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Sixty years in six hundred pages with sufficient anecdotes and deep thoughts to energise the reader makes for a real tour de force. Communication is Andrew Marr’s business and his magnum opus does not disappoint. The Olympian course of the book is lifted by graphic images such as that of Churchill ‘sitting in bed with a green budgerigar on his head… a cigar in his hand. A whisky and soda…by his side…dictating’.
Since the end of the Second World War Britain has seen the decline of faith and the rise of consumerism. Social changes galore have been admitted: the abolition of hanging, decriminalisation of homosexuality, lifting of censorship and widespread acceptance of contraception, divorce, abortion and so on. Marr traces the role of men like Roy Jenkins in effecting these changes which, in Marr’s words ‘were rarely argued through with clarity or indeed honesty’. 
Since 1945 there has been a collapse of deference as well as, more seriously, respect for authority. It is disappointing to read so little about the churches in the last sixty years as if their role had been as irrelevant as their authority is to some. The Christian vision of Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair are acknowledged nonetheless.
Andrew Marr identifies several key points in our recent history where luck or providence intervened to set our nation in a particular direction. Jim Callaghan spoke of North Sea oil as God’s opportunity for Britain even if his own government was too short-lived to benefit from it. What if there had been no Falklands war or men who spoke their mind in Margaret Thatcher’s cabinet or the Labour party of the day been united? Would we now know of Thatcherism? If Blair had refused to go to Iraq with Bush would Bush have gone? Surely so Marr believes. 
There is a fair sounding verdict on Tony Blair’s leadership with its ‘Christian moralism’, its achievements (Northern Ireland, Devolution) and perceived hypocrisies. Andrew Marr applauds Blair’s ‘single most important speech’ post 9-11 tying ‘war-making and aid-giving together as Bush certainly would not have done’.  The foundation of the Commission for Africa and harnessing of celebrities to serve the cause of debt cancellation are applauded as positive legacies of Blair and Brown.
‘A History of Modern Britain’ reads well and hopefully. It notes how ‘most political leaders have arrived eager and optimistic, found themselves in trouble of one kind or another, and left disappointed’. We need those optimistic politicians, Marr concludes, even if we will end up laughing at them. Whence optimism or positive forward vision though? This is perhaps where the collaboration of religion and society kicks in through formation of men and women with transformative vision. 
Andrew Marr sees T.S.Eliot as among the last great Christians to have profound influence. Eliot would be shocked at the implied severance of personal and public morality in the last sixty years. He warned of a scary politics without goodness, dreaming of systems so perfect no one will need to be good. The immediate years ahead will, Marr predicts, challenge consumerism. They could also be a time of reconnecting with the spiritual values and vision that have contributed to making Britain great in the past.






