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Foreword

Put out more fl ags! That’s the mood of the moment. A new 
preoccupation with borders is palpable from Hungary, where a 
contrived plebiscite just notched up a 98 per cent vote against 
the European Union’s refugee quotas, to a rageful presidential 
election campaign trail in the United States, where Donald 
Trump’s distinct pitch is that America’s openness to the world 
is shortchanging its workers and fi rms. A new nationalism is 
evident across the British political spectrum too.

Labour’s Liverpool conference was defi ned by divisions over 
the leadership, but under the surface was another split, between an unapologetically 
pro-immigration Jeremy Corbyn, and his MPs, who warn that he has closed his ears to 
the anxieties of the electors. The progressive intellectual David Marquand, who writes 
on p34, has decided that the le�  is doomed to fail if it swims against the political tide 
of national identity, and that its future lies instead in hitching itself to the benign civic 
nationalism, found in places like Scotland and Wales.

There was, by contrast, no need to delve beneath the surface of the Conservative 
get-together in Birmingham to sense the turbo-charged patriotism. Those, including 
the prime minister, who were recently committed to Britain remaining in the EU were 
busy forgetting it. In advance of any economic evidence about a Brexit which has not 
yet occurred, the “Project Fear” script of June was swapped for “Project Not So Bad.” 
The Brexiteers were giddy to the point of delusion, with Trade Secretary Liam Fox 
arguing that the UK will somehow be able to trade even more freely with Europe from 
outside the single market. Theresa May signalled that border control will weigh at least 
as heavily as economics as she negotiates future relations with Europe. Her Defence 
Secretary announced that human rights law should no longer constrain British soldiers 
fi ghting overseas. And her Home Secretary—not long ago a liberal Remainer—proposed 
forcing employers to publish lists of lawfully resident foreign staff , as if they were 
something to be embarrassed about. 

Most fatefully, the PM committed to formalise the Brexit process by March, 
while also—as Jolyon Maugham explains on p7—asking MPs to repeal the European 
Communities Act now, before they can have any idea of what she will negotiate to put 
in its place. It is an irresponsible request, and like much of the new nationalism, one 
which looks weird, when economies remain so interconnected. Barry Eichengreen’s 
authoritative stocktake on globalisation (p44) concludes that—while integration is no 
longer accelerating, as in the 1990s—there is no sign of it unravelling, as it did in the 
1930s. The upshot? If politics pushes people and businesses back behind borders, then 
that is going to be mightily disruptive: there will be less prosperity to share around. 

But the reason, of course, why the politics have reached this point is that the 
prosperity was never properly shared. The resulting despair in Brexit Britain, and the 
hurting “hillbilly” communities that Diane Roberts describes on p28 are now creating 
a serious headache for the world’s have-a-lots. Their headache won’t clear until they 
address the plight of the have-nots. 

Patriot games in a 
global economy
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If I ruled the world
Eimear McBride

I f I did rule the world, no one would be allowed to post 
opinions online about a woman’s appearance without 
being obliged to post a photograph of themselves in a sim-
ilar state. So, if the woman is undressed, they’d have to be 

as well. If she’d just had a baby, they would have had to also. If 
she’d eaten a burger, had a night on the tiles or spent all morning 
being vomited on by a child, her critic would have to reveal how 
their looks held up in those circumstances before commenting.

While the internet has democratised access to information, 
which is a good thing, it’s also become a powerful platform for the 
propagation of bigotry, racism, homophobia and misogyny. Never 
before in modern history have so many people been able to evade 
responsibility for their own publicly expressed opinions or avoided 
consequences for the damage they’ve inflicted upon others.

This is never more obvious than in the perpetual vilification of 
the appearances, reproductive capabilities, opinions and achieve-
ments of women in the public sphere. Formal legal equality is now 
a given, but women have had to pay for their release from domestic 
servitude with an ongoing backlash, which reacts violently against 
every aspect of their womanhood, not to mention their humanity. 
Every function of the female body, from periods to childbirth, is 
pilloried and any woman striking beyond the moulds of saint or 
slut set by the straight white male is deemed an apocalyptic sign.

If witnessing the inevitable excoriation of women in the public 
sphere online was not bad enough, its toxic after-effect has trick-
led down through our culture and permitted the resentful, cow-
ardly and chauvinistic to direct sexist bilge towards every female in 
sight. The concerns of women are constantly infantilised and even 
direct threats of rape and violence treated as a matter about which 
we should simply show a little more good humour.

Given how uniformly the online trolling community clings 
to anonymity, it’s safe to assume the lack of it might make them 
think more carefully about what kind of contribution they’re mak-
ing to society. So I would pull away their veil. The troll’s argument 
inevitably returns to freedom of speech, which, for sure, is a prin-
ciple that must be upheld above all else. I have yet to hear one 
good argument for censorship as a solution. Indeed the message 
that women should censor themselves and their online presences 
(for their own protection, of course) is the buzzing bluebottle that 
never gets swatted. Freedom of speech, however, is a right and, as 
with all rights, it has its responsibilities. A person unwilling to take 
responsibility for exercising this right in a free democracy—which 
is a different situation to those living and working within 
politically or religiously repressive regimes—makes a 
mockery of it, its significance to western society and 
what others have sacrificed in order to protect it.

While police action is the only adequate method 
of dealing with those venting spleen through rape 
threats, those who are so keen to anonymously 
humiliate and traduce women’s appearances 
might think twice if they had to contemplate 
putting themselves in a position similarly 
open to public ridicule. God, I regret the 
energy women have to waste on this non-
sense. Therefore I decree: dinosaurs of the 
world, evolve!
Eimear McBride is an award-winning 
novelist. Her latest novel “The Lesser 
Bohemians” was published in August 
by Faber & Faber. 
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Letters
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In fact
The first graduating class of New 
Mexico State University, that of 1893, 
had just one member, who was shot 
and killed shortly before graduation.
New Mexico State University

The landmass of Bangladesh is 
one-118th the size of Russia, but its 
population exceeds Russia’s by more 
than 25m.
New York Times, 23rd September 
2016

The last time a Republican was 
elected President of the United 
States without a Nixon or a Bush on 
the ticket was 1928.
Politifact, 26th January 2015

In the UK, 27 per cent of men still 
live at home aged 27, compared to 
only 13 per cent of women.
New Statesman, 20th September 
2016

Of those Americans who earn 
$100,000 to $149,999 a year, 
nearly half have less than $1,000 
in savings; 18 per cent have nothing.
Bloomberg, 20th September 2016

The world’s tallest unsupported 
flagpole is in Saudi Arabia’s second 
city Jeddah. It measures 170m. 
The flag measures 50 metres by 33 
metres and weighs 570kg.
“Worth Dying For: The Power and 
Politics of Flags” by Tim Marshall

A quarter of Donald Trump supporters 
believe that Supreme Court Justice 
Antonin Scalia was murdered.
Rollcall, 10th May 2016

North Korea has only 28 websites.
Guardian, 21st September 2016

Old school
Alan Johnson describes, elo-
quently, the problems of the old 
grammar school system (“Schools 
and hard knocks,” October). That 
system became deeply unpopular 
with middle-class parents, who 
were unwilling for any of their chil-
dren to go to secondary moderns. 
The abolition of grammars allowed 
academies and free schools to 
emerge, which in places like Lon-
don have delivered truly high qual-
ity, non-selective education for all.

But this hasn’t happened every-
where. There are too many places 
around the country, like Knows-
ley, where very bright children are 
failed and have been for decades. 
For them, a small number of se-
lective schools could be transfor-
mative. So while a return to a full 
grammar system would be bad, 
they have a place.  
Rachel Wolf, Education Adviser 
to former Prime Minister David 
Cameron

Federal findings
Adam Tomkins, in his learned 
panegyric on the American anti-
federalists (“Federal flaw,” Octo-
ber) said that in 1781 they believed 
that free movement was necessary 
in the Union “to secure and per-
petuate mutual friendship.” His 
suggestion is that had the Euro-
pean Union adopted such a policy, 
Brexit could have been prevented. 
Yet allowing “free ingress to and 
from any other state,” gives too 
much importance to his special-
ism, public law. Xenophobia, not 
legal niceties, really fired the 
“Leave” campaign. 
David Cheshire, Verwood

“The ‘Leave’ vote was a clear sign 
that the British people did not want 
to be part of a federal Europe,” 
opines Adam Tomkins. Yet 51.9 per 
cent (and less than a third of those 
eligible to vote did so) is not “a clear 
sign” from the British people.
Harry Collier, Malmesbury

The engineers
I read James Dyson’s column (“If 
I Ruled the World,” September) 
with extreme delight. Most of my 
career was spent teaching engi-
neering students. I learned that 
good exam students are not nec-
essarily good creators and innova-

tors, whereas lateral thinkers are 
not good at passing exams but can 
handle unexpected situations. 

National educational policy 
seems to be about exams and 
selection. My experience is that 
young people develop at different 
rates and to test to decide their 
fate at a particular age is mis-
guided. 
Denis Brook, Huddersfield

Women in power
Rachel Holmes’s insightful piece 
(“The ascent of woman,” Octo-
ber) neatly encapsulates the chal-
lenges facing women in politics, 
and why the presence of female 
leaders in London, Berlin and 
maybe Washington is unlikely 
to revolutionise the lives of most 
women. As with minority groups, 
the representation of women in 
politics is imperative for reasons 
both principled and practical, and 
yet they are sometimes criticised 
for failing to bring about real 
change. One theory holds that 
once the representatives of dis-
advantaged groups reach power, 
they lose touch with the interests 
of the constituencies they are sup-
posed to represent. Holmes high-
lights that the obstacles to change 
go well beyond this.
Jessica Abrahams, Barcelona

Rachel Holmes is right to ask 
whether the triumph of one or 
two women is likely to improve the 
chances of all women to rise to the 
top. The Women’s Equality Party 
(WEP) has been created precise-
ly because, since our last female 
Prime Minister fell from power 25 
years ago, progress on equal pay 
and how women are perceived has 
been depressingly slow. In some 
cases, it has even been reversed. 

