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Preface
Every society faces the challenge of behaviour by its members that frustrates its purpose and hinders it from flourishing. In the cities of ancient
Greece and Rome, serious thought was given to the behaviour proper to
their citizens (politai; cives) and the long history of thought on ‘civility’
goes back to those roots, as does so much of our civilisation. Right up to
the Enlightenment, however, the moral precepts of Christianity provided
across Europe another source of norms (thought to have divine sanction)
for moderating behaviour in ways favourable to the survival of societies
and to the happiness of their members.
But, in Europe and the UK at least, we now live in the after-glow
of Christianity and the pressures to exclude Judaeo-Christian values
from public discourse and praxis have become extremely strong. While
individual citizens can and do seek to live their lives in accordance with
precepts derived from religious faith, such systems will no longer be permitted to determine the formulation of public policy.
Since the arts and humanities are the part of the research base that
most frequently focuses upon issues of values and belief (which is not to
deny the relevance of the social and neurological sciences in this area), it
is worth recalling that philosophical ethics derived from Utilitarianism
or the duty-based ethics of Immanuel Kant can provide high level moral
guidance for our actions of a non-religious sort.
Nevertheless, there is great appeal in revisiting the notion of civility
with its direct bearing on the maintenance of attitudes and behaviour
directly relevant to the experience of a functional, well-ordered and fulfilling urban life. Although the area has its complexities, there is a clarity
to the notion of civility (and to its opposite!) that make it accessible as
a guide to appropriate human interaction in a way that the thought of
Jeremy Bentham and Immanuel Kant probably is not.
Research from across the arts and humanities is relevant to civility:
philosophical ethics, history, literary studies, representation and perform-
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ance. All of these dimensions will be needed to understand civility and
bring it to life in particular contexts.
Accordingly, in warmly welcoming this pamphlet I look forward to
the public policy debate it should provoke and to the subsequent improvements in public services that might follow. The Royal Charter that
established the Arts and Humanities Research Council on 1 April 2005
calls upon us, inter alia, to contribute to the effectiveness of public services and policy. By being part of a process to promote civility we will
certainly be answering that call.
Philip F Esler
Chief Executive, The Arts and Humanities Research Council
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Summary
When people gather together to discuss what’s wrong with society, the
conversation invariably turns to questions of civility: whether standards of
behaviour have fallen, and whether people treat each other with enough
respect, kindness or decency.
Questions of civility also regularly become public concerns – whether what’s at issue is the behaviour of TV presenters and celebrities, revellers on a Saturday night or drunks on airplanes.
But what do we know about civility? Has it in fact improved or
worsened? Can it be cultivated or promoted? Is it always a good thing?
Who deserves blame – or credit?
This pamphlet seeks to address what we mean by civility and to analyse what we know about whether we live in a more or less civil society;
what lies behind the concept, and its history; and what might be done to
cultivate a more civil society, with more respect, kindness and decency.
We show that civility has three sources: individual dispositions and
to some extent, genetic makeup; the influence of immediate peers, friends
and family; and the larger structures, laws and regulations that promote
or constrain behaviours. We show that civility needs to be understood
as a set of norms and rules that are first learned in childhood (through
the family and through schools) and then reinforced (or undermined) in
adult life through messages and experiences on the street, at work, in the
media and in the many interactions that make up a society.
We show that civility includes both visible aspects (ie behaviours
in public and on display) and much less visible aspects (ie how husbands
behave to wives, or employers to employees). An extreme example is the
contrast between the politeness shown in shops in areas like Knightsbridge and Kensington, and the presence of near-slaves in those same
areas, held against their wills in houses, their passports confiscated, and
subject to daily cruelty behind closed doors.
Civility has both superficial aspects – about manners or political
correctness – as well as much deeper aspects, which are about treating
009
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others with empathy and understanding. At its best, civility overlaps with
mindfulness – including the learned habits of considering the effects of
one’s actions on others. And civility can be either reciprocal, or unequal,
where one individual or group is expected to behave better, or with more
deference, than another.
Almost everyone would prefer to live in a society where civility was
a normal occurrence – we don’t want others to be rude, aggressive, or
thoughtless to us. Civility promotes wellbeing and, according to research,
also contributes to productivity and creativity in the workplace.
But few of us think that our own behaviour is problematic, or that
our freedom to do what we want should be constrained.
Striking the right balance between freedom and order is the challenge faced by any institution, any society, or for that matter any family
or group of friends. However, quite a lot is known about how civility can
be encouraged without infringing on freedom with an excess of laws and
rules. It can be encouraged by schools cultivating habits of mindfulness;
by designing physical environments that support reciprocity and trust;
by influencing how people perceive norms. It can also be influenced by
how individuals behave, particularly when their behaviour is very visible.
When people in positions of leadership – from journalists to politicians,
sports stars to business chief executives – behave badly, or are seen to be
gratuitously offensive, or selfish, this inevitably affects how others behave. Radio 1 DJ Chris Moyles; the footballer Didier Drogba; the former
Chief executive of Royal Bank of Scotland Fred Goodwin: each in their
different ways has acted out values opposite to those of mindful civility.
Civility is part of the common wealth of a society. Much of what we
value depends on civility, from feeling confident walking down a street to
the easy, supportive spirit of public events like marathons. Yet it requires
constant reinvestment, care and attention.
Although much is known about civility, there remain many unanswered
questions: for example, about its place in different national cultures; about the
situations when rudeness and incivility can be constructive rather than only
destructive; about the influence of the arts or religion.
Sometimes events provide a very visible test of the state of a society’s
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civility. The Trafalgar Square plinth project will be one such – how will
people respond to the performers? Will we see a repeat of the behaviour
that accompanied David Blaine’s public appearance in a box on London’s
South Bank? The Olympics will be another test: will the people of Britain
and London be hospitable or hostile?
This pamphlet does not pretend definitively to answer these questions. But it does aim to provide a more rigorous frame for thinking
about them, and it concludes with thoughts on how civility might be
supported. It is also accompanied by a variety of responses from different disciplines and perspectives, including politics and religion, the role
of volunteering and schools. So far this debate has been dominated by
anecdote and assumption. We hope that with this collection, the debate
can move onto a firmer footing.
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Civility Today
The BBC recently faced a very high profile crisis of civility. It did not
involve the usual suspects. There were no ‘hoodies’, but rather, two highly
paid and very popular celebrity presenters who were accused of uncivil
behaviour towards an elderly actor. The behaviour, consisting of rude
messages left on the actor’s answer machine during a live radio show provoked rage which started with more than 30,000 public complaints to the
BBC, moved to statements by prominent politicians and the Prime Minister denouncing the act, and ended with the suspension and sacking (in
one case) of the celebrities. Because BBC decision makers first deemed
the behaviour as acceptable, and later changed their minds because of
public pressure, the incident turned out to be one of the moments when
social boundaries are remade.
Every week there is new evidence that civility matters to people.
Polls show very high levels of concern about anti-social behaviour in all
its forms. Community meetings soon turn to issues of noise, graffiti and
low-level nuisances. Discussion in schools soon turns to questions of bullying. And many believe that we are witnessing a serious erosion of civility as Britain moves ever further from the polite, courteous and only partly
mythical country of Jane Austen1 and Dixon of Dock Green. A recent
ITV survey concluded that Britain ‘is getting ruder’ with almost 90 per
cent of its respondents convinced that manners have deteriorated. Antisocial behaviour has been a prominent issue of public concern throughout
the last decade 2 and Britain is now reportedly the worst country for road
rage in the European Union.
Here are some typical comments from recent research by one of the authors:

People are not as nice and civil as they used to be. The other day, my son
who is only seven was pushed over by a man in a shopping centre. He fell,
the poor thing, and the man never even stopped to say sorry and help me
out. Same with me…I drive to work every morning and you should see
012
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how rude people are when they are in their cars. People are always pushing over, so rude…I think people should be more polite and more respectful. This country has gone to the dogs.
Manchester, female, 40’s

Some things have deteriorated, and I see a lack of civility about and
there is much more crassness and vulgarity. People are a lot more worried
and fearful than they used to be – although some of the fear is perceived
(through the national media) rather than actual. I do also worry about
the drunkenness around – it used to never be like that. I worry about my
daughter going out in London.
rural Hampshire, male, 50’s

