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“People aren’t failing. The System is.”
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A Note from Adam

This isn’t a book. It’s an essay - written because the drift has gone on long enough.

Britain’s slow unravelling didn’t arrive with a crash or a crisis. It arrived quietly, through
ordinary decisions that hollowed out the structures people once relied on.

This piece was written to make that quiet visible again - to connect the exhaustion
people feel to the system that produced it.

It’'s offered here not as a manifesto, but as a moment of clarity.
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The Slow Unravelling

Britain didn’t fall apart. [t wasn’t blown over by a single storm or undone by one bad
decision. It drifted: quietly, slowly, almost politely. The way a house becomes damp
before anyone notices the roof has slipped. The way a town centre empties out one
shop at a time. The way a generation lowers its expectations without ever quite
admitting that it has.

People talk about Britain’s problems as if they’re separate. Young people can’t afford to
move out. Work doesn’t lead anywhere. Communities feel hollow. Politics feels like
theatre. Everyone is exhausted. Everyone is anxious. Everyone is coping, but only just.

These aren’t separate stories. They belong to the same shift: the slow reordering of
Britain around the demands of finance rather than the needs of ordinary life.

If you want to understand why Britain feels thinner, meaner, and harder to live in, you
have to start with the moment money became detached from anything solid enough to
impose limits - not because inequality or instability began there, but because the
system entered a different phase once they did.

Britain had long carried deep inequalities, uneven protections, and older forms of social
hierarchy; the struggle over wealth and security did not begin in the late twentieth
century. But after Bretton Woods and then, more decisively, after 1971, money became
easier to create, expand, and direct toward returns rather than needs. From there, the
centre of gravity shifted further away from people, places, and communities and
towards markets, debt, and institutions most people could neither see nor influence.

Local businesses were swallowed by chains. Local banks disappeared. Local
employers collapsed or were bought out. Local infrastructure was sold off. Local
government was hollowed out. The things that made life feel stable - the things that
made adulthood possible - were treated as inefficiencies to be removed.

And because the change was slow, people blamed themselves. They thought they were
failing. They thought they weren’t trying hard enough. They thought the problem was
personal.

It wasn’t personal. It was structural. It was systemic. And while not every outcome was
consciously designed in advance, the direction of travel was repeatedly reinforced
through policy, institutions, and incentives that rewarded extraction over stability.

The truth is simple:

Britain didn’t drift because people changed. Britain drifted because the system
changed - and people were left to deal with the consequences alone.
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How Money Quietly Rewrote Britain

This matters because once money could be detached from tangible limits, the economy
could be reorganised around extraction, leverage, and growth on paper rather than
stability in people’s lives. The monetary shift did not create every injustice that followed,
but it changed the scale, speed, and governing logic of the system those injustices were
now moving through.

That shift sounds abstract until you follow it into everyday life. Homes became more
fully investment vehicles. Jobs were treated more aggressively as costs to be
minimised. Public assets became opportunities for private gain. Governments became
managers of market confidence. Policy choices, technological change, global
competition, and deindustrialisation all shaped the path - but they increasingly
operated inside the same dominant value system, with money atits heart.

Because the change arrived gradually, it was experienced as a series of personal
setbacks rather than as a systemic rewrite: a job lost, a bus route cut, a youth centre
shut, a high street hollowed out, a generation priced out of adulthood.

The driftwasn’t cultural. It wasn’t moral. It wasn’t generational.

The economy no longer needed people in the way it once had. It needed consumers
more than citizens, flexibility more than stability, and efficiency more than community.
So the everyday supports that made life feel grounded were treated as expendable.

The result was not immediate collapse but a thinning of the real world: fewer local
institutions, weaker civic capacity, and less of the practical structure people rely on to
build a life.

And because this happened slowly, people often blamed themselves. They thought they
weren’t working hard enough, smart enough, or resilient enough. They thought the
problem was them.

It wasn’t them. It was the system - a system that had quietly rewritten the rules of life.
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What Drift Looks Like from the Ground

If you want to see drift, you don’t look at Westminster. You don’t look at the Bank of
England. You don’t look at the FTSE. You look at a town centre on a Tuesday afternoon.
You look at the boarded-up shop that used to be a butcher. You look at the pub that
closed because the brewery sold the building to a developer. You look at the bus stop
where the timetable has been replaced by a laminated notice saying the service has
been withdrawn.