When I joined the workforce 
in 2000, it did not even occur to 
me that gender would be a factor 
in my career. Yet getting just a 
third of company board members 
to be female is still a struggle. So 
much so that leading business-
women have set up the 30 per 
cent Club to try and achieve this 
modest target. (Six years into its 
existence, the figure has reached 
26 per cent). 

The WEP claims that having 
a few women succeed at the high-
est level is not enough. It must be 

possible for every woman. And 
they are right. We do need to find 
a way to fund or share childcare so 
that women can get out there and 
achieve their goals. The WEP has 
raised a fund exclusively to pay for 
the childcare of their candidates—
an inspired move that has enabled 
many more women to participate 
in political life. 

However, I also believe in 
the importance of role models. 
When I look at Theresa May and 
other female leaders, I do want 
to push harder against the barri-
ers Holmes writes of. And I know 
from personal experience that 
May has taken the time and ef-
fort to support the advancement 
of women within the Conservative 
Party. In 2005, when there were 
just 17 Conservative women MPs, 
she co-founded Women2Win to 
increase their number. Today 
there are 68. In this, she is a world 
away from Margaret Thatcher. 
And I have no doubt, both as a 
symbol and by her actions, she 
will do much to improve oppor-
tunities for women at home and 
abroad.
Sophie Brodie, Blackheath

Picking winners
I was encouraged to read David 
Willetts’s article (“The hands-
on economy,” October) but fear 
he has only got half the message 
when it comes to state interven-
tion in industrial sectors. We have 
a track record in the UK of listen-
ing too much to the researchers 
and incumbents and too little to 
customers and the market. 

Industrial strategy must sup-
port demand for products and ser-
vices to help developing compa-
nies. We need to develop national 
sectors, otherwise we just end up 
subsidising academics to develop 
intellectual property for sale to 
China and the United States.
Matthew Rhodes, Board Director, 
Greater Birmingham and Solihull 
Local Enterprise Partnership

A good sport
What is all this nonsense about 
golf being a sport (“Letters,” 
October)? It is a game. There are 
only three sports by definition: 
hunting, shooting and fishing.
Eddie Rudge, 
Kidderminster

“I wasn’t copying off  others.
I was crowdsourcing 

the answers”
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Opinions
David Runciman

Marks out of No. 10
Prime ministerial legacies are about party, not just country. That might save Dave

How is history going to treat David Cam-
eron? Making snap judgments on a prime 
minister’s long-term legacy can be a dan-
gerous business. When Tony Blair was 
cheered out of the Commons he looked 
set for a dignified, if lucrative, afterlife. 
It’s proved far more lucrative than anyone 
could have imagined, but barely 10 years 
on there’s not much dignity left. Blair is 
being fitted out for the role of statesman 
as pariah. On the other hand, some prime 
ministers have just the reputation their con-
temporaries might have anticipated. Did 
anyone wave William Gladstone out of the 
Commons muttering under their breath 
that history would cut him down to size? He 
looms as large as ever. Did anyone say good-
bye to Anthony Eden thinking that his real 
accomplishments would eventually earn 
their due? Suez was never going to get out 
of the way, and it hasn’t. Sometimes, what 
you see is what you get. 

The trouble with Cameron is that it’s pos-
sible to see his time in office from two very 
different points of view. From the perspec-
tive of the country at large, his legacy looks 
weighed down with negatives. The UK is as 
divided as it has been in its modern history, 
with Scotland only locked in by economic 
blackmail to a union that lacks political 
legitimacy. Brexit revealed a nation split by 
generation, education and region, with nei-
ther side able to comprehend the concerns 
of the other. The political system is broken 
but seemingly impossible to reform. The 
economic recovery is fragile and vulnera-
ble to future shocks. The country’s foreign 
policy is in tatters, scarred by military mis-
adventures in Libya (a disaster for which a 
recent select committee singled Cameron 
out for particular blame) diplomatic blun-
dering over Syria and no plan B for Britain’s 
future relationship with Europe. Cameron 
has left his successors an almighty mess.

Yet seen from the perspective of his 
party, Cameron could be considered a con-
quering hero. The immediate successor he 
has bequeathed them is a true Tory, who 
thinks like many of them do. The Conserva-
tive Party has not been so comfortable with 
its leader for a generation—even if she did 
use her first set-piece conference speech 
in Birmingham to disown virtually every 
aspect of Cameron’s own liberal and met-
ropolitan brand of Conservatism. The-

resa May inherits from Cameron two faits 
accompli that would once have seemed 
impossible pipedreams, even under Mrs 
Thatcher. Britain will leave the EU, prob-
ably before the next election. Meanwhile, 
the Tories will very likely win that election, 
because they no longer face a viable party 
of opposition. On Cameron’s watch, Brus-
sels was vanquished and the Labour Party 
was effectively neutralised. Many Tories 
would not have thought such things could 
ever happen. When Cameron took over the 
leadership in 2005, with Blair still firmly in 
place, they would have been fantasy. To bor-
row from sporting parlance, if you’d offered 

many Tory MPs, party members and voters 
the twin prospect of seeing off Europe and 
Labour within little more than a decade, 
they’d have bitten your arm off.

It’s tempting to assume that in the long 
run, national interest will shape Cameron’s 
reputation far more than party benefits. 
That might be a mistake. History gets writ-
ten by the winners and if the Tories are set 
on 15 or more years of uninterrupted rule, 
Cameron will have plenty of padding for 
his legacy. By contrast, Blair left the coun-
try in fairly decent shape; it was his party 
that looked in trouble, not least because of 
his irreconcilable relationship with his suc-
cessor. And it was the party that turned on 
Blair first. As an ex-PM he lost the affec-
tions of his erstwhile supporters long before 
he lost the admiration of his former oppo-
nents, some of whom—including Cameron 
and George Osborne—still carry a torch for 
his accomplishments. But it’s a light they 
increasingly have to hide. Where the party 
leads, history tends to follow.

A lot depends for Cameron on the attitude 
he takes. At the moment, he is likely to be 
thinking more of the national picture. After 
all, exiting the EU was not the achievement 
he wished to be remembered for—whatever 
his personal views about Europe—and it 
has empowered the people within the party 
whom he considers his enemies. Equally, 
though the implosion of Labour is some-
thing that any true Tory must relish, it has 

had the same effect: some of May’s free-
dom of manoeuvre to banish the Cameroons 
comes from the fact that she does not feel 
constrained by an alternative party of gov-
ernment sitting opposite. Early indications 
from a few people close to Cameron—like his 
former communications director Craig Oli-
ver—are that he is still smarting at the bruis-
ing nature of his exit and the rapid changing 
of the guard. Were he to nurse those griev-
ances, things might get ugly.

What he almost certainly will not do is 
repeat the mistakes of his one-time hero. 
If Cameron makes money, it won’t be on 
Blair’s brazen scale. If he intervenes in Brit-
ish politics, it won’t be with Blair’s counter-
productive preachiness.

Perhaps the biggest danger is that Cam-
eron’s natural instinct to rise above it all 
will leave him looking a little detached. A 
chillaxing former PM might be as irritat-
ing to his party as a sulking one. If he gives 
the impression that he is not too bothered 
while they struggle with the ghastly details 
of negotiating Brexit, it may reinforce the 
lingering suspicion that he was never that 
serious about any of it. Like Blair when he 
left office, Cameron is still young and he 
has a long ex-prime-ministership ahead 
of him. Even if he avoids Blair’s blunders, 
he has a delicate balancing act to perform, 
somewhere between party and country, and 
between saying too much and doing too lit-
tle. Being prime minister is a tough job. So 
these days is once having been one.
David Runciman is professor of politics and 
a fellow of Trinity Hall, at the University 
of Cambridge

“What time am I scheduled
to throw my weight around?”

“A chillaxing former PM 
might be as irritating as 
a sulking one”
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Jolyon Maugham

Repeal now, pay later
May is inviting MPs to trust her on Brexit. They shouldn’t

Theresa May’s proposed Great Repeal 
Act moves the Brexit debate on, but only 
on how Brexit will occur. The what—the 
shape of our future relations with Europe, 
that is, the question glossed over by May’s 
“Brexit means Brexit” soundbite—remains 
unanswered.

From one point of view, repeal legislation 
merely advances to today a step that would 
otherwise be taken tomorrow. The European 
Communities Act 1972—which translates 
into our domestic law the rights and respon-
sibilities derived from European Union 
membership—would need repealing any-
way. And the mooted Act won’t take effect 
until we leave. It does nothing now.

All of this is right, and yet it misses the 
import of May’s move. Hopes for our remain-
ing in the EU rest, as they have done since 
the referendum, on the sequencing of events. 
Voters, when they entered the booth on 23rd 
June, priced up the present resentments of 
staying against the discounted future costs 
of leaving. The passing of time could cause 
them to reassess the balance, to reflect on 
the reality of life outside the EU. If invest-
ment stalled, jobs were lost, tax revenues 
hit, and the promised NHS savings reversed, 
public opinion could turn. Those who won 
the fight to “Leave” know it. Hence their 
urgency. We must leave now, they say, damn-
ing the consequences of acting precipitately.

See the battle to Brexit in these terms, 
and you begin to grasp why Leavers have 
argued for May’s solution: legislation now, 
adopted by parliament now, authorising 
repeal of the 1972 Act later, at a moment 
the Executive picks. Now the result of the 
referendum provides an impetus for parlia-
ment to act. Now a narrative around betrayal 
of the will encourages MPs to forget the 
dubious circumstances in which the refer-
endum result was obtained. But later? Who 
knows?