I suppose I just like friendly and personal service. If people were nice to me,
I would even buy a mouldy sandwich. I like a cheerful, positive attitude.
I try to be friendly in my work and I expect others to be cheerful too. I get
very cross when I don’t get it. People should try their best to be nice. Society
would be a lot more positive. Saying thanks is also important as it can
make people’s days. I always say thanks at the cashiers at Sainsbury’s but I
don’t think they hear it that often.
rural Hampshire, female, 40’s

There is also so much incivility and anger. People screaming and shouting at
partners and children. Some people’s modus operandi has shifted to frustration
and anger. I feel that there is so much pressure to achieve a good appearance
and material things. It’s always pushed in people’s faces. I do hope that there
are still some values of community left out there.
Harlow, female, 40’s 3

These fairly typical voices portray a society that is uncomfortable about
its lack of civility. They are partly consequences of a more mobile society
in which there is more interaction with strangers; and they are partly
consequences of a major shift in the character of the print media towards
much greater emphasis on problems and bad news.
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Clearly something is amiss. But it would be wrong to conclude that
Britain has lost the ability to live harmoniously. According to the 2009
British Social Attitudes Survey, eight in 10 (79 per cent) feel they are
treated respectfully in public in their day-to-day lives, although some
groups such as single people, people living in cities, on lower incomes and
manual occupations report more negative experiences. Young people are
particularly likely to fall into this category: 68 per cent of 18-34 year olds
say that most people treat them with respect and consideration in public,
compared with 88 per cent of the 65-plus age group. Yet young people
are also seen as the main perpetrators of ‘incivility’ by two-thirds of the
people (67 per cent) surveyed.4
There is little agreement on the basic facts about whether British
society is actually more or less civil than it was in the past. We know that
murder rates are much lower than in the past, and that there appears to
be much less casual violence. For the most part, Britain in even the most
supposedly well-behaved periods of the past (eg the 1950s) was less ordered and more violent than the present, whether street brawls or child
murders are counted. By and large, there seems to be a strong sense of
belonging within communities: 84 per cent of people questioned in the
Citizenship Survey 2007 (England and Wales) felt that they belonged
strongly to Great Britain. A slightly lower percentage (75 per cent) felt
that they belonged strongly to their neighbourhood, up from 71 per cent
in 2003. The Citizenship Survey 2007 results also showed an increase in
the number of people agreeing that their local area was a place where
people of different background got on well together and, in both 2007
and 2003, 47 per cent felt that many people in their neighbourhood could
be trusted.5 But compared to one or two generations ago, there is no
consensus over whether standards of behaviour have risen or fallen. The
answer may be both, with some types of incivility (domestic violence)
possibly in decline while others (drink-fuelled Saturday nights) possibly
on the rise.
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Figure 1

Continuum from socially prohibited to socially encouraged behaviour
Socially Prohibited

Socially Encouraged

While not new, civility has certainly become a political issue in recent years. Former Prime Minister Tony Blair regularly talked about the
importance of respect, and put great energy into penalising and containing anti-social behaviour in all its forms. In 2007, Conservative Leader
David Cameron said that “what builds society, what encourages civility,
is people taking responsibility. Putting each other before themselves.” On
the other side of the Atlantic, civility has been a common theme in political rhetoric. In 1998, the then Mayor of New York Rudolph Giuliani
suggested that ‘’students (should) learn the importance of civility in their
history classes’’ while former US President George W. Bush suggested in
his inaugural speech that “civility is not a tactic or a sentiment. It is the
determined choice of trust over cynicism, of community over chaos.”
Yet, despite these comments, politicians have been less convincing
when it comes to explaining what should be done to encourage civility.
There have been programmes to encourage volunteering (like Americorps or Millennium Volunteers), penalties such as Anti-social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs), and technological solutions like CCTV cameras.
Yet civility often feels like one of those intangible qualities that is largely
beyond the reach of government programmes and, as we show, the legal
responses to incivility have had limited success.
While some talk – as an alternative to acting – others feel uncomfortable even talking about the issue. For some the very word civility
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appears to hark back to the past. It’s seen as at odds with individual freedom, or implies one class, one culture or one generation imposing its
values on others. And many feel uncomfortable with the word’s link to
that other problematic word, ‘civilisation’, which was too often cynically
used to justify exploitation and oppression.
defining civility
There are no widely shared definitions of civility. For some it refers to
surface behaviours, to manners and etiquette. For others, it is “an attitude
of respect, even love, for our fellow citizens”.6 Aristotle saw civility as a
form of friendship, a mutual feeling of good will, and he ranked different
kinds of friendship according to their degree of intimacy and commitment.7 Adam Smith, on the other hand, recognized that the desire to do
what is right by others is based on a human need to feel recognised and
worthy in the eyes of other people. The pursuit of self-interest produces
outcomes beneficial to others while individual behaviour is driven by the
desire to win the justified approval of others. Again, civility is connected
to self-esteem and recognition. We learn to treat other people in the way
we would like to be treated; we expect to feel ashamed if we receive praise
that we do not deserve. As George Washington noted in the last of his
110 rules of civility: “Labour to keep alive in your breast that little spark
of celestial fire called conscience”. 8
Experimental psychology has in recent years accumulated a great deal
of evidence to suggest that there is a strong biological basis to moral
behaviour. We are born with the grammars of sociability, just as we are
born ready to learn languages. These include dispositions to help, and to
care. But research has also shown how subtle these grammars can be: we
almost instinctively know whether to get involved in some kinds of situation and not others.9
In the case of language we are born with a disposition to speak wellformed sentences. But we still need to learn how to speak, how to read
and write, and our abilities are strongly shaped by what we see around us
and by the constantly shifting norms of pronunciation, split infinitives
and dropped ‘h’s. We argue that civility is very similar. It is a matter of
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individual disposition but also has to be cultivated. So we define civility
as a learned grammar of sociability, that demonstrates respect (both felt or
imposed by norms) for others and which entails sacrificing immediate
self-interest when appropriate. This definition is compatible with past
definitions, but also helps us to make sense of the complex relationship
between surface civility and its deeper meanings.
civility in the past
In his novel Sybil, Disraeli described Wodgate, a Black Country town
derived from the real life Willenhall in Staffordshire
On Monday and Tuesday the whole population of Wodgate is drunk; of
all stations, ages, and sexes; even babies who should be at the breast; for
they are drammed with Godfrey’s Cordial. Here is relaxation, excitement;
if less vice otherwise than might be at first anticipated, we must remember that excesses are checked by poverty of blood and constant exhaustion.
Scanty food and hard labour are in their way, if not exactly moralists, a
tolerably good police. There are no others at Wodgate to preach or to control. It is not that the people are immoral, for immorality implies some
forethought; or ignorant, for ignorance is relative; but they are animals;
unconscious; their minds a blank and their worst actions only the impulse
of a gross or savage instinct.10

There is no easy way to judge the day-to-day civility of societies
in the distant past. From diaries, novels, and reports, we generally get
a picture of societies that were far rougher than today’s: far more likely
to resort to knives or brawls. We also learn that civility has often been
seen as a measure of the health of societies. Corrupting morals, incivility
and bad behaviours were, in ancient Greece and Rome, seen as deciding
factors for the collapse of civilisations. In the 1700s, Edward Wortley
Montagu in his Reflections on the Rise and Fall of the Ancient Republics,11
suggested that “the principal causes of the [decline of ancient Greek and
Roman civilisations] was a degeneracy of manners, which reduced those
once brave and free people into the most abject slavery”.
017
Civility_Book_2RDedits.indd 17

08/06/2009 22:28:50

civility, lost and found

Civility has often had to be encouraged and promoted, just as it
has always been a matter of contention and concern. A 1944 wartime
guide for British soldiers in Germany, for example, advised servicemen to
“be smart and soldierly in dress and bearing”, “avoid loose talk and loose
conduct” and to “go easy on schnapps”. In the early 18th century, Montesquieu, philosopher and admirer of England, suggested that civility was
perhaps not quite so easy and endemic to a population: “The English
have too much to do. They do not have time to be polite.”
Similar arguments can be found in other parts of the world. In Japan, for example, the scholar Eiko Ikegami suggests that civility “may be
thought of as a ritual technology of interpersonal exchanges that shapes a
kind of intermediate zone of social relationships between the intimate and
the hostile. Civility tends to govern non-intimate interpersonal relations
because it provides a common ground for transactions between persons
from different backgrounds with different interests.”12 In Japan, many
of these transactions concerned the arts and crafts, poetry and painting,
which provided the focus for extensive networks of civil exchange. But
they also expressed a divide between ideals of rarefied exchange and the
mundane realities of brutishness and violence. The question of civility has
also come to the fore in Asia and Latin America, particularly in countries
such as India, Thailand or Venezuela, where poor, seemingly less ‘civilised’
rural populations have become more central to politics. As was the case
in Britain during the 1880s, more effective democracy is seen by some as
producing corruption, political violence and a decline in civil standards of
conduct by middle classes.