You look at the young couple pushing a pram back into the house they still share with
their parents because they can’t afford a place of their own. You look atthe man in his
fifties who used to run a small business but now works for a delivery app, waiting for his
phone to buzz. You look at the teenager who spends most of his life online because
there’s nowhere else to go and nothing else to do.

This is what drift looks like. Not dramatic. Not cinematic. Not a collapse, exactly, but a
thinning.

A slow, steady removal of the things that used to hold life together.

People talk about community as if it’s a feeling. Itisn’t. It’s infrastructure: the neighbour
who keeps an eye out, the local employer who gives someone a first chance, the youth
club, the bus route, the high street where people recognise one another.

When those things disappear, life doesn’t stop. It just becomes harder: more brittle,
more solitary, more expensive, more exhausting. And because the losses happen one at
a time, people don’t always connect them. They don’t see the pattern. They think it’s
just their town, their family, their luck.

It shows up in the way young people plan their lives - or don’t. The way they delay
everything: moving out, settling down, having children, taking risks. Not because they’re
lazy or fragile, but because the ground beneath them doesn’t feel solid enough to stand
on.

It shows up in the way older people compare the present to the past and assume the
difference is moral rather than structural. They remember a world where effort led
somewhere, where work paid enough to live on, where housing was within reach, where
community was thick enough to catch you if you slipped. They think the young don’t
have those things because they don’t wantthem.

But the truth is simpler:

The pathways that existed for one generation simply don’t exist for the next.

©2026 Adam Tugwell What Happened to Britain PDF_Vers1_3Jun26 Page |6



What changed was not human nature but the environment around it: the ordinary
systems that once made adulthood legible were quietly dismantled and replaced with
something far less supportive.
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How the System Replaced the Real World

One of the strangest things about Britain’s driftis how normal it all looked while it was
happening. Nothing arrived with flashing lights. There was no announcement saying,
“We’re replacing your world with a cheaper, thinner version.” It happened through a
thousand small decisions made far away from the people who would live with the
consequences.

A council sells a building because it needs the cash. A private equity firm buys it
because it wants the asset. A supermarket chain opens on the bypass and the butcher
closes. A bus company cuts an unprofitable route and a teenager loses the only way to
getto college. A landlord sells to a developer and a family is priced out of the town they
grew up in. A local employer is bought by a multinational and the jobs are moved
somewhere cheaper.

None of these things looks like a national crisis on its own. Together, they show how the
everyday world was gradually thinned out.

The system didn’t set out to destroy community. It simply didn’t care whether
community survived. It cared about efficiency, not belonging. It cared about growth, not
stability. It cared about shareholder value, not whether a town still had a heartbeat.

Because decision-makers were rewarded for financial outcomes rather than local
consequences, the logic was always the same: centralise, consolidate, commercialise,
outsource, privatise, strip out the slack, and call the result efficiency.

The result was a country that still functioned on paper but felt increasingly hollow in
practice.

You can see itin public services that are measured relentlessly yet feel unreliable, in
jobs that exist without opening a path forward, in housing that exists without serving the
people who need it, and in politics that generates noise without direction.

The system became very good at producing activity and very bad at producing stability.

And because the system was built around money - not people, not places, not
relationships - it kept rewarding the wrong things. It rewarded the supermarket chain
that replaced five local shops. It rewarded the developer who turned a community asset
into luxury flats. It rewarded the employer who cut staff and called it efficiency. It
rewarded the council that sold off land to plug a budget hole created by the same
system that told it to be efficientin the first place.

And the strangest partis that most people didn’t realise what was happening until they
were already living inside the consequences. They just knew life felt harder. They knew
everything cost more. They knew the future felt foggier. They knew they were carrying
more on their own shoulders than their parents ever had to.
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Why Young People Feel the Collapse First

If you want to understand the real cost of drift, you don’t start with the people who lived
most of their lives before it happened. You start with the people who walked straight into
it. The ones who never saw the old scaffolding because it was already gone by the time
they arrived.