So legislate now, prospectively, and place 
the means of enacting the repeal in the 
hands of the PM alone. Parliamentarians 
are ordinarily amenable to the pressure of 
the electorate. But with the opposition party 
shamefully absent from this historic debate, 
the PM is effectively accountable only 
through her own Conservative MPs. A future 
change in the tides of democratic opinion 
will not rescue her from her own party.

And yet, all is not lost. The Great Repeal 
Act is also a mighty throw of the dice by 
Leavers. Previously, there was a world in 
which MPs had no opportunity to vote on 
Brexit until it was too late. Article 50 would 

be triggered, divorce terms negotiated, our 
membership ended, and only then—as a 
tidying up exercise—would MPs be asked to 
repeal the now-empty vessel of the 1972 law. 
The rights it had conferred on citizens would 
have dissipated already. Indeed, this is the 
world that the Article 50 challenge—which 
will be heard in the High Court during Octo-
ber—was designed to head off, with the argu-
ment that triggering Article 50 amounted to 
a functional repeal of the European Com-
munities Act, illegitimate because only par-
liament can make or break statute.

But to deliver her Great Repeal, May will 
have to persuade MPs to support it. To vote 
for an Act they cannot know the effect of. 
It is a leap into the unknown—and no ordi-
nary leap. There can hardly be an aspect of 
our national life that the EU does not touch. 
Indeed, this is why May had to announce 
that alongside the repeal there will be a 
measure adopting everything we derive from 
the EU treaties as domestic law. But this can-
not fix everything. For much of our law must 
change when we leave: our membership of 
the Customs Union, our system of VAT, 
reciprocal healthcare arrangements, and so 
on. What is to happen to all this?

So May will have to persuade MPs to sup-
port her Great Repeal leap—and peers too. 
I do not believe the Salisbury Convention, 
which prevents the Lords from blocking 
measures promised in an election mani-
festo, would apply. Many peers are ada-
mant that their Chamber will not pass such 
an Act. Most importantly, the Great Repeal 
Act gives MPs the chance to table what a 
responsible government would offer anyway. 
The binary leave/remain referendum ques-
tion skated over the many parallel universes 
offered up during the campaign: lower and 
not lower immigration; inside and not inside 
the single market; money spent and not 
spent on the NHS; retained and not retained 
regional subsidies. Without clarity over what 
the electorate was actually asked, how can 
we interpret their answer?

Even if, at this early stage, parliamen-
tarians feel unable to resist May’s prospec-
tive repeal, they could still adopt a measure 
that gave the electorate the chance to choose 
between the relationship we have with the 
EU, and that which our Three Brexiteers 
manage to negotiate for us. A referendum 
on that deal: now that really would be tak-
ing back control.
Jolyon Maugham QC is a barrister who 
specialises in revenue law with a predominantly 
litigation-based practice
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Owen Hatherley

The ugliest buildings in Britain
Tastes change. But poor quality never comes into style

For the last 10 years, the architecture paper 
Building Design has awarded their Carbuncle 
Cup to “the ugliest building completed in the 
United Kingdom” in the last 12 months. The 
latest winner, announced in September, is 
Lincoln Plaza, a cluster of high-rise towers in 
Canary Wharf, designed by BUJ Architects 
for Galliard Homes. It garnered an unusual 
amount of press attention for an architecture 
story, as the Carbuncle Cup always does; as 
many column inches, usually, as the “best 
building” award, the Stirling Prize. 

Normally a faintly bathetic statement is 
issued by the client (never the shamefaced 
architect). This time, a Galliard spokesper-
son mumbled: “these awards are really sub-
jective matters of taste,” and given that “the 
scheme sold out” it is evidently “liked by the 
purchasers.” Those buyers might have had 
an eye on the increase in reputation of archi-
tecture previously considered carbuncular. 
We’re now living through one of those revi-
sionist moments that happens every 25 or so 
years. Georgian architecture was loathed by 
the Victorians who were loathed in turn by 
the Modernists (who loved the Georgians) 
who were hated by the post-modernists who 
are in turn hated by the modernist revivalists. 

The cycle moves on endlessly, and the con-
sequence today is that a huge amount of the 
architecture despised by most people born 
between the 1940s and the 1970s—post-war 
modernism, and especially its most aggres-
sive variant, Brutalism—is now fashionable. 
The likes of Sheffield’s Park Hill, London’s 
Trellick Tower and the National Theatre 
appear on plates and tea-towels, just as Vic-
torian architecture did in the 1970s and 80s. 

The phrase “Carbuncle” was coined for 
this architecture, when a 1984 competition 
for an extension to William Wilkins’s fussy 
National Gallery was won by Ahrends Bur-
ton and Koralek, with an asymmetrical Bru-
talist design. It was attacked in a speech by 
Prince Charles as a “monstrous carbuncle on 
the face of a much-loved and elegant friend.” 
After much behind-the-scenes lobbying, it 
was replaced with a post-modernist design 
by Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, 
with “contextual” Corinthian columns where 
it faced Trafalgar Square, Egyptian columns 
round the corner, and stark brick for the back 
ends where nobody was looking—a striking 
image of the post-modernist liking for ironic 
historical pick’n’mix. For Charles the irony 
wasn’t the point so much as the decorum—
the fact the new building “looked” to the cas-
ual eye a lot like the old one. 

Now that the buildings of Ahrendts Bur-

ton and Koralek—like the Berkeley Library 
in Dublin, or Chichester Theological Col-
lege—are among the Brutalist monuments 
adored by young enthusiasts, has the idea of 
“carbuncles” become meaningless? After all, 
one of the earliest examples of Brutalist revi-
sionism was a short 2004 Channel Four film 
by Tom Dyckhoff entitled I Love Carbuncles. 
Lovers of brutalism tend to abhor post-mod-
ernism, but for designers in the architecture 
schools, a semi-ironic love of “po-mo” is a fine 
way to obtain a rep for naughtiness and dar-
ing. Will people come to love the 10 winners 
since 2006 of the Carbuncle Cup?

In the case of Lincoln Plaza, it’s fair to 
say that crimes against fashion and taste are 
the reasons why it won. These towers of “lux-
ury flats” are clad in the sort of elaborately 
patterned metal and trespa sheets that were 
enormously popular in residential buildings 
in London, Birmingham and Manchester 
between the late 1990s and approximately 
2011. Many of the same speculative flats are 
being built now, but clad instead in austere 
grids of brick, which nod respectfully to the 
Georgian tradition and the more well-man-
nered modern architecture of the Nether-
lands. Lincoln Plaza is simply unfashionable 
rather than actively awful, though it is hard 
to imagine the architectural hipsters of 2040 
showing much interest. This hasn’t been the 
case with most earlier winners of the prize, 
where it has been the damage to townscape, 
rather than to architectural sensibilities, that 
has been the reason for the award.

In 2006 the inaugural prize was taken by 
the Drake Circus Shopping Centre in Plym-
outh, which frames a bombed-out church 
with wafers of orange plastic. In 2009 the 
inept Liverpool Pier Head Terminal won for 
the chutzpah of being placed opposite one of 
Europe’s greatest urban set pieces. In 2013 
the winner was the shocking 465 Caledo-
nian Road in London, prefabricated student 
flats shoved with breathtaking clumsiness 
behind the propped-up, preserved facade 
of a Victorian warehouse. The Carbuncle 
Cup has usually been awarded to schemes 
like these which do active violence to impor-
tant, cared-for serious places with architec-
ture that is cheap, tossed-off and dictated by 
the demands of what the British government 
euphemistically calls “value engineering.” 

This is a real and intractable problem 
in British architecture and British cities: a 
carelessness, negligence and cheapness that 
debases the urban landscape everywhere 
from Plymouth to Leith. 

These “carbuncles” are of a fundamen-
tally different kind to those of Brutalism, 
which were based on juxtaposing historic 
buildings with strongly contrasting modern 
ones, conceived with some conviction, how-
ever apparently misplaced. The important 
argument is not about style wars fought out 
with silly, heated language, but of something 
much deeper—a negligence of quality and 
care in the built environment that is endemic 
in contemporary Britain, whether the clad-
ding is in brick or in trespa.
Owen Hatherley is an author on architecture. 
His most recent books are “Landscapes of 
Communism” (Penguin) and “The Ministry of 
Nostalgia” (Verso)

“I hate it when you work from home”

Apartments in Lincoln Plaza, the latest 
winner of Building Design’s Carbuncle Cup
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Shami Chakrabarti

A supreme injustice
Women lawyers have long been abundant. Which makes our lack of female judges a scandal

Do you remember “the Supremes”? Not the 
great Motown girl band of the 1960s, but 
that classic episode of The West Wing from 
March 2004. It concerns a vacancy on the 
United States Supreme Court and the mach-
inations that President Josiah Bartlet has to 
go through in order to nominate a progres-
sive woman. 

If a Bake Off-deprived BBC commissioned 
a new “Great British” political drama, the 
equivalent episode would be no less poign-
ant. The Prime Minister meets with her new 
Justice Secretary—both of them women. 
Yes both women, and not only because the 
Westminster Wing would be set in a liberal 
fantasyland, but because that’s where real-
life politics has progressed to in the age of 
Theresa May and Elizabeth Truss. But the 
anxious discussion of their screenplay equiv-
alents concerns why the judiciary in general 
and Supreme Court in particular has failed 
to keep up. Each laments the fact that after 
well over a decade in our highest court—and 
due to retire in a few short years—Baroness 
Hale of Richmond remains the first and only 
woman. I don’t want to spoil the suspense for 
you, but in short they resolve that something 
must be done.

