By reference to British values, what are the best values for humans

to aspire to?

To tackle this question adequately, this piece will turn to first principles in order to
ask: why is it useful for humans to aspire towards values? Having established the
base on which aspiration to values can be called an inherently human activity, | will
move to explore which values can be said to be typically British. | will conclude with a
statement as to which of the British values surveyed is most worthy of general

human aspiration.

Why is it useful for humans to aspire towards values?

This is, | think, a good starting point for this piece, because to understand why it is
useful for humans to aspire towards values, is then to understand the benefits that
may accrue from this human aspiration, and then to more clearly unpick which
values may yield the highest benefit for humans to aspire towards. Additionally,
making clear the utility in human aspiration towards values gives impetus to the
findings of this essay, as it underlines the reasons for humans to continue to aspire

towards particular values.

| recently had the fortune to watch a BBC documentary series called Human.! The
series is curated and narrated by Ella Al-Shamahi, a British explorer and

paleoanthropologist, who explores the origins of humanity, our co-existence with

1 Human, aired July 14, 2025, on BBC.



other human species, and our venturing outside of Africa to become the hegemonic

human species that remains at large today.

Towards the end of the first episode, Al-Shamahi picks up a tiny reddish marine shell,
inconspicuous looking, but, to Al-Shamahi’s eye, epic in its symbolic meaning.2 She
explains that this shell has been found right across Africa, from the caves of South

Africa to the coast of Morocco, and further inland.

These shells, upon closer inspection, reveal that Homo sapiens perforated them, and
they show signs of wear that is demonstrative of having been worn by humans. Al-
Shamahi suggests these shells took on the role of beads, containing symbolic
meaning to those who possessed them. Across Africa, it was the redness of the
shells that gave them value, distinguishing them as special from other sea
shells.They may have been given as presents at weddings, traded for food or
clothing, or simply worn as jewellery. These uses may not sound extraordinary to the
modern ear, but Al-Shamahi suggests that it was this capacity for abstraction - given
form in the perforated marine shell, that set the homo-sapien apart from its rival
human species, as we were able to explore notions and values which exceeded our
rudimentary wants. We were able to aspire, to reach towards something outside of
ourselves, and, crucially, to communicate the value of abstractions to our peers,
such that we were operating on a shared value system. We could do business with
each other, because we commonly understood why certain items or values were to

be prized above others.

2 Ipid., ‘The First of Us.’



You may be wondering what this journey to the origin of our species has to say about
contemporary British values. | think the key element to grasp is that one of, if not the
defining characteristic of Homo sapiens, is our ability to grasp for values that exceed
our immediate needs, and to communicate this grasping to our peers.3 This ability
has been a crucial tool in humanity’s development, as it has allowed us to conceive
of structures, systems of meaning, ideas that have transformed our living conditions,
and facilitated our interconnectivity. We are not siloed creatures, but live in co-
existence, not always harmoniously of course, but more often than not in
communication, and therefore finding ways to connect. This then, is the impetus |
mentioned in the introduction, because if we can be clear as to the humanness of
grasping for values, and the utility inherent in this grasp, we can then move to isolate
and prioritise the pursuance of values that will maximise human cooperation and

ultimate flourishing.

What are typically British values?

Guru Nanak, the acknowledged founder of Sikhism,* taught the faith as firmly rooted

in its opposition to the caste system, an oppressive structure wherein the family or

tribe you are born into is a prime determinant for your outcomes later in life.

“Recognize the Lord’s Light within all, and do not consider social class or status;

there are no classes or castes in the world hereafter.” 5

3 Ibid.

4 Louis E. Fenech and W. H. McLeod, Historical Dictionary of Sikhism (Rowman & Littlefield, 2014),
2.

5 Dr. Sant Singh Khalsa, Siri Guru Granth Sahib (SikhNet Inc, 2020), vol. 2, accessed August 14,
2025, SGGS_Gurmukhi_English_Vol_2_edition_4 Mahalaa_85x11.pdf.
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Guru Nanak’s teaching here emphasises that the world hereafter is one where class,
status, caste, or any other worldly symbol of value pale into insignificance when put
up against the Lord’s Light. It's a message, at its core, of equality, as it implores all
humans to bask in the Light of the same Lord, and therefore to move past earthly

demarcators of status.