Young people aren’t fragile. They aren’t entitled. They aren’t confused about life. They’re
simply trying to build adulthood on ground that no longer holds weight.

Ask anyone under forty what adulthood is supposed to look like and you’ll get a strange
mixture of certainty and disbelief. They know the script - move out, get a job, build a life -
but they also know the script doesn’t match the stage they’re standing on. They’re being
judged by rules that no longer apply, by people who grew up in a world that no longer
exists.

Older generations talk about “getting on the ladder” as if it’s still there. But the ladder
has been pulled up, repurposed, and sold to an investment fund. The rungs are now
made of debt, inflated house prices, insecure work, and a cost of living that eats
through wages before the month is half over. The idea that you can work your way into
stability is treated as common sense, even though it hasn’t been true for decades.

Young people feel the collapse first because they enter a system that still speaks the old
language of opportunity while offering much less security, direction, or access to the
basics.

And because they’re the first to hit the wall, they’re the first to be blamed for it.

But fragility isn’t the problem. The problem is that the world they’re entering is thinner,
harsher, and more precarious than the one their parents entered. The old pathways into
adulthood have been replaced by a maze with no exit signs, and the system expects
them to build a life on foundations that no longer exist.

When older people say, “We had it tough too,” they’re not wrong. But they’re comparing
effort, not environment. They’re comparing their own struggle to a world that still had
structure. They’re comparing their own hardship to a world where the basics were within
reach. They’re comparing their own resilience to a world where resilience wasn’t the
only thing holding everything together.

Young people aren’t failing. They’re navigating a world that has been hollowed out by
decisions they didn’t make and forces they can’t see.

Because they have grown up entirely inside the drift, they often see most clearly that the
promises no longer match the conditions and that the old story of adulthood has quietly
expired.
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The Collapse of the Old Pathways

For most of the post-war period, Britain ran on a simple, unwritten promise: If you
worked hard, you could build a life. Not an extravagant one. Not an effortless one. But a
life with shape. A life with direction. A life where effort and outcome were connected by
something more solid than luck.

That promise wasn’t perfect. [t wasn’t equal. It wasn’t universal. Large parts of Britain
were always excluded from its full protection, and older inequalities ran far deeper than
the post-war settlement ever fully resolved. But it was legible. People could see the path
ahead of them. They could see where they were going. They could see how to get there.

That path doesn’t exist anymore.

Education still talks as if it leads somewhere, but the ground has shifted beneath it. A
degree used to be a bridge. Now it’s a toll gate. Students leave with debt, not direction.
They’re told they’re entering a world of opportunity, but the opportunities are mostly
unpaid internships, zero-hour contracts, and jobs that require experience nobody can
afford to get.

Work still talks as if it’s the foundation of adulthood, but it no longer behaves like it. Jobs
exist, but they don’t offer the stability that adulthood requires. Wages don’t match the
cost of living. Hours don’t match the cost of housing. Progression doesn’t match the
cost of a future. Work has become something people do to stay afloat, not something
they can build a life on.

Housing still talks as if it’s a market, but it’s really an auction. Homes aren’t priced
according to what people earn. They’re priced according to what investors can extract.
The idea that a young person could buy a home on an ordinary wage has become a
punchline. Renting isn’t a stepping stone anymore. It’s a trap. A treadmill. A monthly
reminder that the system wasn’t built for you.

And community - the quiet, everyday structure that once held everything together - has
been treated as an optional extra. Something sentimental. Something nostalgic.
Something that can be replaced by apps, or events, or “engagement strategies.” But
community isn’t a hobby. It’s the environment in which people learn how to be adults.
It’s where confidence comes from. It’s where belonging comes from. It’s where direction
comes from.

When the old pathways collapse, people don’t stop trying. They stop trusting the map.
They stop expecting life to make sense in the old way, because the connection between
effort and outcome has become too weak and too contingent.

And because the collapse happened slowly, the country never had the conversation it
needed to have. Instead, it kept pretending the old pathways were still there. It kept
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telling young people to follow a map that no longer matched the terrain. It kept insisting
that the problem was effort, not environment.