The stats are eye-watering by any meas-
ure. Our highest court (originally the Law 
Lords) welcomed the first and only woman 
in 2004. It subsequently “modernised” into 
a Supreme Court but still with only one 
woman out of 12 justices (8 per cent). This 
lags shamefully behind the position in equiv-
alent courts overseas. On the Canadian 
Supreme Court, four out of eight judges are 
women—a ninth judge is in the process of 
being appointed. The Australian High Court 
has managed three out of seven, and New 
Zealand three out of six. On the French Con-
seil constitutionnel, it is four out of nine; and 
on the bench of the US Supreme Court, there 
are currently three women out of the current 
one-judge-short total of eight. 

The progress of our other courts has been 
disappointingly sluggish as well. The Court 
of Appeal has edged from three in 2007 (8 
per cent) to the present eight (which is still 
only 21 per cent); the High Court from 10 (9 
per cent) to 22 (21 per cent) over the same 
period, and the Circuit Bench from 73 (11 per  
cent) to 160 (26 per cent). If this sounds like 
some sort of advance, recall that women have 
now been entering the law in Britain in num-
bers equal to or greater than men for dec-
ades, which—surely—ought to mean we’d be 
looking at real 50-50 equality. 

One would hope that judges could agree 

on this eminently reasonable ambition, and 
turn their energies to figuring out how to 
make a reality of it. Sadly, there are many 
who still need persuading as to why we 
need more women in the judiciary at all. 
Both men and women have been campaign-
ing for the greater entry and participation 
of women at every level of the legal system 
since the 19th century, and yet the basic case 
still has to be explained. 

But every piece of research demonstrates 
that appointing more women as judges will 
bolster legitimacy and public confidence—
the belief in the equity and basic fairness 

of the law. There are many aspects of life 
in which gender makes a real difference to 
experience, which is why diversity matters 
so much. Public faith in the courts is directly 
related to being able to relate to those who 
sit in judgment over us. And when judges are 
forced to hold powerful and sometimes hos-
tile government and corporate institutions to 
account, their demographic legitimacy mat-
ters even more.

After so many years in which women have 
been well represented among legal practi-
tioners, the gender imbalance among sen-
ior judges implies there is an enormous pool 
of talent that is missing out on appointment 
or promotion. The root problem lies in fuzzy 
and fusty assumptions and prejudices about 
the true nature of competence, merit and 
suitability for important office.

It is now over a year since the Supreme 
Court judge Lord Sumption’s unfortu-

nate adventure with the Evening Standard, 
in which he revealed an attitude to gen-
der equality that did him and his predomi-
nantly “brother judges” no favours. “In the 
history of a society like ours,” he said, “50 
years is a very short time.” He pleaded that a 
more equally representative judiciary ought 
to happen “naturally,” an analysis crowned 
with an assertion that women barristers do 
not put up with the long hours of judges.

These extra-judicial remarks by a rel-
ative novice on the bench caused a storm 
of outrage among female and male judges 
and lawyers at every level. One senior legal 
academic told me of how she and her col-
leagues were planning to send the Upper 
Crust judge—who was parachuted straight 
from a lucrative practice at the bar into our 
highest court under a provision designed to 
achieve greater diversity—a horse’s head. 
Mercifully I knew her to be a vegetarian 
and therefore no real threat to either horses 
or chauvinists. Few members of a judiciary 
that prides itself on wisdom and humility 
are likely to utter Sumptionesque remarks 
in public again. 

Nonetheless, the scandal of the missing 
women judges continues and many jurists 
are impatient for change. Often referred 
to as “the conscience of the profession,”  
JUSTICE is the leading all-party law reform 
organisation in the UK. The group has set 
up a working party focused on achieving a 
diverse judiciary, chaired by the leading pub-
lic law silk Nathalie Lieven, herself an obvi-
ous candidate for senior judicial office. It 
brings together leading authorities from the 
academy, civil service, retired judiciary and 
legal professions as well as those with experi-
ence of achieving progressive change in other 
sectors. Whatever advice this pre-eminent 
think tank produces, it should not be ignored 
by judges or legislators.

This work is not before time. As Lady 
Hale herself has pointed out, the Supreme 
Court is losing half of its current justices in 
the next three years. The significance of the 
opportunity to create a gender-balanced 
court could be a Hollywood thriller in itself. 
Further, the Judicial Appointments Commis-
sion is now 10 years old. Perhaps it’s simply 
not equipped with the necessary powers and 
duties to make meaningful strides in increas-
ing diversity. Now would seem a ripe moment 
to examine its remit. 

Amid the great turbulence of 2016, a judi-
ciary fit for the 21st century is more urgent 
and achievable than ever.
Shami Chakrabarti is a Labour peer

Lady Justice Hale, the only woman to make 
it to the top of Britain’s judiciary
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Andy Burnham

Devolution beyond the big cities
Forget the London perspective. Remember outlying towns. And build homes, instead of shops

At the Labour Conference in Liverpool, 
change was in the air. This related not just to 
the newly settled mood over the party’s lead-
ership. Change was also evident in Labour’s 
attitude to devolution. 

A year ago, the phrase “Northern Power-
house” was automatically greeted by mut-
tering about George Osborne. This year, he 
is gone, and the Northern Powerhouse idea 
provoked a different response. In fact, it 
drew some of the largest crowds on the Con-
ference fringe. 

All sides of the party are now ready to 
embrace devolution, and put a Labour 
stamp on it. For those who voted for Jer-
emy Corbyn, devolution in England pre-
sents a chance for early implementation of 
his policies, such as the building of coun-
cil homes and rolling back NHS privatisa-
tion. For those who voted for Owen Smith, 
elected Labour Mayors can remind people of 
the positive difference that Labour can make 
when it holds power. Both sides are right.

At the EU referendum, people certainly 
voted for change on immigration, but I 
also heard in the result a far deeper cry for 
change in the way the country is run. The 
dominance of the London perspective has 
failed many parts of our country, perhaps 
most of it outside the South-East. Devolu-

tion cannot simply be about running public 
services slightly better at the edges. It must 
be about promoting a very different vision of 
what the North can be.

For too long, all of the focus in regener-
ation has been on city centres. When civil 
servants are asked to do something for the 
North, they tick the box by funding a pro-
ject in city centre Manchester, Leeds or 
Liverpool. Places like Rochdale, Oldham or 
Wigan are not on the radar. 

In Greater Manchester, seven out of 10 
boroughs voted to leave the EU. All these 
areas are former industrial areas which 
have seen factories closures, and have never 
received any real help from Westminster to 
deal with the huge social changes they have 
faced, including with the expansion of the 
EU in 2004. These are proud towns which 
see themselves as very different to the cen-
tre of Manchester, and welcome investment 
there hasn’t trickled down to them. Devo-
lution must put civic pride back into those 
parts of Salford, Bolton and Stockport that 
feel forgotten.

The internet and changed shopping pat-
terns have left many of the towns around 
Manchester with more retail space than they 
need, just as in my constituency in Leigh. 
The fierce civic pride in our town is eroded 

by ubiquitous empty units and charity shops. 
In the past, all of the focus in regeneration 
has been on throwing up even more new 
commercial buildings. That approach pro-
vides no answers for smaller towns. Instead, 
we should think about clearing poor qual-
ity retail units and office blocks, and replac-
ing them with new council homes and open 
green spaces. This would make them much 
more attractive and pleasant places to live 
and breathe new life into them.

If devolution to England’s regions brings 
no real change to the places that voted 
Leave, then it could deepen the crisis of con-
fidence in our politics. The Autumn State-
ment gives the Government an opportunity 
to make a down-payment on the building of 
the Northern Powerhouse and I urge Minis-
ters to grab it. 

I am under no illusions about the scale 
of the challenge ahead. But I am ready to 
leave Westminster because, as the Refer-
endum revealed, the status quo simply isn’t 
working for too many people and too many 
places. Devolution offers the opportunity to 
dispense with the outdated thinking that has 
failed them. That is exactly what I plan to do.
Andy Burnham is the Labour MP for Leigh, and 
his party’s candidate to be the first directly-
elected mayor of Greater Manchester 

Andy Burnham (R) and Steve Rotheram, 
Labour’s mayoral candidates in Greater 
Manchester and the Liverpool city-regions, 
address the media in Manchester
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First of all, here’s what won’t be in this year’s 
Autumn Statement—Liam Fox, David Davis, 
Boris Johnson, Priti Patel, Andrea Lead-
som, Michael Gove or any other Brexiteer 
announcing an end to VAT on fuel bills; or 
an extra £350m per week for the Treasury 
to spend on the NHS. And we’re unlikely to 
see it in the Autumn Statements of 2017 or 
2018 either. Why? Because those pledges 
aren’t deliverable and the “Leave” support-
ers knew it.

So, what might the Chancellor Philip 
Hammond be able to say five months after 
the 23rd June vote which revealed a disu-
nited kingdom, where many feel the coun-
try isn’t working for them? Now we know we 
won’t have a surplus by 2020, there should 
be more room to pay for the things that peo-
ple care about. But there will first of all be 
the updated post-Brexit Office for Budget 
Responsibility (OBR) numbers to deal with. 
At the moment, every statistic is being ana-
lysed to see if the “Leave” campaigners’ opti-
mism or the Remainers’ doom and gloom 
view was justified. As a former Treasury Min-
ster I know that if the OBR numbers are pos-
itive, then attention will shift to the Autumn 
Statement’s detailed announcements. If they 
hint at problems then the focus will remain 
on the numbers.

 Ensuring people keep more of their hard-
earned money is an important way to make 
life easier for those the PM describes as “just 

about managing.” But “managing” is often 
about more than cash. It is also the worry 
that your children won’t get a sustainable 
job. That if you get sick or lose your job then 
there is no buffer to help with the bills. That 
your parents won’t be looked after in their old 
age. That your grown-up child with a learn-
ing disability isn’t getting the support they 
need. That you are having to deal with point-
less bureaucracy everywhere you go. 