Nanak’s teaching emerged as part of the Sant tradition of Northern India, a tradition
that emphatically rejected the caste system.® This rejection stemmed from a belief
that liberation of the soul was to be found through deep meditation on the nam, (the
Divine Name), in a process known as nam simaran. Through this process, the soul
would be able to find “ultimate peace”,” and crucially this meditation was not the

preserve of any one caste; it was open and ready for all to find.

Application of this principle of the universality of the Lord’s Light in Sikhism can be
seen in the movement towards equality in the UK. This movement is a path, one we
as a country have not reached the end of by any means. But, just as with the original
Punjabi word for the traditions established in Sikhism “Sikhi”, meaning a lived path of
learning,® this pursuit of equality is an active process that is learned over a lifetime.
Just so is Britain developing its posture towards equality, testing the application of

this concept through its litigation, political debate and development of new statute.

6 Fenech and McLeon, Historical Dictionary of Sikhism, 3.
7 Ibid., 3.

8 Kamala Elizabeth Nayar and Jaswinder Singh Sandhu, The Sikh View of Happiness (Bloomsbury,
2020) 126.



Equality is something, at least notionally, at least rhetorically, that all have access to,

regardless of the accident of birth.

Building on the accessibility suggested in Nanak’s teaching, this essay promotes a
Rawlsian notion of equality, wherein a veil of ignorance provides a useful thought
experiment through which to judge the equality present in a society. Rawls’ startling
idea was that the best way to judge the relative equality of a society was to imagine
how society would be built if its builders had no idea of the class, ethnicity, age or
gender that they would come to occupy within that society.® In Rawls’ conception, all
human beings hover above the Earth, shrouded in a veil of ignorance as to their
earthly fate, and this ignorance lends itself to the design of a society where rights are
owed to all. Rawls’ insight taught us that in such a circumstance, the builders of a
society would design it to ensure all options for their future welfare were catered for.
As such, society would (and should) be constructed such that whatever person one
happens to emerge from the womb as, that person is treated just as any other would

be, able to access the same rights, accountable to the same rules.

Social mobility is a longstanding issue in British society, where the circumstances of
your birth can be the most important indicator of your prospects in later life. A 2019
developmental science study found that the two most important indicators for
children’s economic success in the UK is the socio-economic status of their parents,
and their inherited genetic differences.’0 This model hardly rings as a perfect

outgrowth of a Rawlsian model of a just society. Nonetheless, Britain has excellent

9 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Harvard University Press, 1971), 136.

10 Sophie von Stumm, Emily Smith-Woolley, Ziada Ayorech et al., ‘Predicting educational
achievement from genomic measures and socioeconomic status,” Development Science (2020):
Predicting educational achievement from genomic measures and socioeconomic status.
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institutions in place for the promotion of, and movement towards equality. For
instance, the Equality Act (2010), acts as a bulwark to ensure the rights of minorities
(ethnic, sex, disability, sexual orientation) are protected against discrimination by
employers, landlords, public bodies and private citizens. The retention of this
legislation may become a matter for political contestation if Reform UK is successful
in forming a government at the next election, ! but for the moment, this act holds

consensus amongst the political class, as a firm expression of a British value.

The Rule of Law

Distinct in emphasis from equality, but steeped in it nonetheless, is the concept of
the rule of law (hereinafter referred to as TROL). Lord Bingham, in his address to the
Sixth Sir David Williams Lecture, depicted TROL as a concept contingent on the
unselective application of rules and procedures, made and existing in public, and
ruled on in courtrooms.'2 Lord Bingham'’s definition in this case was quite rational,
and quite matter of fact. | would suggest no contrary opinion to this, save for the
emphasis that Bingham put on the practical working out of this concept. To my mind,
TROL is just as important in the abstract, as in the literal working out of itself in the
courtrooms of the land. Vital to the healthy functioning of society at large, is the
sense, held by the individual citizen, that they are to be treated just the same as their
fellow person, in accordance with the same rules, and held to the same standards.
The dissipation of this sense, whether real or perceived, can lead to civil unrest, the

rise of populism, and the fracturing of society.

1 Daniel Sandford, ‘Reform UK election pledges: 11 key policies analysed,” BBC News, June 17,
2024, accessed Aug 8 2025, Reform UK manifesto 2024: 11 key policies analysed - BBC News.