where does civility come from?
‘Manners are of more importance than laws... Manners are what vex or soothe,
corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarize or refine us, by a constant, steady, uniform, insensible operation, like that of the air we breathe in’
Edmund Burke
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The notion of civility appeared first in early modern Europe. Its etymology comes from the Latin civilis meaning ‘proper to a citizen’, while the
word ‘citizen’ comes from the word for ‘city’. Civility is thus an urban
concept, a public virtue – one that refers to how one should behave in
the city or in a close proximity with other people, such as strangers or
neighbours and colleagues. It overlaps with words such as ‘kindness’,13
‘empathy’ or ‘mutuality’ (timeless ideas which do not imply a social context). But it also overlaps with words like ‘manners’, ‘etiquette’ or ‘politeness’ (which are very much rooted in the social norms of particular places
and times).
Norbert Elias provided the most influential account of how civility came to the fore in his great book The Civilising Process.14 In it, he
described how the concept of ‘courtesy’, a term reflecting the aristocratic
values and attitudes derived from court society, was gradually replaced by
the notion of civility. This shift marked the ‘bourgeoisification’ of European culture, in which etiquette and manners defined by the royal court
gradually gave way to a new code emerging from the growing civil society. As one of Elias’ followers, Roger Chartier, put it, “the traditional
rules of chivalric society were gradually yielding before the new demands
that arose from a denser social life and a closer interdependence among
men.”15 In this view civility was essential for commerce and trade – dealing with strangers on an equitable basis. A shop would sell products as
the same price regardless of whether the customer came from the same
background as the shopkeeper.16
Civility represented the deepening of self-control, strict control over
bodily desires, and the segmentation of personal space to protect a zone
of privacy. Elias claimed that “social functions have become more and
more differentiated under the pressure of competition … The individual is
compelled to regulate his conduct in an increasingly differentiated, more
even and more stable manner.” In part this was a consequence of relative
peace: as states guaranteed order there was no longer the perpetual need
to worry about self-defence, or to carry arms. And so civility also brought
with it the suppression of passionate impulses (like drawing your sword
in response to an insult). As Elias argued, “the web of actions grows so
019
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complex and extensive, the effort required to behave ‘correctly’ within it
becomes so great that besides the individual’s conscious self-control is
firmly established.” The norms of civility evolved in part as self-imposed
restraints, an example of what Jon Elster17 calls ‘self-binding’, illustrated
by the metaphor of Ulysses and the Sirens, a form of essential constraint
where an agent restricts himself or herself for the sake of an expected
benefit. In Elster’s account, the ‘self-binder’ applies self-restraint strategies to control their behaviour, particularly if they fear that passions could
cause them to act in a way they would not wish to when thinking more
calmly. These passions cover “not only the emotions proper such as anger,
fear, love, shame and the like but also states such as drunkenness, sexual
desire, cravings for addictive drugs, pain and other ‘visceral feelings.’”18
People therefore ‘pre-commit’ themselves in ways that involve “attaching
a cost or penalty to the choice one wants to avoid making.”19 Thus “precommitment embodies a certain form of rationality over time.”20
Civility always involves some form of cost, some restraint and constraint. But it also offers benefits. In these respects it has parallels with
the rules of markets. Aristocratic codes of honour divided others into
two basic categories: enemies or allies, and incorporated this distinction
into political calculations. In contrast, the new commercial society offered
individuals more opportunities to interact with strangers – but to do so
they had to accept the rules of the market. The growth of markets, and the
division of labour, made relationships more impersonal, but also enforced
higher standards of behaviour. These were themes explored by Adam
Smith both in the Wealth of Nations and in his Theory of Moral Sentiments,
which discusses some of the tensions of the new situation, since people
are more likely to concern themselves with maintaining their reputation
and credentials in settings in which they assume that there will be many
repeated social interactions.
And while in early modern Europe civility helped to lubricate relations and transactions, it also served to differentiate between groups of
people. In the 16th century, for example, Erasmus promoted the idea of
the use of the fork to distinguish between civility and barbarism. Elias
indicates that not only the fork but also the napkin symbolised the new
020
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civility of the earliest stages of modern capitalism,21 as the new middle
classes in Holland and England adopted dining rooms and more refined
eating habits. So while civility started to symbolise a more open and
democratic set of values than those of aristocratic or feudal society, it also
brought with it new distinctions. In Chartier’s words:
(Civility) is inscribed in the public space of the society of citizens, and it
stands opposed to the barbarity of those who have not been civilized. It
thus appears closely linked both to a cultural heritage that connects the
Western nations to the history of ancient Greece, the first source of civilization, and to a form of society that presupposes the liberty of the subjects
in relation to the power of the state.22
Box 1

