, for example, has Britain become a more unequal society with
         such pressure on the tax and benefits system to redistribute from rich to poor? Our example provides the clue. The man is
         counted as richer after the break-up, even though his actual income has not changed. His ex-wife and the children are counted
         as poorer. The man’s equivalized income appears to have risen, as he has fewer family responsibilities. Two new low-income
         households have been created as well.
      

      
      In a modern market economy there may well be big gaps in individual earnings (and in Britain and America they are wider than most). We tend to focus on this diversity of individual earnings. But you see things very differently if you measure incomes
         not by individuals but by whole households. A society where well-paid individuals are sharing their income with other members
         of the family who are not working can end up quite equal. In Britain, by contrast, we have unusually small households. Our
         average household size of 2.4 is one of the smallest in the world.4 Sweden’s household size, at 3.1, is much higher, one reason why its level of inequality is much lower.5 A key difference between more equal and less equal societies is that by and large more equal societies have bigger households.
      

      
      People talk sometimes as if inequality and poverty, which on some measures have deteriorated over the past twenty-five years,
         are a result of changes in tax rates and the value of benefits. These have played a role. But at least as important have been
         changes in the family. One way of measuring this is to take the tax and benefit rates and the employment patterns of Britain
         today and then impose on them not today’s family structure but the family structure of Britain in 1979. Then we get less poverty
         and inequality than we actually have now. The closest anyone has got to this experiment is researchers who calculated the
         different factors behind the increase in the proportion of families below 60 per cent of median income from 15 per cent in
         1979 to 30 per cent in 1997. Changes in government benefits, other things being equal, actually reduced the poverty rate on
         this measure by 3 percentage points. But it was more than offset by demographic change which pushed up the poverty rate by
         9 percentage points, by far the biggest single factor behind the increase. This demographic change was higher rates of family
         break-up and more lone parenthood.6

      
      There is quite a lot of argument about why these changes occurred. Did the tax and benefits system drive the changes? Did it at least make the changes possible? Or was it just passive, responding to much deeper changes in people’s willingness
         to commit to each other and stick together? Are these changes just an inevitable consequence of living in a society where
         personal fulfilment matters above all? And are they a good thing? Politicians step in but they find it hard to fit these changes
         into the conventional political arguments. In a sense people have become more free as taboos are eroded, it becomes easier
         to leave a relationship that is not fulfilling, and families can take many more different forms. But by becoming more independent
         of each other we have also become more dependent on the state, which has to take on the financial responsibilities no longer
         discharged by those traditional male breadwinners. This means there is a growing celebration of personal independence and
         freedom but it is combined with higher public spending and tax. So it feels as if government is failing to match our individualist
         values when it is actually picking up the consequences of them. The irony is that it is the hunger for personal fulfilment
         and happiness which drives these changes but after all this people are no happier than they were before. In fact the research
         comes in showing that the very arrangements from which we are fleeing seem to offer more happiness for most people.7 But there are growing gaps between different countries – Denmark has got a lot happier over the past twenty years but Belgium
         became a bit depressed, and now Italy is rather low8 – suggesting that we are not just facing the inevitable consequences of modern life. Denmark’s high level of equality, high
         marriage rate and high levels of happiness may all be linked.
      

      
      There are ambitious attempts to try to measure the wider effects of these changes on the quality of life. President Sarkozy
         has tried to include them in the French national accounts, believing they will show France does better in quality of life
         than on some more conventional economic measures. American researchers have even tried to calculate the environmental impact of these changes
         as smaller households are more energy-intensive per person. They estimate that ‘Divorced households in the US could have saved
         more than 38 million rooms, 73 billion kilowatt-hours of electricity, and 627 billion gallons of water in 2005 alone if their
         resource-use efficiency had been comparable to married households.’9

      
      The old model did work quite well, at least for some, especially for men. Marriage is certainly good for keeping men healthy
         – when the man in our example moved out to live on his own he started drinking more, smoking more, and going to bed late so
         his health suffered. His life expectancy falls now he is on his own. Some evidence even suggests that married men are more
         productive at work.10 (About half the higher wages of married men can be attributed to a selection effect as women choose men they think will perform
         better in the jobs market, but the rest appears to arise because the greater commitment in marriage means it is more worthwhile
         for a spouse to invest in improving their partner’s performance at work. When individual American states moved to easier no-fault
         divorce the marriage premium in wages fell as the commitment device had been weakened.) But the traditional model also involved
         massive sacrifices of opportunities of jobs and careers by women. It wasn’t such a good deal for the woman who sacrificed
         her career to raise the kids and then found herself on her own without either her husband’s earnings or her own. The whole
         model does depend on very high levels of trust and commitment and it was women and children above all who lost out when the
         commitment was not kept.
      