But the truth is simple:

The old pathways didn’t fail because people stopped walking them. They failed

because the ground beneath them was sold, privatised, financialised, and stripped
for parts.
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Why We Keep Misreading the Problem

One of the most damaging things about Britain’s drift is how easy it has been to
misread. When a system weakens slowly, people don’t see the structure collapsing.
They see individuals struggling. They see differences in who copes and who doesn’t.
And because the system still looks functional from a distance, the temptation is to
assume the problem must lie with the people who are falling behind.

This is how a structural failure becomes a moral story.

If one person manages to buy a house and another doesn’t, the assumption is that the
first was disciplined and the second was careless. If one person finds stable work and
another doesn’t, the assumption is that the first was determined and the second was
unfocused. If one person seems to be coping and another seems overwhelmed, the
assumption is that the first is resilient and the second is fragile.

But visible coping often depends on invisible support.
A parent who can help with a deposit.

A partner with a stable income.

A family home to fall back on.

A network that opens doors.

A community that still has some structure left.

These things aren’t character traits. They’re conditions. They’re the quiet advantages
that drift hasn’t stripped away from everyone equally.

And because the system still produces success stories - because some people still
manage to climb the ladder - the country convinces itself the ladder still exists. It
doesn’t see that the ladder has become a tightrope, and only those with a safety net can
afford to walk it.

This is why public debate feels so confused. People argue about generations, values,
work ethic, immigration, culture, technology, policy, and globalisation - all real
influences in their own right - but too rarely about the underlying system that
increasingly organised how those forces interacted. They look sideways for
explanations because the deeper logic sits beneath the surface, built into the way
money moves, value is measured, and decisions are made.

It is easier to talk about resilience, mindset, or culture than to admit that the conditions
of ordinary life have been weakened and redistributed unequally.
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And so the country keeps misreading the symptoms. It treats exhaustion as weakness.
It treats anxiety as fragility. It treats delayed adulthood as immaturity. It treats loneliness
as a lifestyle choice. It treats economic insecurity as personal failure.

Meanwhile, the deeper causes - the thinning of everyday institutions, the
financialisation of essential goods, and the quiet centralisation of power and wealth -
remain largely unspoken.

This misreading isn’t accidental. It’s built into the system. A system that extracts value
from people needs those same people to believe the problem is them. It needs them to
internalise the strain. It needs them to carry the burden privately. It needs them to keep
coping, quietly, without asking why life has become so much harder than it used to be.

But the truth is simple:
People aren’t failing. The system is. And it has been failing for a long time.

The drift didn’t just weaken the structures that support life. It weakened the language
people use to describe what’s happening to them. It left them with feelings they can’t
explain and pressures they can’t name. It left them thinking they were alone in their
struggle, when in reality they were living through the same quiet collapse as everyone
else.

And until we stop misreading the problem, we won’t be able to fix it.

©2026 Adam Tugwell What Happened to Britain PDF_Vers1_3Jun26 Page |13



The Politics of Misrecognition

If you want to see how deeply the drift has distorted Britain, you only have to look at the
way people talk about each other. The country has become obsessed with comparing
groups - generations, regions, classes, cultures - as if the differences between them are
moral rather than structural. As if the people who seem to be coping better must have
better values, better habits, better discipline, better character.

It’s a comforting story. It lets people believe the system still works. It lets them believe
that success is proof of virtue and struggle is proof of failure. It lets them avoid the
harder truth: that the system is failing unevenly, and the unevenness is being mistaken
for personal difference.

Take the way people talk about migrants. The common explanation is moral - that one
group simply works harder or copes better. Sometimes the outcomes do differ, but
often because some groups still possess stronger networks of support,
interdependence, and shared expectations than the Britain around them now does.

People arriving from places where community still exists often cope better because
they’re standing on something solid. They have family networks that haven’t been
scattered by housing costs. They have cultural expectations that haven’t been eroded
by individualisation. They have social structures that haven’t been replaced by apps,
debt, and market logic. They have the very things Britain used to have - the things that
made life navigable - before drift thinned them out.

But instead of recognising this, the country turns itinto a moral comparison. It says,
“Why can they cope and we can’t?” as if the answer is character rather than conditions.
As if the collapse of local infrastructure, stable work, affordable housing, and
community life has nothing to do with it.