We’ve talked a lot about childcare, but a 
lot less about social care and finally joining 
it up with the NHS. Having the Chancellor 
stand up and empathise with those facing 
sickness, loneliness or financial insecurity 
could change the tone. Building a country 
that truly—in the Conservative Conference 
slogan, “works for everyone”—would require 
more apprenticeship schemes and other 
support, for those who didn’t get the qualifi-
cations or good advice at school that make it 
easy to climb the career ladder. I previously 
discussed with David Cameron what more 
we could do to help low-paid women gain 
the skills and confidence needed to land a 
higher-paid job. A real step-up for female 
employees will start to address the gender 
pay gap.

The Chancellor should confirm a pro-
tected post-Brexit status for EU citizens 
already living in the UK. The uncertainty 
about whether employees, employers and 
spouses can stay is unfair, and undermines 

Nicky Morgan

Is May for real?
We will find out in the Autumn Statement

business confidence. Workforces ask their 
bosses, and yet only ministers can give reas-
surance. Clearly, we in the “Remain” camp 
didn’t do enough to address concerns about 
control of our borders. But if we are going 
to reduce the flow into the UK, we need to 
be sure we’ve got enough properly trained 
people to fill the gap. Every pupil must have 
access to an excellent and academic educa-
tion. I’ve not disguised my concerns that 
introducing more selection in our school sys-
tem could be a distraction from that. But if 
we’re going down that route, support for the 
Careers & Enterprise Company, re-training 
schemes and University Technical Colleges 
become even more important. 

The Autumn Statement should com-
mit to all this. As a Midlands MP, I hope the 
Chancellor will supplement the Northern 
Powerhouse with investments in the so-called 
“Midlands Engine,” including in housing to 
buy and to rent. If we are to have an indus-
trial strategy, more flesh on the bones is 
required. It is a great shame that George 
Freeman is no longer Life Sciences Minis-
ter because he really understood this sector, 
which has such potential for growth.

 An Autumn Statement that works for 
everyone is a tall order—but at least we don’t 
have to wait for Article 50 before the Chan-
cellor can stand up.
Nicky Morgan is MP for Loughborough, and was 
Education Secretary until July
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Michael Heseltine meets Sam Macrory

Brexit was very scary before. It still is
He’s seen three PMs fall over Europe  —and won’t say if he’ll soon see a fourth

“If you have a grounding based on Shake-
speare, you never come across anything 
new,” is Michael Heseltine’s verdict on the 
shake-up of British politics triggered by the 
EU referendum. “Shakespeare knew it all, 
articulated it all, laughed at it all, exposed 
it all. Keep around in politics and the Shake-
spearean plot comes back and back…”

While the referendum brought the cur-
tain down on the political careers of David 
Cameron and George Osborne, Heseltine is 
playing yet another part. I met the former 
deputy prime minister in his small corner 
office at the Department for Communi-
ties and Local Government, the base from 
which he advises the government on what he 
calls its “unstoppable” devolution agenda. 
Though 83, Heseltine, with his signature 
swept back hair now a little greyer, works 
with the energy of a man far younger.

Macmillan was Prime Minister when 
Heseltine first stood for Parliament in 1959, 
so he has seen plenty of occupants of No. 
10 come and go. But he regrets Cameron’s 
departure, noting it is “very sad that he will 
not be able to escape from the referendum as 
the major determining factor of his premier-
ship.” While Cameron has already quit par-
liament, Osborne—who Heseltine praised as 
“the most strategic chancellor I ever saw”—
remains. Could he, as Heseltine did four 
years after quitting the Thatcher Cabinet in 
1986, make a comeback? “I see absolutely no 
reason why he shouldn’t. He is an able politi-
cian, he has a formidable track record. If he 
so wants, it’s up to him.”

It is now 50 years since Heseltine was 
first elected as an MP, but the uncertainty of 
Brexit is a new and, for him, uncomfortable 
experience. He passionately defended Brit-
ain’s place in the EU, and before the referen-
dum he labelled the mechanics of Brexit as 
frightening. And now? “It is no more scary 
than it was before. And it was very scary 
before.” He returns, more than once, to the 
same question: “What is Brexit? No-one has 
any idea where that is going to end up.” The 
heavy lifting is being carried out by Boris 
Johnson, the Foreign Secretary, Interna-
tional Trade Secretary Liam Fox and David 
Davis, the Secretary of State for Exiting the 
EU, and while Fox talks bullishly of trade 
with Europe being “at least as free” after 
Brexit, Heseltine is not convinced: “Peo-
ple have not fully grasped Europe—it is as 
though there is a sort of great blob out there 
called Europe. But it doesn’t exist.” 

Yes, he said, “it’s perfectly true that the 
Germans have got a massive interest in sell-

ing products to this country,” but there are 
27 EU countries to negotiate with. “You 
come across some quite conflicting things. 
You come across Malta, who have an adverse 
balance of trade with us and stands to lose 
all of its European support money if our aid 
is withdrawn. So it’s quite difficult to see why 
they should be so keen on a British deal.” 

Which means, he warned, that “all of 
them have got to be persuaded… and I’m 
sure the eloquence of Davis, Johnson and 
Fox will weigh heavily in the debate.” At 
this point Heseltine paused, before adding, 
pointedly: “We will see quite how heavily...”

Despite the despondency, when I ask 
whether Britain might remain in the EU or 
even join the euro it appeared he had not 
quite given up hope of salvaging an outcome 
to his liking. “Let’s see what Brexit means,” 
he replied, ruling nothing out. 

Heseltine has seen three Conservative 
prime ministers—Cameron, Thatcher and 
John Major—brought down by Europe. 
If Brexit stutters, might he see a fourth? 
“That would be creating a headline-type 
story out of nothing,” he replied, before 
smiling a little more broadly. “I’m not in 
the business of creating headlines. Not any 
more. I might have, once…”

Despite his continued employment at the 
DCLG, when asked about the new PM’s plans 
to increase selection in education Heseltine 
agreed that this was “a specific change, and 
obviously it is controversial.” His words here 

are careful, but it is clear that this is not a 
direction Heseltine would have taken. “The 
real issue is not about grammar schools or 
academies, it is about the standard of edu-
cation,” he said. “Britain’s educational 
standards ranks us 29 in the world… if you 
have… standards of that sort you will never 
supply the skills that an advance economy 
requires.” So would the introduction of new 
grammars solve that? “No. Not of itself,” 
Heseltine replied. “If I have a personal 
agenda it is about the standards of the low-
est schools rather than creating a new frame-
work for the best. Structures don’t create 
quality. It’s people. Show me the problem, 
show me the person in charge.”

Many Labour MPs, unhappy with their 
leader, would agree. Labour “face a night-
mare” under Corbyn, said Heseltine. But 
having witnessed the party’s 1981 split his 
advice to its MPs is to hold firm—“I remem-
ber some phrase, I think it was Disraeli… 
‘damn your principles! stick to your party’”—
and wait for a saviour. “Somewhere, out of 
the woodwork, will come the white knight. 
Don’t ask me who he or she is...  work for it.”

If retirement ever comes, a book on his 
desk signals where his attention may turn. 
The first proofs of the history of his garden 
arrived that morning, and Heseltine, who 
compiled the book with his wife Anne, was 
keen to show it off. “Anne and I spent 40 
years building this garden. We have adored 
it, and this book is a tear-jerking reincarna-
tion of 40 years of extraordinary mistakes 
and occasional success. I know perfectly well 
that 100 years from now I won’t be remem-
bered for anything except my garden.” 
Heseltine must surely know that after his 
extraordiary career history will be far kinder.
“Thenford: The Creation of an English Garden” 
by Anne Heseltine and Michael Heseltine is 
published by Head of Zeus

“Quinoa? What the 
bleeding hell is quinoa??”

Michael Heseltine after quitting the 
Cabinet in 1986 over the Westland aff air—
a row with a European dimension
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Joris Luyendijk

Narcissist nation
Britain’s inflated sense of self-worth is beginning to look clinical

Rarely have Europeans, including this 
London-based Dutchman, been granted 
such deep insight into the darkest corners 
of the English psyche (I am going to leave 
out the Scots, Welsh and Northern Irish). 
The charitable view is that many English 
people have a superiority complex that pre-
vents them from being realistic about their 
country’s place in the world. As the Brexit 
saga drags on, one wonders if parts of the 
UK’s political and media establishment, if 
not the whole country, are not in fact in the 
grips of collective clinical narcissism.

Diverging slightly from its usage in popu-
lar culture, psychotherapists employ the con-
cept of narcissism to describe people with an 
unstable sense of identity. Feelings of vul-
nerability, dependency and helplessness can 
overwhelm them and for this reason narcis-
sists cling to notions of grandiosity. They can-
not consider others except as instruments 
to be manipulated or enemies to be fought. 
Marked by a mixture of bravado and con-
tempt for those perceived as weaker, nar-
cissists cannot accept criticism and feel no 
interest in others—let alone empathy.

So let us map this on to the Brexit 
debate. Grandiosity came in two forms. 
For “Leave,” Britain is a great country 
and if things don’t feel that way it must be 
because of the European Union. Being spe-
cial, other nations will rush to strike deals 
with the UK post-Brexit. The UK, being a 
very special country, needs the EU far less 
than vice versa so Europeans will give Brit-
ain a great deal, too.

“Remain” grandiosity was more implicit, 
but still there. The most revealing example 
was probably David Cameron’s threat in 
Brussels to back “Leave” in the referendum 
unless he got “a better deal for Britain.” 
This was reported not as blackmail but as a 
demand for “concessions.” The implication: 
its very membership is a favour granted by 

the UK to the EU.
This inflated sense of self was built on 

by the “Remain” camp when it began to 
argue that the UK should stay so it can run 
the EU. Gordon Brown wrote a book called 
Britain: Leading Not Leaving while Edward 
Lucas of the Economist let it be known 
that “Britain’s size, experience and friends 
make us the continent’s natural leader.” In 
this atmosphere it became very hard for 
Remainers to put forward the most pow-
erful argument for the European pooling 
of sovereignty. That argument is so simple 
that Jean-Claude Juncker needed just two 
sentences for it in this year’s State of the 
Union: “Today Europeans make up 8 per 
cent of the world population—we will only 
represent 5 per cent in 2050. By then you 
will not see a single EU country among the 
top world economies.”