Civility and Civil Society

Civility is different from civil society. Civility can provide the basis for reinforcing
civil society but it is not the same. Civility is in many ways a benchmark, setting the
standard for what most people see as a ‘decent’ way to deal with others. Adapting
Michael Edwards’ three-pronged definition of civil society, we here bring out the
overlaps.23
Civil society is a goal to aim for (a ‘good society’ - the type of society we want to
live in). Civility can, as an unspoken language for interaction, provide the basis
for achieving the ‘good society’ – through emphasis on qualities such as respect,
empathy and compassion. Yet civility is not implicit and needs to be learnt, made
relevant, incentivised or often regulated.
Civil society refers to associational life, the ‘space’ of organised activity not undertaken by either the government or for-private-profit business. It includes formal
and informal associations such as voluntary and community organisations, trade
unions, etc. Civility makes it easier to cooperate with strangers.
And finally, civil society is the public sphere in which citizens deliberate and define
their common interests. Again, civility is an essential precondition for peaceful dialogue of this kind.
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The Sources of Civility
where does civility come from? what makes people behave
well to strangers?
The starting point is individual disposition. People are born with dispositions that make it easier for them to empathise or cooperate with
others. These dispositions then co-evolve with their environment, leaving
people (most of the time) in the space between saintly patience and violent impatience. That genetic factors matter is no longer much contested.
Our nervous systems “are constructed to be captured by the nervous systems of others, so that we can experience others as if from within their
skin”.24 At such moments, we resonate with their experience and they
with ours. Neuroscience has shown that ‘mirror neurons’ ensure that the
moment someone sees an emotion expressed on another’s face, they will
at once sense that same feeling within themselves. When someone sees
an act of kindness, it typically stirs in them the impulse to perform one
too.25 These dispositions clash with other ones, which may be equally
fundamental: fears, threats, insecurities and desires. In environments of
rushed and occasional encounters, empathy may be less likely. Hence the
need for cities to cultivate norms of self-control that in such contexts
are unnatural. As Schopenhauer once said, “civility is to human nature
what warmth is to wax.” Civility is essentially about self-control and ‘affect structures’ (as Elias calls them), emotional patterns that are built by
historical pressures and tensions which do not relate to the immediate
self-interest of individuals.
These norms may be particularly unnatural for young people. Recent
research shows that teenagers, for example, are more likely not to think
about the consequences that their actions will have on others because of
the incomplete maturity of their brain. Adolescents use a different part
of the brain to make decisions on actions (superior temporal sulcus) and
mainly think about the action they are going to take and not its consequences.26 This partially explains anti-social and violent behaviour in
teenagers, which is most likely to start around age 16, and generally stops
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later on in life (some two-thirds to three-quarters of violent youth grow
out of it and people who have not committed a violent crime by the age
of 19 only rarely start committing them).
The second source of civility is the direct influence of family, friends
and peers. Their norms of behaviour strongly shape what we think is acceptable – from minor examples like throwing chewing gum onto the
street, to major ones like the acceptability of joining a brawl in a bar.
Social expectations that are instilled in people from birth through family
and institutions make social life possible and motivate certain ‘accepted’ types of behaviours while disincentivising others. They create moral
judgements and behaviours of right and wrong that are accompanied by
strong emotions, both positive (including gratitude) and negative (moral
indignation). Moral emotions involve learned expectations about what
circumstances should result in social emotions of pride, guilt, shame, empathy, scorn and so on. For most people, the family is the first source of
socialisation. Through families, children are introduced to the expectations of society. Children learn to see themselves through their parents’
eyes; for example, anti-social behaviour and lack of civility are more likely
among youth that come from weak or absent families. Poor parenting
skills, a weak child/parent relationship and a family history of problem
behaviour can be factors that increase the likelihood of a young person
committing acts of anti-social behaviour.27
So teenagers in continental Europe, for instance, spend significantly
more time at home than British children, talking to their parents and eating family meals around a table. British children are much more likely to
spend time with their friends most evenings, and about a third of British
parents don’t have, or make, time for their children.28 The result is not
just lifelong unhappiness; for some, this has an impact on potential future
involvement in crime and incivility. Where social expectations and moral
rules are solid and evident, the costs of incivility are also obvious. Where
social expectations are present and strengthened through schooling, family, religious organisations or professional etiquette, the costs of incivility
are made more visible, and made less socially acceptable.
The third source of civility is more structural – the prevailing laws,
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systems and rules that condition behaviour, and the external norms of a
society. At one extreme there are acts of incivility deemed so serious that
they are punished as crimes; at the other are acts of civility that are rare,
and in some cases so precious that they are rewarded with incentives. As
Jeffrey Rachlinski, Professor of Law at Cornell Law School argues, “no
society can function if it cannot constrain the self-serving behaviour of
its members. Clear rules enforced by legal sanctions deter a great deal of
socially destructive conduct but social norms enforced by informal sanctions might create even more powerful constraints.”29 Social norms can
work both through incentives and disincentives and can frequently influence behaviour more than the law. Incentives can promote pro-social
behaviour and create ways of persuading people to stop bad behaviour
and adopt more civil ways. For example, the youth opportunity cards introduced by the British Government in 2006 are a good example of a
scheme designed to dissuade young people from ‘hanging around’ in the
streets, by entitling teenagers to spend £12 a month in better-off areas
and £25 in the most disadvantaged areas. Fines and bans are the traditional ways to control behaviour and contain the costs of incivility – from
smoking bans to speeding fines, or alcohol bans in public spaces. In modern society, positive incentives are usually financial, and penalties consist
primarily of a mix of fines and incarceration.
Modern Britain uses penalties ranging from fines and compulsory
classes for parents of truant schoolchildren, to ASBOs and injunction orders for noisy neighbours.30 Social landlords have introduced ‘acceptable
behaviour contracts’ alongside tenancy agreements – often in response
to pressure from their residents. Norms that control behaviour through
both incentives and disincentives can – if well thought out – help to
contain incivility, or at least to make the costs of incivility obvious to
everyone. However, the risk of any formal rules is that they implicitly free
individuals from responsibility and can in some cases lead to increased
asocial behaviour, which then requires more state intervention in an unhealthy ratchet.31
An interesting development in many cities has been to contain incivility
rather than outlawing it. A good example is the management of fly-post024
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ing. Cities often contain signs stating that ‘billposters will be prosecuted’.
But local authorities (such as Leeds) then provide free advertising spaces
on which anyone can put a poster. In the same way, late night clubs may
be put into out-of-town retail parks to avoid disturbing residents. Norms
of behaviour that might be unacceptable in a city centre at 6pm may be
acceptable in a place clearly designated for young people, and for fun.
Seen through this lens, some disorder and incivility are unavoidable or
even necessary for cities to thrive.32
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Frameworks for Understanding Civility
Civility is often discussed with a broad brush. But to understand it better
we need to deconstruct its different dimensions:
A Framework of Civility

· GIVING SEATS TO ELDERLY/
PREGNANT WOMEN
· SMILING AND GREETING STRANGERS
· RESPECTING NORMS
· PICKING LITTER UP
· RESPECT FOR NEIGHBOURS ETC.
· AMICABLE RELATIONS WITH
EMPLOYEES AND EMPLOYERS

· CHARITABLE BEHAVIOUR
· VOLUNTEERING
· VISIBLE PHILANTROPY

Visible

Figure 2

Deep

Invisible

Surface
· RESPECT IN ‘LESS PUBLIC’
RELATIONSHIPS TO STRANGERS
(WORKERS IN SUPERMARKET
COUNTERS, CALL CENTRES,PARKING
ATTENDANTS,COUNCIL WORKERS,
FAMILY MEMBERS)
· POLITENESS IN THE HOME

· PHILANTHROPY (ANONYMOUS)
· LOVE
· PRIVATE COMPASSION
· DAILY CARE

1. surface civility and deep civility
No one can persuade me that it takes a better-paid nurse to behave more
considerately to a patient, that only an expensive house can be pleasing,
that only a wealthy merchant can be courteous to his customer and display
a handsome sign outside, that only a prosperous farmer can treat his livestock well (Vaclav Havel, May 1992).

The first distinction is between surface civility and deep civility. Politeness and good manners are the superficial marks of civility. They can be
found anywhere, but tend to be less common in urban areas, where there
is low trust, high turnover or less belonging. In shops and services, civility
may be at its most pronounced in the most expensive places, merging into
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obsequiousness. These more superficial types of civility are rarely ‘deeply
felt’ – they are more about appearances, manners, etiquette, and can easily be simulated. They can include anything from smiling to strangers,
customers or employees; picking up litter and respecting norms, to being
kind and respectful to call centre workers or service providers. It is the
type of civility that serves a clear purpose, it is helpful for lubricating
and smoothing up transactions, and it can guarantee a more helpful and
amicable society but not one that would necessarily lend help to strangers
in times of need. They may be more likely either where there is a shared
sense of community and cooperation, or where there are strong economic
incentives. But they don’t require any underlying emotions of care and
commitment, and are often associated with hypocrisy.
Deep or mindful civility, by contrast, involves acting with others in
mind, requiring empathy and awareness of another person’s feelings. It is
motivated by an understanding of how a person’s feelings will be affected
by a certain kind of behaviour. It is a proactive type of civility that is motivated by the will to have a positive effect on someone’s life: volunteering,
helping strangers in time of trouble (the traditional example of helping
an elderly lady crossing a road or carrying shopping bags), and charitable donations. This good ethics means that civility does not rest upon a
concern or sympathy towards specific others but is rather a by-product
of a generalised empathy, which we feel we owe to all who share society
with us.
2. visible and invisible civility
A second useful distinction is between ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ civility. Visible
civility refers to norms which are on display – on the street, at public
events, when people gather together. Its mirror, visible incivility, is what
the media often reports – anti-social behaviour, vulgarity, road rage, binge
drinking. It is an incivility that is easier to curb when people are confronted with their responsibility and harder when people cannot be easily
made accountable, shamed, or directly confronted with the costs of their
behaviour. Visible incivility is easier to commit when face-to-face contact
is limited and fleeting, and when anonymity is guaranteed. For example,
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it is a lot easier to swear and bully other drivers in a traffic jam (when one
knows that they can make a quick getaway) than it is to cut in line at airport
security, when there is a possibility of having to be in close proximity to the
people one has insulted. Equally, it is a lot easier to name call, and deride
people in an anonymous blogosphere than it is in a conference. Visibility
explains much about the politics of civility: the more young people there are
in a local authority, for example, the more concerned the population will be
about anti-social behaviour.34
Invisible civility refers to behaviour behind closed doors – how spouses
behave to each other, how parents treat children, how employers treat employees. These are the situations that often profoundly shape wellbeing, but
are harder for public opinion or policy to reach. An extreme example is the
contrast between the courteous civility of the expensive shops of areas like
Kensington in London, and many hundreds of stories that have emerged
in recent years of people being effectively held as slaves in wealthy houses in
the area, their passports confiscated, not allowed out, and invariably treated
cruelly.35
Invisible incivility is the hardest to tackle as it is generated and encouraged by major inequalities of power, being those between different social
classes, rich and poor, powerful and powerless. In particularly controlled
environments like the workplace, the ‘quiet encroachment’ of the powerless
is often avoided: thanks to rights and anti-discrimination laws, the costs of
invisible incivility become too high to incur. However, reducing invisible incivility always requires a significant investment of resources to become automatic. It still takes place in uncontrolled settings where norms and expectations do not clearly apply or where the degree (and type) of incivility is not
necessarily and easily punishable – ie disputes between neighbours, rudeness
at work, bullying, uncivil behaviour in care homes, abuse of power by ‘uncivil and greedy bankers’ and so on. These issues are highly contested in new
spaces, like the internet, where anonymity can favour incivility towards others, and the media, which often celebrates uncivil behaviour.
reason, emotions and civility
Civility has often been presented as the assertion of reason over the pas028
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sions. It restrains the impulse to violence or excessive reaction. Yet recent
findings on the relationship between emotion and reason are undermining this common frame. As the neurophysiologist Antonio Damasio argues,36 it is misleading to see reason and emotion as separate systems:
instead, we use emotion to help our decisions and reasoning. Civility becomes second nature when it is felt as well as thought.
But we can learn how to feel as well as how to think. Psychologists
have researched in detail the chains of emotions that can lead to acts of
incivility. As Aaron Beck,37 for example, suggests, hostility and hatred
can begin with what are seen as acts of disrespect or humiliation.
Beck’s algorithm of the factors leading to hostility