12 Lord Bingham, ‘The rule of law,” Cambridge Law Journal 66, no. 1 (2007): 2, Lord-Bingham-The-
rule-of-law.pdf.
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To centre my analysis on the UK, | will recall some recent political examples: Brexit

and the Southport Riots.

Many ingredients fed into the decision taken by the electorate, in the biggest
democratic exercise in modern British political history, taken on 23rd June 2016, to
vote to leave the European Union. The reasons as to why the country voted, albeit
by a slim margin, to exit the EU were various. Antipathy towards the historically high
levels of immigration experienced since the passage of the Lisbon Treaty in 2007,
and a perception that Britain’s economic potential was being strangled by a sluggish
Brussels bureaucracy both contributed. A more substantive critique ventured by
Brexiteers though was that Britain’s sovereignty was being infringed by the way the
EU formulated its rules and dictates, through its various arms and agencies, that
somehow Britain was a rule taker and not a rule maker.'3 This analysis ignored the
reality of Britain’s disproportionate influence on EU affairs, and the fact that Britain’s
preference was reflected in 88% of EU Council votes between 2009-2015%4. Still, this
rule-taker analysis offended a sense amongst Brexiteers that their right to be
governed according to rules made by them and visible to them, as Lord Bingham
spelled out in his definition, was being repeatedly violated, and this was no small

contribution towards the Brexit vote.

13 Paul Whiteley, ‘Why Britain really voted to leave the European Union,” Research Showcase,
accessed Aug 13, 2025, Why Britain really voted to leave the European Union | University of Essex.

14 Simon Hix and Sara Hagemann, ‘Is the UK a winner or loser in the EU Council?,” Nov 2, 2015,
accessed Aug 16, 2025, Is the UK a winner or loser in the EU Council? | European Union | The
Guardian.
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In the summer of 2024, with a freshly installed Labour government at the helm,
Britain descended into a riotous frenzy. At the epicentre of these riots, was the town
of Southport, in the north-western county of Merseyside. The riots were sparked
when news broke of a heinous crime committed by Axel Rudakubana (18), the
murderer of three schoolgirls at a Taylor Swift themed dance class.'® The vileness of
this crime would have caused unrest in any community, but the spreading by far-right
agitators of misinformation as to the religious identity of the attacker, with later
debunked reports suggesting that the killer was a muslim asylum seeker, caused
tensions to spill over, and just 36 hours following the offence, 50 officers had been
injured, and a local mosque targeted. Similar protests sprung up in Manchester,
Aldershot, London and Hartlepool. By the time the truth was established that the
killer was a Cardiff-born son of evangelical Christians, the damage had already been

done, with communities left wounded, societal dividing lines exposed.

The relevance of the rule of law amidst this riotous summer is interesting. In the
wake of the Southport massacre, Lucy Connolly, a Northampton-based childminder,
and wife of a Conservative councillor, tweeted: "set fire to all the... hotels [housing
asylum seekers]... for all | care".1® This was clearly an incendiary tweet, at least
endorsing and at worst inciting attacks on some of society’s most vulnerable people.
Before she deleted the post, it had come to be viewed 310,000 times.'” Connolly has

suffered greatly for this tweet, having first been sentenced to 31 months

15 Hannah Al-Othman, ‘Riots after Southport attack more similar to those in 1958 than in 2011 study
finds,” The Guardian, June 1, 2025, accessed Aug 25, 2025, Riots after Southport attack more similar
to those in 1958 than in 2011, study finds | Southport attack | The Guardian.

16 Ben Schofield, ‘How one woman’s racist tweet sparked a free speech row,” BBC News, 25 May
2025, accessed Aug 18, 2025, How Lucy Connolly's racist tweet sparked a free speech row - BBC
News.

17 1bid.
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imprisonment, and in May of this year, had leave to appeal the sentence length
refused by the Court of Appeal.'® However, Connolly was released in August, and on
the day of her release, The Sun (the highest circulating newspaper in the UK), ran a
quote on its front page coupled with a picture of Connolly, “I was PM’s Political
Prisoner”. The Sun could publish such a headline, safe in the knowledge that its
readership would be animated by a sense that the rule of law, an essential British

value, had been breached in Connolly’s case.