Compare that to the Spectator’s Toby 
Young gushing about the UK becoming 
the world’s third economy, Andrea Lead-
som promising to make the UK the “greatest 
country on earth” and Boris Johnson’s Union 
Jack draped bluster. The case for European 
integration rests on the recognition of one’s 
own country’s growing irrelevance. But this 
simple insight remains a national taboo in 
Britain. A few important exceptions such 
as David Miliband aside, it seemed nearly 
impossible for most English politicians or 
pundits to say: look, seen from China or Bra-
zil the difference between our country and 
Belgium is a rounding error; 0.87 per cent of 
world population versus 0.15 per cent.

Instead the public was fed one appeal 
to grandiosity after another, helped in no 
small part by wilful blindness in the media. 
Had English journalists fanned out across 
the continent in the months before Brexit 
they would have found out what the UK is 
only now slowly discovering: the EU is not 
an amorphous “block,” but a community 

of nations, each fighting its own corner. Do 
450m EU citizens really want to be “led” by 
the UK—especially after the Iraq and Libya 
debacles? Why on earth would EU nations 
encourage their own Europhobes by giving 
the UK a sweet deal?

A week of interviews in each European 
capital was enough to see that the UK would 
be on its own post-Brexit. But investigations 
of that kind require a genuine interest in oth-
ers, and empathy.

To be fair, there were excellent reports in 
among others the Economist and the Finan-
cial Times. But the billionaire-owned tabloids 
and broadsheets were only too happy to con-
tinue indulging their readers with the sort of 
distortions that make the EU look terrible 
and, by implication, Britain superior: at least 
we are not “Yurup.” Indeed, the run-up to the 
referendum felt almost like a public school 
parlour game “who can think up the most 
outrageous analogy?” Boris Johnson and his 
minions went for the Second World War, of 
course, while the economics commentator of 
the nominally pro-European Guardian set-
tled for “Soviet Union without a Gulag.”

And so now the English are on their way 
out of the EU. Everybody in London I speak 
to, be they “Remain” or “Leave,” assumes I 
must be sorry to see the UK leave. The truth 
is, I am with two thirds of Germans and 
three quarters of French who according to 
a poll taken in July do not, on balance, con-
sider Brexit a loss. “Leave” and “Remain” 
supporters also keep asking me almost 
eagerly when my native Netherlands is next, 
even though the only Dutch political party 
to want Nexit polls at less than 20 per cent. 

Rather than accepting itself as a country 
dependent on its neighbours like the rest of 
us, the English got lost in themselves, and 
then chose isolation. It will not be splendid.
Joris Luyendijk is a Dutch non-fiction author, 
news correspondent, and talk show hostits very membership is a favour granted by an amorphous “block,” but a community news correspondent, and talk show host

©
 H

EM
IS

 / 
AL

AM
Y 

ST
O

CK
 P

H
O

TO

Opinions.indd   14 06/10/2016   17:24



Panel discussion
Thu 10, 6pm, London
Meet the authors: 
The Baillie Gifford Prize 
shortlist

Panel discussion
Thu 17, 6pm, London
Immigration: what next?

Panel discussion
Tue 29, 6.30pm, London
Reducing global 
inequality: how can we 
achieve a fairer world?

November 2016

British Academy Free Events
Showcasing how the humanities & social sciences 
shape the world around us

Book now britishacademy.ac.uk/events

Event partners

Prospect_BritAcad__FP_SEPT EDIT NEW.indd   1 22/09/2016   15:59Brit Ac.indd   35 06/10/2016   13:19



 PROSPECT NOVEMBER 201616

Grammar schools
Theresa May wants schools to pick pupils by ability. So what does the evidence reveal about her thinking?

Speed data

THE HISTORY:  
School results have been getting better—especially 
for the poor

THE POLITICS:  
But most voters want new grammar schools

N obody disputes that more pupils in England have been passing exams in 
recent decades. And nobody who has looked at the results in any detail 
can dispute, either, that the rise in GCSE success has been especially 

marked among pupils from poorer homes. As the chart shows, their pass rate 
has shot up from just 23 per cent, for children born in the mid-1980s, to 65 per 
cent for the mid-1990s generation.

But what critics of England’s mainly comprehensive schooling system can 
and do dispute is whether this apparent progress is an illusion—the product of 
“grade inflation.” There is some evidence—for example from the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) study—that overall performance has not climbed as rapidly as 
raw exam results would suggest. But the same PISA data has been used to dem-
onstrate that the attainment gap between rich and poor has narrowed since 2000, 
so this closing of the gap looks real. 

Source: National Pupil Database, analysed by Lindsey Macmillan, of UCL Institute of Education.
Note: Pass is defined by % achieving 5 or more GCSEs at grade A*-C; poor children defined as those 
entitled to free school meals.

THE EVIDENCE:  
Average results are better without grammar schools 
—particularly in deprived neighbourhoods

A cross most of England, the two-tier grammar/secondary modern system was 
abolished during the 1960s and 70s, with either no grammars at all or only 
the odd one or two holding out in most councils. But the continuation of an 

11-Plus system in a few counties—Kent and Medway, Lincolnshire and Bucking-
hamshire—constitutes a natural experiment. Its results are clear on the chart. On 
average, GCSE results are lower in the 11-Plus counties, which is why the green 
line sits below the orange. Furthermore, because the results here are arranged by 
the relative deprivation of the neighbourhood from which each pupil comes, we can 
see that the penalty for living in a grammar school county is sharpest for the poor. 

Source: National Pupil Database, analysed by the BBC’s Chris Cook, the Public Policy Editor of 
Newsnight. Neighbourhoods are ranked by Whitehall’s official measure of relative deprivation for 
small areas. GCSE grades defined as average across English, Maths three other best GCSEs.

T he statistics are clear: grammars do nothing for social mobility. But maybe 
statistics can never compete with individual stories of working class lives, 
turned around by an 11-Plus pass. ICM polling for Prospect suggests, vot-

ers are split 65 per cent to 35 per cent in favour of grammar schools being set up 
“wherever a significant number of parents” want one, even though the question 
was worded to highlight that it would fall “to other non-selective schools to accom-
modate all the children who fail” to win a place. Near identical majorities applied 
when we asked voters about grammars in their own town (64 per cent approval) 
and allowing existing secondaries to become selective (63 per cent). There was a 
majority across every English region, age bracket and social grade, and support 
was actually higher (67 per cent) among parents with kids aged under 16 than 
others (64 per cent). Number crunchers are left wanting to send their fellow citi-
zens back to school. 

Source: ICM polling for Prospect. ICM interviewed 2,036 adults between 16th and 18th September 
online. The results have been weighted to make them representative of all British adults. 
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Last year it became illegal to pay for 
sex in Northern Ireland—following the 
model of Sweden and Norway. The Par-
liamentary Home Affairs Select Com-
mittee is currently investigating UK 
prostitution laws.

We are in the middle of an epidemic 
of violence against women. In Eng-

land and Wales, recorded offences relat-
ing to rape, sexual assault and domestic 
abuse are at an all-time high. The number 
of reported rapes in London alone (a frac-
tion of the real figure) rose by almost 11 per 
cent in the year to June 2016. In the same 
period, over 150,000 incidents of domestic 
abuse were recorded in the capital. This is 
a highly gendered phenomenon. Almost 
nine out of 10 victims of sexual violence are 
women, as are three-quarters of domestic 
abuse victims. 

Something similar is true of prostitution: 
estimated numbers of male and transgen-
der individuals vary, but most who sell 
sex are women. In a culture that tolerates 
appalling behaviour towards women gener-
ally, it is not surprising that women who sell 
sex are among the most vulnerable to—and 
suffer the highest levels of—male violence.

According to senior police officers, “the 
murder of sex workers continues to take 
place at an alarming rate.” An all-party 
parliamentary group talked about “near 

pandemic levels of violence experienced by 
women in prostitution.” The Home Affairs 
Committee heard that 152 people working 
in the commercial sex industry were mur-
dered between 1990 and 2015. “The evi-
dence that prostitution is harmful is hard to 
dispute,” a former prostitute testified.

None of this is an accident. In the west, 
it has never been easier to get sex without 
paying for it. Buying access to women’s bod-
ies is a choice, and one that no one who just 
wants sex needs to make. It’s about power, 
rooted in inequality, and requires vulner-
able women—often poor, foreign or with 
addictions—to collude with archaic fanta-
sies about pleasure. It has no place in a soci-
ety committed to achieving gender equality.

I agree: sex work is largely done by 
women—both transgender and cisgen-

der—and clients are overwhelmingly men. 
Sex work is deeply structured by inequities 
of gender, race, class and migration. 

I also agree sex workers are subject to 
appallingly high levels of violence. But you’ve 
left out some important context. Across the 
UK, soliciting and kerb-crawling are crimi-
nalised, meaning street-based sex workers 
face prosecution, and are pushed to work in 
dark, isolated locations. Indoors, we’re pros-
ecuted for working together for safety: it’s 
common to get a call asking “are you work-
ing alone”? and have to weigh up whether it’s 

the police (“no one else here, just me!”) or a 
violent man (“us girls love to keep each other 
company!”). When Suzy Lamplugh van-
ished in 1986, female estate agents started 
doing house-viewings in pairs: if sex workers 
try this same safety strategy, we risk arrest. 
To hold up the violence we suffer in this con-
text as illustrative of the violence of prostitu-
tion is akin to pointing to dangerous, botched 
abortions as an illustration of “the harms of 
abortion”—without mentioning that the 
jurisdiction you’re describing criminalises 
abortion access. 