FIGURE 3

INCIDENT
JUSTIFIED

LOSS OR THREAT

INTENTIONAL

EXCUSABLE
DISTRESS

VIOLATION OF A RULE
RECALL PREVIOUS
BLAMEWORTHY
HOSTILITY (ANGER, DESIRE TO PUNISH)

More civil communities depend on people being able to understand
their own feelings and reactions, and to learn whether they are appropriate or not. As Beck suggests, when hurt is unintentional, acts that may
have been deemed as incivility are justified – if, for example, the offender
is not regarded as responsible for the act:
‘While you walk down the street, someone outs a cane in your path and
you stumble. You instantly decide that this person was deliberately trying to harm you and you become intent on punishing him. But then you
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discover that the person who inadvertently placed his cane in your path
is blind. You correct your construction of the event, perhaps feeling a little
guilty or embarrassed than the relatively mild jolt you received. Once you
understand that the incident was unintentional – owing to neutral circumstances – then nobody is to blame. You no longer feel the need to punish
the other person.’ 38

A person’s reaction to an act of incivility will thus depend on the
meaning he or she attributes to the act. If that act is seen as intentional
disrespect, it can cause stress, a damaged ego, hurt pride, injured psyche
and it is likely to lead to further desire to retaliate, further eroding a social
quest for civility. And if the ‘offender’ is seen as a repeat ‘offender’ – and
someone who is perhaps thought to have a history of similar incivility (ie
a ‘hoodie’ for example) – then hostility and stereotype will be reinforced.
Recent research from the University of Florida shows that witnessing
an act of rudeness or incivility towards others can also have an intense
reaction on people – it can stunt a person’s creativity, impair their mental
performance and make them more likely to commit an act of incivility
themselves.39
According to Beck, regardless of the form of danger or the nature of
pain, we fall back on the strategies that served our ancestors in their quest
to survive and to avoid physical injury: fight, flight or freeze.40
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– what can be done about it?
Hannah Arendt wrote in The Human Condition that “society, on all its
levels, expects from each of its members a certain kind of behaviour, imposing innumerable and various rules, all of which tend to normalise its
members, to make them behave, to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding achievement.”41 These impositions bring with them costs as well
as benefits. Sigmund Freud famously wrote about how civilization breeds
its own discontents through the repression of freedom. Norbert Elias was
also very conscious of the costs of greater civility, of societies that became
more rigid, and perhaps more hypocritical, more self-repressive as they
controlled impulsive emotions. Not surprisingly, these same norms have
often been contested – and modernity has as a consistent leitmotif, the
acts of rebellion, riot and disrespect that are essential to social change.
Too much respect and too much deference freeze the old order, and some
aspects of civility are anachronisms which embody unacceptable inequalities of power (think, for example, of opening doors for women, the use
of honorific titles, bowing, curtseys…). Yet too much disrespect makes
life unpleasant.
how should we strike the right balance? and who is responsible for civility?
The simple answer is that everyone is. How each of us behaves shapes,
challenges or reinforces norms. The everyday acts that people do – the
choice to smile, to act with kindness – can be infectious. This is the sense
in which civility is a shared product, well beyond the reach of laws and
institutions. The same is true of the mirror force of shame.42
Everyone is both shaped by norms and in turn shapes them. The
most visible have a particular responsibility for the implicit messages
their behaviour sends. Those who take pride in being gratuitously offensive, bullying or simply selfish are influencing norms far more than
people whose actions are invisible. This is why incivility among the pow031
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erful – from bickering politicians to foul-mouthed media personalities,
greedy bankers to arrogant sports stars, speed-boat enthusiasts to users of
private jets – can be so corrosive. Incivility is sometimes discussed as if
it’s mainly a problem at the bottom of social hierarchies. In fact it matters
even more when it occurs at the top.
Encouraging responsibility among the powerful and visible is one
way to promote civility. But fortunately there are many other ways in
which societies can choose to cultivate civility. Many institutions are involved in shaping character – from childcare centres that cultivate sharing
and empathy to primary and secondary schools that can choose to place
an emphasis on behaviour, soft skills, and cultivating responsibility.43
Experience suggests that involving more young people in project-based
learning, working in teams with other age groups, and learning to reflect
on behaviour, are all better ways of learning civility than formal pedagogy in the classroom (these are covered in more detail in a forthcoming
Young Foundation publication on ‘Grit and Character’ in education).
Almost every institution will define and sometimes enforce acceptable standards of behaviour: employers do so, as do colleges, or the armed
forces. Each sometimes has to grapple with incidents that challenge the
boundaries of acceptable behaviour, determining what counts as high
spirits and what counts as anti-social rowdiness, or what counts as unavoidable social interaction and what counts as bullying.
Public institutions and institutions with very visible faces struggle
with these choices. The BBC has already been mentioned, and is constantly seeking to adjust its norms to the shifting perspectives of a complex society. Nightclubs and bars are another example. Moves to require
bars to take some responsibility for the behaviour of their customers have
been suggested in many big cities. In principle, those who profit most
from heavy alcohol consumption should also take responsibility for dealing with its consequences. But it may also be reasonable to expect that
there should be some places where people can go wild and escape from
everyday norms.
When it comes to the spaces that everyone has to share, some rules
are unavoidable. Neighbourhoods can employ wardens or Police Com032
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munity Support Officers (PCSOs) to deal with the more serious aspects
of anti-social and uncivil behaviour, and thus leave more space for better
mutual care and respect. By-laws can be regularly reviewed by whole communities as a way of reflecting on what to tolerate and what to prevent
(for example, many would probably want to block the more extreme uses
of ASBOs to punish fairly normal behaviour by children and teenagers).
Some of the schemes recruiting teenagers to play roles of this kind (for
example, in the Netherlands and France) have similarly helped to sustain
norms of civil behaviour without excessive use of punishment.
Another field where civility has become a prominent concern is
communication over the internet. The anonymity of the web can encourage rudeness, while the immediacy of email can encourage intemperate
messages. One suggestion to address this is that there should be a Civility
Check in emails – which would automatically flash up a message when a
draft email appears to be too angry and inconsiderate.44
In everyday life, there have been many initiatives to harness and
amplify the infectious nature of some acts of civility or kindness. These
range from student movements promoting local kindness in Japan,45 to
the Singaporean Government-funded World Kindness movement46 promoting a World Kindness day in November and a campaign suggesting
good manners for every situation. The South Korean Bright Smile movement47 promotes the importance of smiling and sharing smiles through
programmes in schools and local communities, while the Kindness Offensive in London’s West Hampstead performs small and large random
acts of kindness towards strangers through the work of volunteers. The
US-based ‘extreme kindness crew’ of four people (formed in the wake of
9/11) have performed more than 50,000 acts of kindness48 from massaging strangers to tiling people’s roofs, and have staged kindness protests.
A UK organisation against bullying initiated the campaign ‘B decent for
a day’ with the strapline ‘it’s cool to be kind’ , while the Australian Free
Hugs Campaign50 – a global phenomenon started by one man ‘who had
no one to hug’ has now spread globally thanks to Youtube. There is no
shortage of examples, some perhaps trite: yet even the trite ideas build on
the sound insight that social behaviours are infectious, and that if humans
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are naturally suggestible it is better to suggest generosity and care rather
than callousness and self-regard.
A possibly more sustainable approach to civility focuses less on
acts of kindness and more on habits of mind. The spread of ‘mindfulness’ techniques, including mindfulness Cognitive Behavioural Therapy
(CBT), both in schools and among adults, is another example of how
the fundamental aspects of civility can become more second nature – as
people learn to understand better not only their own emotions, but also
how they affect others (some of these methods are, for example, being
taught to several thousand pupils as part of the Young Foundation’s resilience programme). These draw on very old lessons from Buddhism and
other religious traditions, combined with recent scientific findings about
the mental habits that are most conducive both to wellbeing and good
relationships.
In all of these cases, civility evolves best with communities and civil
society playing a strong role. In the past, civil society has frequently taken
the lead in promoting civility, often through faith based communities
– from the Sunday Schools, blanket groups, maternity groups, charity
schools, coal clubs and temperance societies of the 19th century51 to
campaigns to reclaim the street. Governments are by their nature more
mechanistic, less attuned to the subtleties of day-to-day culture.
Underlying many of the better methods is the desire to cultivate empathy, and seeing others as ends rather than means. One such initiative
was an AHRC funded project ‘Other People’s Skin’, based on Leonardo
da Vinci’s Last Supper, which made it possible to inhabit ‘other people’s
skins’ across time and geography through interacting with virtual diners.
By differentiating everyday practices common across diverse cultures, the
project revealed the similarities between people but also challenged the
‘truth’ of ritual as the foundation of civility – by showing that the norms
and behaviours common in one society, such as using utensils to eat, may
be entirely different in another culture. Its aim in other words was to
dig beneath surface civility to a notion of deep civility. A parallel study
originating in the Netherlands and Germany used drama and arts to try
to reduce the recidivism of offenders. Teaching offenders to take the per034
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spective of another through drama therapy led to a decrease in offences
of 50 per cent during the follow-up measurement of a treatment group
compared to a placebo and control group.52 In the same vein, volunteering and mentoring schemes can deliberately challenge the risk of incivility being normalised. There can even be rewards for good behaviour as an
alternative to reliance on punishments. A good example is the Motiv8
scheme in Torquay, Paignton and Brixham, in Devon, where youngsters
doing good deeds like picking litter up or helping pensioners, get on the
spot prizes from a police force.
These are just a handful of the many ways in which civility can be
nurtured. Civility is not easily amenable to the usual tools of states – laws,
programmes, and transfers. But it is not a fact of nature. It can be chosen, shaped, supported and rewarded. And societies that do so are likely
to live better than those that do not. That’s why the time is right for a
more serious discussion about what we mean by civility and who has the
responsibility to influence it.