The same thing happens between generations. Older people look at younger people and
see fragility. Younger people look at older people and see luck. Both are misreading the
situation. Older people grew up in a world where the scaffolding still existed. Younger
people are growing up in a world where the scaffolding has been sold off. Neither group
is wrong about their own experience. They’re just wrong about what it means.

And then there’s the political version of misrecognition - the one that plays out every
election cycle. Politicians talk about “hard-working families” as if work still leads to
stability. They talk about “opportunity” as if the pathways still exist. They talk about
“growth” as if GDP has anything to do with whether people can build a life. They talk
about “reform” as if the problem is inefficiency rather than extraction.

It’s all misrecognition: a country mistaking symptoms for causes, a political class
mistaking activity for progress, a public mistaking structural collapse for personal
struggle.
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And because the drift has been slow, the misrecognition has become normal. People
don’t question it. They don’t ask why some groups seem to cope better than others.
They don’t ask why the same pressures land differently depending on where you live,
who you know, and what you inherited. They don’t ask why the system rewards some
people and punishes others for reasons that have nothing to do with effort.

They just assume the differences must be cultural. Or generational. Or moral. Or
personal.

But the truth is simpler:
People aren’t different - their environments are.

And until the country sees through the misrecognition, it will keep blaming the wrong
people for the wrong things.
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What Has Actually Broken

If you strip away the noise - the headlines, the culture wars, the political theatre - what’s
broken in Britain is something much simpler and much more fundamental: The link
between effort and stability.

The old deal was never perfect, butit was at least recognisable. You putin the work, you
got something back. Not riches. Not luxury. But a life with shape. A life with direction. A
life where the basics were within reach.

That deal has collapsed. And it didn’t collapse because people stopped working. It
collapsed because the system stopped rewarding work in any meaningful way.

You can see it most clearly in housing. A home used to be something you lived in. Now
it's something you compete for. Something you bid on. Something you’re priced out of
by people who will never setfootin it. Housing has become a financial product, and
once that happened, the idea that ordinary people could build a life through work alone
became a fantasy.

You can see itin work itself. Jobs still exist - more than ever, in fact - but they don’t lead
anywhere. They don’t offer the stability that adulthood requires. They don’t pay enough
to match the cost of living. They don’t come with the security that lets people plan more
than a month ahead. Work has become a treadmill: constant motion, no forward
movement.

You can see it in education. Young people are told to invest in themselves, to get
qualifications, to build skills. But the return on that investment has evaporated. They
leave with debt and enter a labour market that treats them as interchangeable. The
promise of education hasn’t disappeared - it’s just become detached from reality.

You can see itin community life. The places where people used to gather - the pubs, the
youth centres, the libraries, the clubs, the high streets - have been thinned out or priced
out. Community hasn’t died because people stopped caring. It died because the
system stopped valuing it. It died because the things that held it together were sold off,
shut down, or replaced by cheaper, thinner alternatives.

And you can see itin politics. The country still talks as if it’s in control of its own
direction, but the real decisions are made elsewhere - in markets, in boardrooms, in
supranationalinstitutions, in the quiet logic of a financial system that treats people as
variables and communities as inefficiencies. Politics has become a performance
staged in front of a system it no longer controls.

What has broken is not the character of the country but the structure that once
connected effort to stability, contribution to security, and ordinary life to a believable
future.
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And because the collapse happened slowly, the country never had the moment of
clarity that usually comes with crisis. There was no single event that forced a reckoning.
No shock that made everyone stop and ask what had gone wrong. Instead, the country
adapted. It normalised the abnormal. It lowered its expectations. It learned to live with
the drift.
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The Human Consequences

You can tellwhen a country is drifting long before the statistics catch up. It shows in the
way people carry themselves. There’s a heaviness now, a kind of background fatigue
that doesn’t come from a bad night’s sleep but from years of trying to hold together a life
that no longer fits inside the old promises. People talk about being tired, but it’s not the
kind of tiredness that goes away with a weekend off. It’s the tiredness of constantly
adjusting to things that shouldn’t need adjusting to - the rent that jumps without
warning, the job that changes its hours, the bills that creep up month after month.