If criminalising the purchase of sex made 
people who sell sex safer, I’d support it. But 
it doesn’t. Look at America, with its tough 
penalties against purchasers. In many 
states, clients risk jail for the first offence, 
and several years’ incarceration if caught 
again. Yet America is filled with people sell-
ing sex. That’s because when people des-
perately need money, or are unable to work 
legally due to their immigration status, 
they’ll navigate criminalisation as best they 
can. To “tackle” the sex industry, you need 
to give people options that they themselves 
judge to be better—not make what they’re 
currently doing to survive more dangerous. 

Yes, the current regime criminalis-
ing anyone who sells sex is wrong, 

which is why I want to get rid of it. I support 
decriminalisation of selling sex, along with 
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wiping convictions for archaic offences such 
as soliciting. Under the model I support, the 
buyers face sanctions, while those selling it 
(mostly women) get help with addictions, 
poor health and homelessness.

You jump from talking about high levels 
of violence against women in prostitution to 
the harms done by the UK legal framework. 
The “clients” seem to have gone AWOL 
here, yet they are the ones who make life so 
dangerous. No laws compel men to verbally 
abuse, beat or rape women who sell sex—
they choose to do it. I don’t think they’re 
very different from men who abuse their 
partners—my guess is there’s quite a big 
cross-over between the two groups.

Men who abuse women do it because 
they like it, and because they can. Demand 
drives the sex trade, creating a market in 
which most of the sellers are poor and vul-
nerable. It’s a huge challenge for any notion 
of universal human rights, which requires 
that men and women are valued equally. 
I don’t agree that tackling demand makes 
women less safe but it does threaten the very 
existence of the commercial sex industry. 
Hence the outcry against it.

Some people argue there is a “fair trade” 
version of prostitution which harms no one, 
but I believe harm is integral, not a side-
effect. Prostitution offers carte blanche to 
men who enjoy abusing women and it can’t 
be separated from epidemic levels of vio-
lence against women generally. That’s the 
wider context I’m interested in, and I don’t 
think it’s the job of the state to enable fur-
ther abuse by making it easier to pay for sex.

You write “criminalising anyone who 
sells sex is wrong”—except that sex 

workers are criminalised by the legal model 
you advocate. In your writing in favour of the 
Nordic model, you neglect to mention that 
if two sex-working women share a flat for 
safety in Sweden or Norway, they can both 
be prosecuted. “End Demand UK,” a cam-
paign group you’ve publicly supported, also 
recommends the retention and use of the 
law which prosecutes us for working with a 
friend. Can you throw some light on this dis-
crepancy between your stated values and the 
reality of the law for which you are lobbying?

When you criminalise our clients, you 
take away our safety strategies. One way 
street-based sex workers stay safe is by talk-
ing with a client before getting into his car—
to check he’s on the same page regarding 
prices and services; that he isn’t drunk or 
aggressive; that he’s not got someone hiding 
in the back seat. But if he’s criminalised, he’s 
scared he’ll get caught if he talks too long—
so to keep his business, the woman has to 
get into his car immediately, and have that 
conversation when they’re already speeding 
off. Some clients do stay away—but for both 
indoor and outdoor workers, that makes us 
less able to refuse those that remain, even 

if they seem pushy or have a reputation for 
violence. After all, we still have rent to pay. 

You may not agree, but the Swedish head 
of anti-trafficking policy does: in 2014, she 
told a reporter: “of course the law has neg-
ative consequences for women in prostitu-
tion—but that’s also some of the effect that 
we want to achieve with the law.” “Valuing 
men and women equally” cannot come from 
further endangering women who sell sex.

This is like trying to debate capi-
tal punishment with a member of 

the National Union of Hangmen and Rope 
Technicians. I keep talking about the bigger 
picture—how prostitution fits into the con-
text of epidemic levels of violence against 
women—and you don’t look beyond your 
own experience. You describe the precau-
tions you have to take as though it’s all the 
fault of the legal framework, when it actu-
ally speaks volumes about the ever-present 
threat of violence from “clients.”

I don’t think those men go home and 
transform into model husbands and boy-
friends. I do think that being able to pay 
vulnerable women to do whatever they 
want, and force them if they’re reluctant, 
reinforces the most outdated gender ste-
reotypes. Particularly now we have a law 
that recognises coercive control—including 
exercising financial power over women—as a 
form of domestic abuse.

I speak for myself, by the way, and I’ve 
already said that I support the abolition 
of all penalties for women who sell sex. 
What organisations say and do is up to 
them: I support Amnesty International, for 
instance, but I believe its policy on prostitu-
tion—full decriminalisation—is profoundly 
misguided. A human rights organisation 
should understand the importance of every-
one having the same rights and value. That’s 
not compatible with a practice that enables 
men to abuse vulnerable people.

What you’ve talked about is making 
something very dangerous slightly less so. 
I’m more ambitious than that, because 
the damaging effect of being able to buy 
women’s obedience goes far beyond its 
immediate and obvious victims. I want 
properly-funded exit strategies so women 
don’t have to sell sex to pay the rent, and 
medical help for those with addictions. But 
forcing sex buyers to recognise the harm 
they do is essential if we’re ever going to 
reduce the horrendous levels of domestic 
and sexual abuse that currently exist.

The laws sex workers, human rights 
activists and anti-trafficking cam-

paigners are calling for simply allow us to 
take unexceptional safety measures: safety 
measures akin to those that other workers 
already take for granted. To vet clients, to 
not face eviction if we report rape, to work 
with a friend without fear of arrest. Expos-

ing women who sell sex to more violence—
as collateral damage in your war against 
the sex trade—doesn’t deliver liberation or 
tackle “outdated gender stereotypes.” As a 
Norwegian government report found: “the 
law on the Purchase of Sex has made work-
ing as a prostitute harder and more dan-
gerous.” Not exactly a triumph of feminist 
lawmaking. 

Like abortion, migration, or drug use, 
the criminalisation of sex work hardly 
reduces its incidence—but makes it mas-
sively less safe. (One meta-study of 681 peer 
reviewed articles found that almost no crim-
inal sanctions “quantitatively suppressed” 
the sex industry: the only programme that 
did was that of the Taliban. So much for 
those progressive gender roles!) The good 
news is that you can shrink the sex indus-
try—by tackling poverty. Why not focus on 
what works rather than what makes you feel 
good? The English Collective of Prostitutes 
do amazing work challenging benefit sanc-
tions and fighting appalling enforcement 
actions against migrant women.

You accuse me of lack of ambition, but 
here’s my ambition: I’d like for people talk-
ing about sex work policy to treat the safety 
concerns that sex workers raise as actually 
important. Not to immediately try to pivot 
away; not to bizarrely dismiss our legitimate 
safety concerns as “not looking beyond our 
experience;” not to compare us to hangmen 
for having the temerity to raise our con-
cerns. Sadly, your responses to me demon-
strate just how radical that ambition still is.

Joan Smith is a columnist, novelist and co-
chair of the Mayor of London’s Violence Against 
Women and Girls Board (though writing here in 
a personal capacity). @polblonde

Molly Smith is a pseudonym for a sex worker 
and an activist with Sex Worker Open University 
and ScotPep. @pastachips 
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P oliticians are famous for their memories, which are 
remarkably detailed, especially when it comes to 
names and faces, places and dates. But that gift 
necessitates another, just as important: the gift of for-
getting. How much our politicians would rather not 

remember—defeats, mistakes, embarrassments, not to mention 
crimes and misdemeanours, malfeasances great and small. Ask 
Hillary Clinton (the private email server!) or Donald Trump (the 
“birther” controversy! the tax returns!) Rather, don’t ask them. 
And please, don’t ask the two parties stuck with these two battered 
candidates till the Doomsday moment on 8th November, which 
could well lead to even darker days. 

If Clinton wins and Republicans hold onto the House of Repre-
sentatives and possibly the Senate, Republican legislators, embit-
tered by a third straight presidential defeat, may well announce a 
formal investigation of Clinton regarding her private email server 
usage even before she takes the oath of office, the first step in a 
long siege whose goal will be 2020. And if Trump wins? 

 The prospect has pitched Republicans into the most ambitious 
programme of forgetting in modern political history. Victory in 
November would make their party his, but it could also make him 
captive to its agenda, since he has no viable programme of his own. 
A Republican fail-safe agenda is already in place. Since the spring, 
House Speaker Paul Ryan—the party’s highest ranking official—
has been trying on the role of legislative proconsul. The two would 
be decidedly awkward partners in the new Republican era. 

They have little in common. Steeped in numbers and pol-
icy minutiae, Ryan is a celebrated budget hawk. As such, he is 
the type of Republican who has done most to reduce the capac-
ity of the Federal government, and arguably the governability of 

America. The long years of penny-pinching and gridlock in Wash-
ington have created the impression that it is impotent on the home 
front, provoking that great sense of frustration and abandonment, 
which made candidate Trump possible. For his own part, Trump 
is legendarily bored by budgets and any other policy detail. This 
is part of his appeal. “Republican maths” has aroused suspicion 
for many years now, especially when it’s attached to the supply-
side doctrine Ryan espouses: tax cuts for the wealthy, reduced 
spending on the “entitlements” much of the country, including 
the Republican base, depends on in hard times. The consequences 
are contributing to the rage of the hour. Add to that Trump’s 
instinctive feel (possibly the surest since Bill Clinton’s) for what 
the public wants, and the conflict with Ryan could be titanic, an 
intra-party battle of the kind not seen in many years.