035
Civility_Book_2RDedits.indd 35

08/06/2009 22:28:51

Views and Responses
how to become a country with a wealth of soul
It is increasingly important today to ask how we can respond to the common threat faced by our economy in a way that renews a common purpose in our society, and in a way where we become not a country of soulless wealth but a country with a wealth of soul. We have to concentrate
on 5 key areas where civility has contemporary relevance.
The first area is a common story. When we feel we share a national
story it is easier to see our links to each other. Sir Jonathan Sacks, the
Chief Rabbi, made this point in his book The Home we Build Together.
Now Jack Straw has begun an important conversation about our shared
values and the opportunity to codify this common story through the
Green Paper on Rights and Responsibilities. It is an opportunity to get
our story straight, to share it and to live it.
The second area in which we can strengthen shared values is in our
cities. Take, for example, Birmingham, a city with an extraordinary history. At the end of the 19th century there was a large movement of people
from the countryside to towns and cities. This movement resulted in a
burst of civic inventiveness: when the Labour Representation committee
met for the first time in Birmingham in 1904, it brought together over 30
working-class organisations; pioneers like Chamberlain, the Cadburys,
Matthew Boulton and the hundreds of civic entrepreneurs they inspired
created a strong civic fabric to match wider and wider civic frontiers. In
this way we created Britain’s great civic fabric that knitted those new
communities together. Today we have the same opportunity and the
chance to re-weave the civic fabric of our society – if we shape these plans
together. Yet we have to take far greater care to get the balance right with
far clearer power and a more civil civic order.
The third issue is in our classrooms – the education of our children
not only in their rights but on what it is right to give. In Hodge Hill we
are now pioneering character education in the time set aside for PGCE
in a way that boosts self-confidence and self-esteem by strengthening
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children’s understanding of their place and space in society. But we are
only at the beginning of this agenda and more needs to be done.
The fourth issue is our communal work. The law-abiding majority
in this country is stronger than ever, and the number volunteering is up
compared to five years ago. One in four say they volunteer once a month.
We compare well to countries like the United States, well known for their
volunteering tradition but where only 26-28 per cent of adults volunteer
each year, and where half of all Americans are members of at least one
voluntary group or association. But we should not be content, as our goal
should be to see that civic core grow even bigger.
Finally, conversations. The playwright Arthur Miller once said that
he wrote to help people feel less alone. That is a task that each of us could
take on by finding new ways of showing each other our common interest.
In Birmingham, in the community I serve as a MP, I am always struck by
how the things we have in common with each other are greater than what
set us apart. There is no moral diversity in Britain. There are rift issues, but
on the basics, we see eye to eye. Yet we fail to see this, often because we
do not talk to each other enough. That is why the work of local leaders,
whether these are religious, political or community leaders, is in finding
ways of bringing people together and getting them out of the streets they
live in, into the streets of others. By working with each other, by drawing
together to see common interests, we can navigate the years ahead and
still have Britain feel like home. A more united Kingdom.
Rt Hon Liam Byrne MP

civility and education
Schools are fundamental to civility because what children learn at school
will make a big impression. Schools need thus to be kind and compassionate places, where children are treated with respect, but equally they
learn that they have to respect adults too.
Schools of the past, both state and independent, were run on hierarchy and authority; even the overtly ‘religious’ schools, which should
have known better. ‘Manners’, as at the table, ties and shirts always worn
properly, and the saying and writing of ‘thank you’ were stressed, but it
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tended to be the outer veneer rather than the inner child that was being
addressed. But that was not true civility.
Civility requires deep human respect, and needs to be at the core
of every school. Behaviour should be based not on the fear of punishments and outward sanctions, but on an inner reasonableness and respect.
If a child avoids misbehaving in class, or bullying another child, merely
because they are afraid of punishment, they will learn nothing. If they
refrain from anti-social behaviour on the other hand because they respect
what the teacher is trying to do, and the right of other children to learn,
and if they are supportive of other children because they recognise that
they too have a right to get through their day without being hectored,
then that is what I mean by a civil school.
In reality, children could have bad table manners, could dress untidily,
and never write thank you letters, but one could imagine them belonging to
an infinitely more civil school than one of yesteryear where everyone kept
their elbows off tables, looked immaculate, and mouthed mechanical ‘thank
yous’. True civility has to be far more than skin deep, and based on love.
Anthony Seldon

developing kindness
The concept of civility is not an easy concept to describe. Is a perceived
lack of civility widespread throughout western societies? Is the phenomenon of the badly-behaved British youth, a concept that is so beloved by
the British tabloids, genuinely unique to this country?
There is a tendency for the media to exaggerate how bad things are.
If you had to rely on the Daily Mail only, then you wouldn’t go outdoors
for fear of being attacked or offended. Actually, most people behave well.
If you travel on the tube, and if you get jostled by someone, people generally say sorry. I saw someone a few months ago accidentally jostle a man
who turned around and thumped him. Everyone subsequently turned
on the man who thumped him and this man got taken away. Incivility is
normally condemned in this country.
There is, in general, less of a degree of restraint in society. We live in
a ‘post-deferent’ society; my children are much ruder to me than I was to
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my father, but the benefit is that they are much closer to me and we have
a more open relationship. I’ll take and accept that trade off.
This lack of restraint is something that has changed over time – this
is not a recent phenomenon. Language that was considered unacceptable
200 years ago is nowadays casually used in public. Is that bothersome? I
don’t personally find it so, but others might. However, there is a sense that
such willingness to use language that can cause offence to other people
is an incivility.
There is also a tendency to attack political correctness. Political correctness, at its best, is actually about civility. It is about a discouragement
to use language that causes offence to particular people. While profane
language may be on the increase, there is, on the other hand, more restraint on the language that causes offence to some. In general, there
is still an understanding that not only is it right, but that there is also a
self-interest in being polite – if you don’t behave well to people you can’t
expect them to behave well to you.
The general phenomenon of less restraint is a mixed picture. There
is the much more intractable problem of the communities where there is
not that sense of self-interest in good behaviour, where in fact the reverse
is the case. Knife-crime is a case in point – in certain communities disfigured by gang culture, illiteracy, worklessness and addictions, some young
people think that they benefit and that their self-interest is served by
carrying a knife. And the state is not very good at tackling the problem of
re-offending. Prisons are full of people who re-offended within two years
of being discharged. This is a massive failure.
So how do you solve these problems? A long-term approach is required. Proactive intervention has to be undertaken by agencies other
than the state, who can tackle the needs of the individual, the family and
the community. The market will not resolve it, nor can we expect ‘good’
social norms to spontaneously appear. It requires proactive effort in getting people into work, into sustainable work.
Aldous Huxley wrote at the end of his life that it is somewhat embarrassing to have spent all one’s life writing and thinking about the human condition, and then come to the conclusion that the single thing that would
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make the most difference is if people were a little bit kinder towards each
other. That is a magnificently simple and unavoidable conclusion.
Francis Maude MP