There’s a tension underneath everything, a low-level hum that people have learned to
live with. You hear it when someone talks about their landlord putting the house on the
market. You hear it when someone mentions their job “might be changing” and
everyone knows what that really means. You hear it when people talk about the future
as if i’'s something happening somewhere else, to someone else. Not because they’ve
given up, but because the future has stopped behaving like something you can plan for.

Relationships feel the strain too. Not because people care less, but because everyone
is stretched so thin that the smallest disruption can knock everything sideways.
Friendships that used to be effortless now require scheduling. Families that once lived
within walking distance are scattered by housing costs. Couples delay everything -
moving in, getting married, having children - not out of indecision, but because the
ground beneath them doesn’t feel solid enough to build on.

And then there’s the way people talk about themselves. That’s where the drift shows up
most clearly. You hear itin the quiet self-blame that slips into conversations. The sense
that if life isn’t working, it must be a personal failure. People apologise for not being
“further along.” They apologise for struggling. They apologise for not being able to do
what their parents did at the same age, as if the world hasn’t changed beyond
recognition.

What they’re really apologising for is the collapse of a system they didn’t break.

The emotional landscape of the country has shifted. People are more anxious, but they
don’t callit anxiety. They call it “being stressed.” They call it “being busy.” They call it
“just how things are now.” They’ve normalised a level of uncertainty that would have
been unthinkable a generation ago. They’ve learned to live with a constant sense of
being one unexpected bill away from trouble.

And because everyone is dealing with their own version of the same pressures, nobody
wants to burden anyone else. So people carryit quietly. They keep it to themselves. They
tell each other they’re fine. They keep going because they have to, not because the
system makes it easy.
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This is what drift does at a human level. It turns security into something people must
constantly negotiate, pushes major life decisions further out of reach, and makes the
future feel less like a destination than a source of apprehension.

The human consequences aren’t dramatic. They’re cumulative. They build up in the
background until people forget what life felt like before everything became this hard.

And because the drift has been slow, people mistake these consequences for
normality.

But they’re not normal.

They’re the emotional footprint of a country that has lost its foundations.
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The Moment of Clarity

There comes a pointin any long drift where people stop blaming themselves and start
looking around. It doesn’t happen all at once. It happens in small moments - a
conversation in a kitchen, a comment at work, a glance at a bill that’s jumped again for
no reason anyone can explain. It happens when someone realises they’re doing
everything right and still feel like they’re running uphill. It happens when people
compare notes and discover their private struggles aren’t private at all.

Britain is reaching that point.

You can feelitin the way people talk now. There’s a new kind of honesty creeping in, the
kind that comes when the old explanations stop making sense.

People are beginning to say out loud what they’ve been thinking for years: that life
shouldn’t be this hard, that the basics shouldn’t feel like luxuries, that the future
shouldn’t feel like a rumour.

It’s happening quietly, but it’s happening everywhere: in conversations between parents
who admit they don’t know how their children will ever afford a home, in workplaces
where people talk about “burnout” as if it’s a normal stage of adulthood, in towns where
the high street has become a museum of what used to be possible, in families where
three generations live under one roof because the system no longer supports
independence.

People are beginning to understand that the drift wasn’t a natural decline. It wasn’t the
result of laziness or fragility or cultural decay. It was the result of political, economic,
social, and monetary choices that, over time, hollowed out the foundations of ordinary
life and embedded a value system that placed financial logic above lived stability.

And once you see that, you can’t unsee it.

You start to notice how much of the country has been shaped by forces nobody voted
for. You start to notice how many of the pressures people face are the direct result of a
system that treats stability as inefficiency and community as an afterthought. You start
to notice how often the people who talk about “growth” are the same people who never
have to live with the consequences of it.

The moment of clarity arrives when private strain becomes recognisable as a shared
condition and people begin to see that the problem is notindividualinadequacy but a
system organised against stability.

And once that clarity arrives, the question changes.
It stops being “Why can’t people cope?”
It becomes “Why was the system allowed to drift this far?”
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The Alternative Path

Once a country reaches the point of clarity, the question becomes unavoidable: if this
system no longer works, what comes next?

And the honest answer - the one nobody in Westminster ever seems willing to say - is
that the alternative isn’tideological. Itisn’t left or right. Itisn’ta new slogan or a new
leader or a new five-point plan.