Connolly’s imprisonment has caused great consternation amongst sections of the
UK right, who believe this verdict to be nailed-on proof of the two-tier system of
justice reigning in the UK.'9 As an aspiring barrister, who has decided to commit my
career to the UK criminal justice system, | am loath to even hint at the notion of
judicial bias against perceivedly right-wing defendants, as compared to left-wing
defendants. Moreover, | don’t think it's born out by the facts. Connolly pled guilty to
inciting racial hatred contrary to the Public Order Act. She was sentenced by HH
Judge Inman KC, in Birmingham Crown Court, in line with sentencing guidelines.20
Perhaps Connolly’s mistake was tactical. She could easily have decided to plead not

guilty, which may well have led a jury to acquit her,2! as they did for a comparable

18 Ben Quinn, ‘Loss of sentence appeal over Southport tweet boosts far-right fundraising for Lucy
Connolly,” The Guardian, May 26, 2025, accessed Aug 4, 2025, Loss of sentence appeal over
Southport tweet boosts far-right fundraising for Lucy Connolly | Crime | The Guardian.

19 |bid.

20 [ ucy Connolly v The King [2025] EWCA Crim 657, May 20, 2025, accessed Aug 13, 2025, Lucy
Connolly -v- The King - Courts and Tribunals Judiciary.

21 Kenan Malik, ‘Lucy Connolly is no hero, but her words shouldn’t be a crime,” The Observer, Aug 24,
2025, accessed Aug 29, 2025, Lucy Connolly is no hero, but her words shouldn’t be a crime.
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incident, in the case of Ricky Jones.22 Further, recent arrests of hundreds of
pensioners protesting the proscription of Palestine Action attests to the fact that the
justice system works to implement the law as its written, whomever it may end up

convicting.

Democracy

It can read strangely to consider democracy to be a value. Perhaps the intuitive
reading of democracy would suggest this is a procedural function, a way of
conducting decision making, rather than a value that can be taught and replicated.
However, democracy is more than a voting system, it's a statement of values, which
endorses decision making by a majority (be that a plurality or a majoritarian vote)
following a free and fair exchange of views on a subject. This process operates
across scores of institutions in Britain: from schools, to hospitals, to businesses, and

even private members clubs.

In a notorious 2023 row, the centuries old Garrick Club found itself in hot water when
its status as a club not admitting women members was latched on by a hungry
press. The accusation levelled against the club was that this antiquated rule

offended the morality of modern Britain, as it could not be right that a highly

22 7ak Sherratt and Cash Murphy, ‘Labour councillor Ricky Jones cleared of encouraging violent
behaviour,” BBC News, Aug 15, 2025, accessed Aug 20, 2025, Labour councillor Ricky Jones cleared
of encouraging violent behaviour - BBC News.
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influential private members club, in which the rich and powerful mix, could be

allowed to exclude women, without suffering social pushback.23

This was a democratic argument, as women’s exclusion was perceived as out of
step with British values, in which the open access for all to spaces of public
significance is trumpeted. Despite the Garrick being a private club, the influence it
was seen to wield as a site for socialising of the elite, was crucial in creating the
pressure base necessary for the Garrick to reform its policy and admit women for the
first time. This then, was an expression of democracy as a value reaching even into
the country’s most private spaces, where exclusivity and separation from the public

is treasured.

Values for Humans to Aspire To

| will reach back to the beginning of this essay, to repeat the point that aspiration
towards values is an inherently human endeavour, an exercise that underlines our

humanity. As such, any of the values cited above are worthy of human aspiration.

However, | would like to focus on democracy as the most important value for humans
to trumpet as we go into the second quarter of the twenty-first century.
If we rewind to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and Francis Fukuyama’s infamous

exclamation of the “End of History”,24 a neutral onlooker would have been forgiven

23 Gaby Hinsliff, ‘The Garrick row is not about women getting in - it's about the dinosaurs desperate to
keep us out,” The Guardian, March 22, 2024, accessed Aug 2, 2025, The Garrick row is not about
women getting in — it's about the dinosaurs desperate to keep us out | Gaby Hinsliff | The Guardian.