      
      The lesson which the next generation of women take from all this is not to get a man but first to get a qualification and
         get a career. That is the real pre-nup. Only then can you risk getting married. The feminists would add that it is not just that women cannot trust men to stick to their side of the old marriage
         contract. Women want to enjoy the same freedom to get a job and make their careers which men have long taken for granted.
         And before we get too misty-eyed about the intergenerational contract, we should recognize that it was women who did most
         of the work keeping it going whilst men earned most of the money. So if this contract is to be kept going it will involve
         a rather different share of responsibilities and burdens between men and women than before.
      

      [image: image]

      
      The political economist who created the first and most coherent account of these massive social changes was Joseph Schumpeter.
         In Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, published in 1943, he offered a powerful critique of capitalism. Marx had said that capitalism would collapse because people
         got poorer and poorer and would eventually revolt against the sheer misery of their conditions. But Schumpeter argued capitalism
         would be destroyed not by its failure but by its success. It would spread material well-being and a consumer culture in which
         people abandoned projects for the future in favour of living for today. Instead of living by solid bourgeois virtues of prudence
         and foresight, a counter-culture would mock and then overwhelm them. He predicted the decay of the two most powerful forms
         of commitment to the future. He argued that saving and investment would decline to catastrophically low levels. Secondly,
         he believed that the birth rate would decline because children, our ultimate project for the future, get in the way of consuming
         today. Both his predictions are becoming true across the West, though in very different combinations from country to country.
         On the Continent they still save but have fewer babies. In the Anglosphere our savings rate fell much lower, but the birth rate is rather higher.
      

      
      On this model divorce and single parenthood are but transitional stages to a world of full-blown childless singletons: we
         are on our way to an atomized society of weaker families, transient relationships, and fewer children. We can certainly see
         this social change in the great world cities of New York, London, or Paris. In London single households are unlike those on
         say the south coast because many of them comprise a single person, quite possibly a man, under 60. (London has smaller households
         and more inequality than the rest of Britain. The ratio of income for the 90th to the 10th income percentile is 4.66 across
         the country, but it is 6.26 for London.11) Within London there is one area where almost half of all households comprise one person living on his or her own. It is
         the greatest concentration of under-60 singletons to be found in Great Britain.12 It is Kensington and Chelsea. If you want to see the future as a cosmopolitan, mobile, rootless, unattached, affluent network
         of under-60s living on their own in flats and socializing outside them, then go to Kensington. That is where, as they say,
         people are thinnest, richest, and singlest.
      

      
      The contemporary thinker who has done most to provide a theory for all this is the sociologist Professor Anthony Giddens.
         He astutely identifies a gap in classical liberalism. On the one hand it praises choice and freedom but it rarely asks what
         the people doing all this choosing are like and how they are created. It just assumes a benign history and culture that shape
         these robust individuals – and, as we saw earlier, liberalism first flourished in England because of just such a culture.
         But Professor Giddens argues it was absurd for the economic liberals to think we can restrict choice to holidays and cars:
         we can choose who we are as well. He argues that our identities are no longer fixed and unchanging but instead are deliberately adopted. And that changes the nature of our relations to others. The pure relationship is one which is chosen
         and can be ‘unchosen’. ‘A pure relationship is one in which external criteria have become dissolved: the relationship exists
         solely for whatever rewards that relationship as such can deliver’ instead of ties of ‘kinship, social duty, or traditional
         obligation’.13 It is not clear where obligations to children or parents fit into this model.
      

      
      Anthony Giddens’s argument is very important for understanding the intellectual currents around us. It is a kind of explanation
         for the ultra-individualism we described earlier. It reduces all traditions to equally valid costumes in the fancy dress party
         of life. It sees all unreflective and unquestioned identities as equally anachronistic and equally threatening to the pure
         untramelled choice which it values above all. Life becomes like channel surfing, with the TV remote in our hands. (Indeed
         one of the many differences between the generations is that older people tend to watch a single programme, whilst younger
         people channel surf, holding several different narratives in their head at the same time.14) Choice and freedom are everything. We might argue about whether we like it or dislike it but the liberal progressives and
         the moral pessimists agree on the trend.15 Then there really is little chance of society meaning much apart from perhaps, if we are lucky, a feeble agreement on how
         we are going to disagree with each other.
      

      
      Tocqueville was one of the first people to spot this trend: he traced it back to the breakdown of the contract between the
         generations, as we saw in the Introduction.
      

      
      This whole line of thought – from Tocqueville to Schumpeter and Giddens – suggests that as our links with others weaken so
         posterity ceases to matter for us. This could be the future. But before we settle for the argument that this is what modern
         life must be like, we are going to investigate what has actually happened and why. In the next two chapters we will look at how
         changes in the balance between the generations have reshaped Britain and other Western societies since the War. We will look
         first at the social changes driven by the sheer size of the baby boomers and then the shifts of income and wealth between
         the generations. It might help us see what the baby boomers really did and why.
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