It’s something much simpler and much more difficult.
It’s rebuilding the real world.

What needs rebuilding is not national spirit but the everyday world people depend on:
the practical structures that make stability, agency, and belonging possible.

The alternative path isn’t about tearing everything down. It’s about putting back the
things that should never have been removed. It’s about restoring the conditions that
allow people to build a life without feeling like they’re balancing on a tightrope. It’s about
creating a society where stability isn’t a luxury and adulthood isn’ta gamble.

And it starts with something very basic: giving people a floor to stand on.

Not a safety net that catches you after you fall - a floor that stops you falling in the first
place. A baseline of security that isn’t conditional on luck, or inheritance, or whether
your employer decides to cut your hours this month. A baseline that gives people the
bandwidth to think, to plan, to contribute, to breathe.

Because without a floor, nothing else works. People can’t build families, communities,
futures - they can’t build anything.

Once the floor is there, the next step is obvious: power has to move closer to the people
who live with the consequences of decisions. Not because it’s fashionable to talk about
“localism,” but because the drift happened through distance - decisions made far away,
by people who never had to see what those decisions did to the places they affected.

Reversing drift means reversing that distance. It means letting towns shape their own
futures, letting communities decide what they need, and letting people rebuild the
structures that were stripped away.

And when people have a floor beneath them and power near them, something else
becomes possible - something the current system has almost forgotten how to value:
contribution. Not the kind measured in productivity charts or quarterly reports, but the
kind that makes a place worth living in. The kind that builds trust, belonging, and
meaning. The kind that turns a collection of individuals into a community.

This isn’t a utopian vision. It’s the opposite. It’s practical. It’s grounded. It’s what used to
exist before the drift hollowed everything out. It’s what people instinctively rebuild

©2026 Adam Tugwell What Happened to Britain PDF_Vers1_3Jun26 Page |21



whenever disaster strikes - the shared effort, the local decision-making, the sense that
everyone has a role.
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Steering Back

The thing about drift is that it only looks unstoppable while you’re inside it. When you
finally see itfor what it is - not a natural decline, not a generational failing, but a long
series of choices that hollowed out the foundations of ordinary life - the spell breaks.
The country stops feeling like a mystery and starts feeling like something that can be
steered again.

Britain isn’t broken beyond repair. It’s not even close. What it has lost is direction. What
it has lostis the sense that the system is working with people rather than against them.
What it has lost is the belief that the basics of life should be reliable, affordable, and
within reach. Those things can be rebuilt. They always can. But only once the country
stops pretending the drift was inevitable.

The first step in steering back is the simplest: admitting what happened. Admitting that
the system changed in ways most people never saw. Admitting that the real world was
thinned out to make room for a financial one. Admitting that the old pathways into
adulthood were dismantled, not outgrown. Admitting that people have been carrying
burdens that used to be shared by communities, institutions, and the state.

Once you admit that, the rest follows naturally. You stop blaming individuals for
structural failures. You stop treating exhaustion as a personal flaw. You stop pretending
that resilience is a substitute for stability. You stop expecting people to build a life on
foundations that no longer exist.

And you start asking different questions: not “How do we get people to cope better?”
but “Why are we asking them to cope with this at all?” Not “How do we encourage
aspiration?” but “What happened to the conditions that made aspiration realistic?” Not
“How do we fix people?” but “How do we fix the environment they’re living in?”

Steering back doesn’t require a revolution. It requires a rebalancing - a shiftin what the
country values, what it invests in, what it protects, and what it refuses to sacrifice. It
requires rebuilding the real world with the same seriousness that the financial world has
been protected for decades. It requires treating stability as infrastructure, not as a
private achievement. And it requires understanding that no single policy change created
this condition in isolation; it emerged from a wider order of priorities in which money,
power, and value became increasingly detached from ordinary life.

The drift took decades. Steering back will take time too. But it begins the momenta
country stops treating private struggle as personal failure and recognises it as the
consequence of a system that has been allowed to run too far from the needs of
ordinary life.
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Further Information

To explore more of Adam Tugwell’s writing, including the online edition of this post,
please visit:
www.adamtugwell.blog
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