24 Francis Fukuyama, ‘The End of History?,” The National Interest, no. 16 (1989): 3, The End of
History? on JSTOR.
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for thinking that any debate about the most ideal form for modern society was now
over - it had to be democracy! Moving back to the present day in our analysis, and
the trend is not a democratic one. We see thriving so-called benevolent dictatorships
in Singapore, and the Emirati Kingdoms - with Brits falling over each other to escape
to Dubai’s tax-friendly zone.25 We also see China, enacting communism with a
Chinese face - harnessing the power of free market capitalism to achieve stunning
economic gains under the tutelage and tight oversight of the State. Societies outside
the now deeply fragmented liberal democratic order are proving to be extremely
successful in economic terms, with a rising middle class, and consumer base, and a
GDP per capita that rivals or bests the democratic empires of yesteryear. For
instance, three of the top five countries on the GDP per capita index are not
democracies.26 Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar and the UAE all rank ahead of the UK
on this metric too.27 This statistic matters as it shows that non-democratic societies,
with explicit or covert restraints on citizen liberty can achieve market-leading
economic outcomes for their citizens, and therefore achieve longevity by

guaranteeing citizen buy-in to the system.

In the long run, such economic success, achieved by non-democracies, coupled in
the UK, with the longest freeze on living standards since the Napoleonic era,28 gives

rise to the risk of social fragmentation, as citizens no longer feel that the social

25 John O’Ceallaigh, ‘I joined the exodus to Dubai - and it’s a relief to be out of the UK, The
Telegraph, March 18, 2025, accessed July 15, 2025, | joined the exodus to Dubai — and it’s a relief to
be out of the UK.

26 World Bank Development Indicators, ‘GDP per Capita,” Worldometer, December 16, 2024,
accessed Aug 22, 2025, GDP per Capita - Worldometer.

27 |bid.

28 TUC Press Office, ‘TUC head - UK workers are facing “two decades of lost living standards,” TUC,
Oct 18, 2022, accessed July 4, 2025, TUC head — UK workers are facing “two decades of lost living
standards” | TUC.
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contract is being reflected in their settlement. The modern citizen, since the
Thatcherite revolution, is a consumer at heart, and needs to see bang for buck. If
consumer citizens no longer feel that democracy is yielding the economic outcomes
they have come to expect, and that comparable systems of government, wherein
liberty sacrifices are required, could yield stronger benefits, then consumers will

make rational economic choices, and opt out of democracy.

My message is that this is dangerous. Democracy is the safeguard for liberty,
freedom, equality, and the rule of law. If we lose democracy, then the other British
values this essay has trumpeted will also fall by the wayside. Democracy needs

protecting. The social contract is in need of renewal.

Conclusion

To close, | would like to draw upon the words of the newly installed Head of
Communications for Morecambe FC, a team in the fifth tier of English football,
recently taken over by Sikh sport investment fund, Panjab Warriors. Addressing

Panjab’s takeover, Gurpreet Singh said:

"For us, our heritage, our culture and our faith are our core principles. They make us
who we are. And it is these principles - discipline, trustfulness, compassion - that we

want to bring to Morecambe.”29

29 Daniel Austin, ‘Sikh owners, Sikh manager - what Morecambe takeover means to community,” BBC
Sport, Aug 22, 2025, accessed Aug 26, 2025, Morecambe takeover: What Panjab Warriors and Ashvir
Johal history means for Sikhs - BBC Sport.
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Panjab Warriors are not just the first Sikh owners of a football team in the UK, but
they have also installed the first Sikh manager, Ashvir Singh Johal. If Panjab
Warriors can follow through on their mission statement, proving themselves to be in
touch with fans’ desires for Morecambe’s development, transparent in their financial
dealings, and invest back into the local community, then this new ownership could be
transformational in assisting in relations between faiths in North-West England,
offering a template for other clubs, and by extension modelling a community
cohesiveness that is threatened in Britain. Democracy is at the heart of allowing
these values to flourish, as democracy provides the structure wherein people of
different heritage can freely express and exchange, moving as they do to positions of

connection, basking under the Lord’s Light; yearning for truth, hoping for change.

Now more than ever, it is important for us as Britons to remember the values that
make us strong, recall the benefits that accrue from a shared grasping for these
values, and do all we can to fight together to preserve and build a country fit to raise

our grandchildren.

Written by Peter R. Jacobs
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