understanding the crisis of civility
If nothing else, the recent increase in concern about the behaviour of
Britons is evidence of a crisis of civility which is underpinned by strong
historical sensibility. Whether seen in complaints about Britain’s ‘broken
society’ or concern that MPs break every standard of decency and fair
play in making up their expense claims, there is a sense that in Britain
something has changed for the worse. Discussion of ‘civility’ is dominated
by a nostalgic mood, in which we falsely remember supposedly better
standards of public and private life in the past. Whichever past we actually wish to investigate – the 1850s, 1950s or 1970s – things were actually
far worse, at least by criteria by which we would choose to judge civility
now. People in the actual, historical past – not the nostalgic invention of
politicians – were poorer, less comfortable with diversity and more violent
than they are now.
But all this is beside the point, as is the fact that similar periods of
breast-beating about the decline of standards and decency occurred regularly in the past. Crises exist in people’s perception, not in statistics. The
real, if statistically false, sense that standards of behaviour have declined
needs to be taken seriously.
Crises of civility occur because of real changes in behaviour. They
happen when norms of behaviour alter before society has yet worked
out a coherent story about what it values in the new world. As the historian Norbert Elias argued, modes of civility consist of the particular ways
in which people in any society discipline their emotions. Elias suggests
that civility is a process in which ‘individual drives and affects’ are channelled socially. The values people hold, or the stories they consciously tell
themselves about what is good or bad in the world in which they live,
lag behind changes in these more visceral emotional responses. When
standards of civility seem to be in crisis, it is because our emotional reactions don’t have a legitimate language to articulate themselves in. As a
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result of the absence of widely-received accounts about what is good and
bad in present-day behaviour, we hark after the one thing we do have
comprehendible narratives about – the past. Yet precisely because it is no
longer with us, the past provides us with no firm basis for sound ethical
judgements about what is right or wrong now.
The response to our present crisis of civility should not, therefore,
be to anxiously frame this or that policy proposal to mend our broken
society – or to restore a sense of community we are supposed to have
lost. Despite the best efforts of policy professionals, social change in such
complex things as the way people discipline their emotions is rarely a
consequence of planned state action; and pasts are never recoverable.
More importantly, we should start taking the present-day world seriously, and think in particular about the new ways in which humans today
engage – emotionally as well as intellectually – with the world in which
they live. For example: how does one make sense of the public display of
very personal feelings on facebook or twitter; or the sense that people
from many different walks of life seem more vulnerable, and have a
greater sense of hurt when their opinions are contradicted? Thinking
about phenomena such as these might enable us to develop the basis
for ethical judgement in the social interactions we take part in now.
Jon E Wilson

civility and learning from mistakes
Does civility matter? Yes, it does. But what are we actually talking about?
Clearly, the subject of manners is at the top of the agenda. Yet manners
can be very relative. My children, despite my best efforts, are hopeless
about table manners, but there are things they are better at than I am.
They feel that it is very important to look after pregnant women on the
tube, but equally they would say that it is important to look after small
children and to make sure they have somewhere to sit when they need
to. They would say this is much more important than how you use your
knife and fork.
Young people’s attitudes towards older people are, contrary to what
many argue, better and more respectful than in my generation. Take the
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National Council of Midwives, which argued that nurses should no longer automatically call people by their first name. People should be asked
how they would like to be addressed. They make them feel more trusted
and respected. That would not have happened in the past.
The other matter of importance is the nature of apology, the ability
to admit that sometimes we are wrong. An important part of leadership
is understanding success and failure, when a job is done well and when
it is not, and what can be learnt from failure. Yet the tendency in many
of our public institutions is to blame when failure is blatant. Civility is to
understand when we fail and how we can make it better. It is important
that institutions should reflect that.
How did we get here? I think it is through increasingly being risk
averse. Take CRB checks. It is certainly the case that some people should
not work with children. Yet if we want to do something about ex-offenders who would automatically fail a CRB check, because they have been in
prison, for example, and if we want to re-integrate them into the labour
market, we should look into ways of encouraging them to volunteer and
help young people who may be at risk of offending themselves. How we
think about risk and blame affects civility. If we don’t trust people we are
automatically on our guard.
We must recognise that mistakes happen, and instead of shouting at the
people who make mistakes we should deal with how the mistake took place.
All the evidence from the NHS is that when mistakes happen, most people
want an apology and an assurance that some work will be done to ensure
it will not happen again. Often an apology and a gesture of civility matters
more than compensation. This tells you something about the nature of civility in our society. Rather than the lengthy process of finding out what went
wrong, we use a cash transaction. Cash and compensations have all too often
replaced human gestures of civility and respect.
Baroness Julia Neuberger

does volunteering improve civility?
Does volunteering improve civility? Does it lead to a more polite and respectful society? And does this matter? Indeed, should we even be looking
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for volunteering to improve civility, or should we place a higher premium
on its role as an agent for social change where conflict is perhaps inevitable and may run at odds with the desire for a more mannered society?
The evidence is inconclusive, but we can make a stab at some answers. We know that volunteering can help build citizenship. Volunteers
are more likely to feel better about the place they live in and to feel greater attachment to their community.53 They are more likely to vote and
take part in other forms of civic life. They know more neighbours than
non-volunteers and are more likely to feel that they have control over the
issues that affect their lives.54 In the language of the day, volunteering
helps build up reservoirs of trust and reciprocity essential for the generation of social capital.55
We also know that volunteering boosts volunteers’ confidence and
self-esteem,56 both essential requirements, one could argue, for greater
civility. If you feel better about yourself, you are more likely to be able to
develop healthy, respectful relationships with others. And of course at the
heart of volunteering is the concept of reciprocity and exchange, a belief
that the Good Society will only be created if people are prepared to give
and receive of their time and talents, in a spirit of mutual respect and
common purpose.
But volunteering is also about social change, about campaigning and
protest. It has been pointed out, somewhat ironically given New Labour’s
enthusiastic support for volunteering, that the peak number for volunteering over the past decade coincided with the outbreak of the Iraq War
and the demonstrations by millions against British involvement. Alongside its philanthropic and service tradition, volunteering has an equally
honourable parallel history of opposition to the status quo, which could
be seen to lie at odds with aspirations of greater civility.
So where does this leave us? Much depends on our definition of
civility. If we see it largely as a passive concept, with its golden age in
Victorian Britain when people knew their place and were respectful or
indeed deferential to those in authority, then we might conclude that
such a vision is out of step with our contemporary understanding of volunteering and what it can offer.
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But if we view civility as a more dynamic concept, which allows for
the existence of conflict and change alongside a belief in such traditional
values as decency and respect, then I believe volunteering has much to
contribute. At its best it can help people to grow as citizens; to equip
them with the power and resources to change their lives and the lives of
those around them, and to do so in a spirit of decency and respect, rooted
in a better understanding of, and empathy with, their fellow citizens.
Justin Davis Smith

the role of religion in encouraging civility
The subject of civility cannot be considered adequately without reference
to religion. Of course, religion can be deeply uncivil (like any ideology,
it can be exclusive and sectarian) but there are, perhaps, three especially
important reasons why religion has an important contribution to make
to the civility debate.
In the first place, religion is set to be more not less significant in
society. Despite predictions of religion’s decline throughout the 20th century, ‘rumours of God’s death’ have been greatly exaggerated. In 1968, the
sociologist, Peter Berger, confidently predicted that by “the 21st century,
religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture”.57 In The Desecularisation of
the World in 1999, however, he admitted that he had been mistaken, arguing that “the assumption that we live in a secularised world is false: the
world today, with some exceptions … is as furiously religious as it ever
was, and in some places more so than ever.”58
In global terms, religion is growing at an exponential rate. Incidentally, Christianity will continue to be the world’s biggest religion by 2050,
but the vast majority of believers will be neither white nor European, nor
Euro-American. The events of 9/11 and 7/7 are obviously evidence of
religion re-asserting itself, but there are other reasons why religion is back
on the domestic agenda. These include research on human wellbeing, the
emergence of identity politics and the nature of civil society. Since religion is set to play an increasingly important role in society, it is crucial to
understand it properly.
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In the second place, the evidence is compelling that people of religious faith are significant in encouraging civility. One of the findings of
the Citizenship in Britain study, for example, was that those individuals
who regarded themselves as belonging to a particular religion often exhibited atypical characteristics. Such people recorded comparatively high
levels of interpersonal trust, of trust in the police, of respect for the law
and of a citizen’s duty to vote. They also recorded higher than average
levels of group membership, of engagement in informal activities, of political participation and of time ‘donation’.59 It is frequently people of religious faith who are the most active and innovative in rebuilding broken
communities across Britain.
In the third place, religious faith groups possess in themselves the
‘resources’ to promote civility. In exploring what has gone wrong in our
social ecology over the past 50 years, the Chief Rabbi, Sir Jonathan Sacks,
has observed that we have made a simple, well-intentioned, but fundamentally wrong assumption. “Namely, that there are only two institutions that can deal with social problems, either the state or the market.
Some on the left prefer the state, some on the right prefer the market,
but on the most fundamental point they both agree, and they are both
wrong, namely that the state and market are all there is.”60 In reality,
people actually find meaning and belonging in families, congregations,
faith communities, fellowships, neighbourhoods, voluntary organisations - all of which are bigger than the individual, but smaller than the
state. In the words of the Chief Rabbi, “They operate on a different
logic. Families and communities are held together not by the coercive
use of power, not by the contractual mechanisms of exchange, but
by love, loyalty, faithfulness and mutuality: being there for one another
when we need one another.” 61 If we want to create civility, we need to
nurture belonging, and religious groups excel at this.
Paul Woolley
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housing quality, congestion, security and
children’s mental health
There is an increasing body of evidence on the way in which the physical
environment influences physical and mental health. For example, housing congestion, exposure to chronic noise and housing security have direct effects on children’s emotional well being, cognitive functioning and
behaviour. The environment also has indirect effects on children, particularly younger children when it undermines parents’ capacity to function.
This is exemplified by a number of studies62 showing an association
between overcrowding and lower motivation in task performance among
children aged 6 to 12 years of age. Congestion is also associated with
increased levels of social withdrawal among pre-school children. Primary
school children who live in more crowded homes reveal higher levels of
psychological distress, poorer behavioural adjustment at school, and lower
social and cognitive competence, independent of social class. Parents are
less responsive to infants and older children in more crowded homes, and
there is evidence of increased aggression in pre-schoolers when high density is combined with poverty. Stressors require adaptive strategies and it
is likely that withdrawal is one way of coping with too much unwanted
social interaction. Some of the harmful effects of residential crowding on
children are buffered by having a place in the home where the child can
find refuge. Studies on what primary school children want from space
have drawn attention to their desire for combination of opportunities for
privacy/ reflection as well as social interaction.
The structure of housing also affects parenting. In an early study in
London, Stewart63 documented widespread restrictions on play activities
plus inadequate play spaces for children among families living in highrise apartment blocks. Women who live in high rises have been found to
report greater social isolation and depression than those in smaller, lower
buildings.
Overall, poor housing quality is associated with more negative outcomes for children - research in the US has found that overall housing
quality was inversely related to learned helplessness among third to fifth
graders independent of income. As a result of the fact that housing is
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critical to social identity, poor quality housing affects children’s self esteem, particularly as they interact with peers who live in better quality
homes. British children who live in rented accommodation, whether this
is owned by the council or private landlords, are more than twice as likely
to suffer from mental health problems than those who live in privately
owned homes.
Housing which is of good quality and secure is not only a basic
human right, but a significant determinant of children’s mental health
and development. If we want to better understand civility, it is essential
to give priority to urban and physical environments that enhance, rather
than undermine, wellbeing and social capital.
Anita Schrader McMillan and Jane Barlow

honesty and civility?
As a child, the most common experience of incivility I recall encountering was name-calling on the school playground or in the streets – often
involving abusive remarks about the colour of my skin. As someone who
arrived in the UK after having spent my first seven years in another country, an act of such hostility was in itself completely alien.
So imagine my horror when, a decade later, I was walking through
the streets of Covent Garden with a group of university friends – and
found myself being singled out with a barrage of abusive remarks by a
stocky, angry and bitter-looking man shouting: ‘I hate you Pakis, why are
you here? Why don’t you go back where you came from?’ I remember
feeling dismissive at first and thinking about what I should say - as I often did as a teenager when challenging racists who made similar remarks:
‘I’m not from Pakistan, I’m from Bangladesh and we fought a war for our
independence – so get your facts straight!’ I also thought, ‘If everybody
in Covent Garden followed this man’s order the whole place would be
virtually empty’. However, as I pondered, the man’s behaviour got more
aggressive. My friends and I moved out of his way as quickly as possible,
but the episode was threatening and upsetting. My lasting impression of
this ugly incident was not only what this man had done or said, but also
the reaction of one of my friends – who behaved as if the incident hadn’t
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occurred. It was as though it would be bad manners to discuss it; in itself
a kind of denial. I felt betrayed.
While I didn’t expect my friend to take the man on, I had hoped
he would discuss it with me - but he said nothing. I wondered what his
school had taught him. He had studied in one the most exclusive public
schools in the country – famous for its teachings of civility and etiquette.
What had he learned if not to disavow this sort of behaviour?
This story strikes at the heart of the debate about what it means to be
civil: my notion of civility was to engage with my friends about this behaviour, but my friend’s notion of civility was to avoid discussing a challenging
incident – which to me looked like a failure to confront reality.
Civility, applied inappropriately, runs the risk of reinforcing a kind
of ‘old English repressiveness and stuffiness’ and associated gender and
social class stereotypes and divides, while also denying individual expression and creativity. I am still struck by the level of discomfort I observe when I see friends and colleagues who come from working class
backgrounds squirm when they sit in boardroom-style dinners, or other
events characteristic of ‘polite society’.
This same cultural repressiveness is what comes to mind when
thinking of how the concept of ‘civility’ might be introduced by the Right
should they come into Government. Policies, practices, laws and customs
to encourage good behaviour are the ostensibly the Right’s answer to the
Left’s ‘Respect’ agenda. But we know that a strong focus on using laws
to enforce good behaviour can backfire and fail to achieve the goal of
achieving widespread and positive change in behaviour towards fellow
citizens. We also risk cultivating a society in which everyone is civil to
one another on the surface but doesn’t really mean it. A dishonest society
that is polite on the surface and ultimately disingenuous and hypocritical
can be harmful even if there are surface benefits.
Britain could be characterised as a society where one section of
the population is rich in civility along with other forms of social capital, whilst another section of the population may lack awareness of what
civility means and what the codes of behaviour are in different circumstances. This is manifested in a somewhat schizophrenic perception of
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Britons abroad. British people are often seen as ultra-polite and civilised
– the kind of people who love to queue and who would try anything to
avoid offending their hosts - but they are also those who are seen as more
likely to get drunk, and become disorderly, violent, and uncivil – so much
so that one Greek island banned such characters entering their shores.
Every successful society thrives because of the bonds and social relationships that bind people together. Civility has the potential to be a great asset
in developing positive encounters and relationships between people – building solidarity and preventing conflict. It needs to be an inclusive concept
where it is clear to all what counts as civil behaviour, thereby avoiding
certain groups being lost in translation. Ultimately, the challenge is to
make sure that people are civil to each other as a matter of course and
that it becomes a state of mind, something we do because we mean it, not
because we are obliged to. We will be richer for it as a society.
Rushanara Ali
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When people gather together to discuss what is wrong with society,
the conversation invariably turns to questions of civility: whether
standards of behaviour have fallen, and whether people treat each
other with enough respect, kindness or decency. Questions of civility
also regularly become public concerns - whether what’s at issue is the
behaviour of TV presenters and celebrities, revellers on a Saturday
night or drunks on airplanes.
But what do we know about civility? Has it in fact improved
or worsened? Can it be cultivated or promoted? Is it always a good
thing? Who deserves blame or credit? This pamphlet addresses what
we mean by civility and analyses whether we live in a more or less civil
society; what lies behind the concept, and its history; and what can
be done to cultivate a more civil society, with more respect, kindness
and decency.
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