There are precedents: the 1950s, when the internationalist 
Republican Dwight Eisenhower struggled against isolationists 
within his own party; the 1960s, when the Democrat Lyndon John-
son first took on Southern segregationists and then anti-Vietnam 
doves; the 1970s, when Richard Nixon lost control of the Republi-
cans during Watergate. Generally, the “right side” prevailed, but 
the cost was always steep. The Democrats remained a weakened 
party until 1992, when the “New Democrat” Bill Clinton broke 
through. For Republicans, intra-party strife locked in the rise of 
“movement conservatism,” still the right’s dominant ideology, 
though Trump has dealt it a blow—how severe is as yet unclear. 

 So many are caught up in the “horse race”—the polls, the 
gaffes, even, Lord help us, the tweets—that the true import of 
Trumpism is being missed. While he is anomalous, the politics 
he represents is not. “America First” nationalism—distrustful of 
allies, indulgent of dictators, protectionist—has a long history on 
the right, dating back to the Gilded Age of robber barons, whose 
company Trump belongs to, in his misshapen way. That politics 
thrived in the 1920s boom years and was kept alive in the 1930s 
and 1940s, when the “Old Guard” in the Midwest denounced the 
New Deal and warned against America’s entry into the Second 
World War, before Pearl Harbor. It flared up again in the Cold 
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“Obstructionism has rendered 
Washington impotent, 
provoking frustration and a 
sense of abandonment”
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War, opposing the Marshall Plan Nato, and the United Nations—
rubbishing these innovations as “world government.” In 1952 the 
“Old Guard” lost an epic ugly intra-party war against East Coast 
internationalists and moderates, when Eisenhower—who as the 
former Supreme Commander of Allied forces in Europe, had a 
CV that defined him as an internationalist—won the nomination, 
and then the presidency. 

But in 1964, movement conservatism finally dethroned the 
wealthy East Coast party elite that supposedly pulled all the 
strings—the “kingmakers,” in the epithet popularised by the 
activist Phyllis Schlafly, the long-time “movement” activist who 
died in September, at the age of 92. It won the nomination for 
Barry Goldwater. The achievement of the intellectual right, first 
organised around William F Buckley’s magazine National Review 
and adopted by Republican tribunes like Goldwater and Ronald 
Reagan, was to fuse all these disparate forces and passions, mod-
erating “Old Guard” sentiments into its own establishmentarian 
worldview and cosmopolitan style, at once militantly anti-Com-
munist abroad and anti-statist at home. Instead of attacking 
big-government “giveaways” Buckley, archly invoking the philos-
opher Eric Voegelin, suggested that Great Society programmes 
might be futile attempts “to immanentise the eschaton”—deliver 
heaven on earth. 

This is the tone that Trump, and also lest we forget his sup-
porters or fan base, have lost patience with—and who, really, can 
blame them? Buckley-Reagan style conservatism was, after all, 
the product of a bygone era. And whereas its doctrinaire demands 
always used to be kept in check by the pragmatic requirements 
of politics, this has been much less true during the Obama years, 
during which an angry Tea Party insurgency pulsated through 
the Republican Party, and hardened traditional conservative 
prejudices into unbending dogmas. Meanwhile, a new school of 
paleo-conservative writers and pundits (some are to be found at 
the Claremont Review of Books, a quarterly published in South-
ern California) exult in precisely the possibility that Trump’s 
East Coast neo-conservative detractors most fear—specifically, 
that Trumpism could guide the Republican Party backwards, to 
a future that looks a lot like its pre-modern past. And that could 
prove lethal in an age of demographic transformation, when 44 
per cent of the 80m-plus millennials identify as “non-white.” 

The usual explanation for his success, especially within “the 
mainstream media,” is the simple one-two of racism and xenopho-
bia. But those are epithets, not even meaningful descriptions. The 
truth is that in the 21st century, with the end of the Cold War and 
the rise of the asymmetrical dangers of terrorist attack, the Amer-
ican public lost much of its appetite for global engagement—mil-
itary, political, economic, cultural. Even if Trump loses—still the 
probable outcome—his voters won’t go away and neither will the 
issues he raised. 

Foremost among these is immigration, his bread and butter. 
Here, as much as with isolationism, the pre-history is long. “If we 
don’t look out the white race will be—will be utterly submerged,” 

says Tom Buchanan, the dim-witted rich bully in The Great Gatsby, 
published in 1925. “It’s up to us who are the dominant race to 
watch out or these other races will have control of things.” The 
novel is set in the summer of 1922. Congress had just passed a law 
restricting overall immigration; in 1924 it passed another, target-
ing Catholic and Jewish “hordes” from Southern and Eastern 
Europe, seedbeds of anarchy and “bolshevism.” (The laws were 
effectively repealed in 1965.) A later Buchanan, the conservative 
nationalist Pat Buchanan, prefigured Trump’s anti-immigrant 
and protectionist themes when running for the Republican presi-
dential nomination in 1992 and 1996, and both times he damaged 
more established figures.

Today there are some 42m foreign-born people in America, 
about 13 per cent of the total population, the highest since the 
1920s. Trump’s promises to keep out Muslims and Islamic State 
(IS) militants, real and imagined, would repeat that earlier his-
tory. But would Congress pass such a bill? Under President Trump 
it could well come to a vote and might even pass in the House, 
where anti-immigrant fervour is strong, especially among repre-
sentatives from the Midwest and South, regions with small but vis-
ibly growing populations of the foreign-born. But the legislation 
would be asphyxiated in the Senate, which in 2013 approved, with 
votes to spare, a comprehensive pro-immigration law, including 
the “path to citizenship,” which drew support from both parties.

Republicans in the Senate are often less ideological than in 
the House, because their constituencies are so much larger—an 
entire (diverse) state rather than a single (uniform) district—and 
the broad public sympathises with immigrants, not surprising in 

“Donald Trump is legendarily 
bored by budgets and any 
other policy detail. This is 
part of his appeal”

American drinkers reveal their mood to 
the candaidates
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a country in which almost everyone originally comes from some-
where else, very often as recently as two or three generations ago. 
Wall Street and corporate America, eager for cheap non-skilled 
labour as well as brain-drain talent, also like open borders. Ryan, 
the friend of “free enterprise,” does too. So the question becomes 
whether President Trump might defy the Senate and the House 
leader, and form an alliance with a small band of right-wing tor-
mentors, while rallying much of “his” public behind him, in an 
already divided nation which is now bristling towards civil discord. 
It’s possible, but if he’s the leader he has promised to be, he is more 
likely to work his various “arts” of “the deal.” 

On the companion issue of trade—the other side of the global 
economy—Trump would have more latitude, given the presiden-
tial “fast-track” authority to negotiate deals, which Congress can 
either approve or reject, but not change. Even so, on both these sig-
nature “America first” issues of trade and migration, Trump will 
face the steeple-chase of checks-and-balances that have unhorsed 
predecessors with far more experience and aplomb, from both the 
Roosevelts through to Reagan and Barack Obama. Should Trump 
falter he could quickly be reduced to a raging figurehead, or a 
paper tiger, shrinking the authority of the office that he has prom-
ised to enlarge. 

A nd what of the still greater belligerencies Trump has 
hinted at, including his enthusiasm for tapping into 
the enormous nuclear arsenal? The Constitution is a 
confusing guide here. Congress must authorise any 

declaration of war. But “war” is a most ambiguous word. There 

is always the option of ordering up limited military “actions.” 
This is part of the “presidential prerogative.” Bill Clinton used it 
to call for additional airstrikes in Kosovo in 1999, bypassing Con-
gress. A bipartisan group of 26 House members sued him. They 
were right on the law, but not on the facts, as the saying goes. A 
federal judge ruled against them, as everyone expected. 

The president is the “Commander in Chief” of the armed 
forces, and no jurist will intervene in matters of national security. 
The stakes are too high, and the big players too numerous (the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, intelligence officials, heads of allied nations). 
At the same time, presidents can, if they choose, step back and 
shelter behind the fig leaf of the Congressional War Powers Act, 
created in 1973 after the Vietnam debacle. In 2013, after Secre-
tary of State John Kerry made an urgent case for intervening in 
Syria, Obama got cold feet and said Congress should decide. This 
delighted peaceniks, but infuriated hawks, including hawks in 
Congress, who pointed out Obama didn’t need their approval. He 
didn’t need it, but he wasn’t ready to invade, and now could justify 
delaying. Two years later Obama did intervene on another front 
in the same country, authorising almost 3,000 air strikes against 
IS in Syria and Iraq. He now ignored Congress—and was vilified 
again, from the other side. At the same time, he has left a long, and 
to some, deplorable trail of drone strikes. Without ever having to 
lose sleep about what Congress thought, he has unleashed some 
500, killing 3,000 terrorists and almost 400 civilians—compared 
to the 50 strikes ordered by George W Bush. 

Yet Obama seems a paragon of restraint compared to 
Trump—or at least Trump the candidate. The vision of his hand 
within reach of “the nuclear button” terrifies much of the for-
eign policy and diplomatic “community,” and many others too, 
including, possibly, himself. Should he be elected, expect a Net-
flix run on Dr Strangelove, Stanley Kubrick’s great bleak com-
edy from 1964, the same year Goldwater was depicted as the 
first of the potential White House itchy-fingers. Trump’s first 
debate with Clinton—on his part a wretched theatre of gri-
maces, constant interruptions, fractured sentences, distracted 
blurtings, and repeated gulps of water at the lectern—included 
this Joycean stream of consciousness effusion on foreign pol-
icy. “Nuclear is the single greatest threat,” Trump began... “Just 
to go down the list. We defend Japan, we defend Germany, we 
defend South Korea, we defend Saudi Arabia, we defend coun-
tries. They do not pay us. But they should be paying us, because 
we are providing tremendous service and we’re losing a fortune. 
That’s why we’re losing—we’re losing—we lose on everything. I 
say, who makes these—we lose on everything. All I said, that 
it’s very possible that if they don’t pay a fair share, because this 
isn’t 40 years ago where we could do what we’re doing. We can’t 
defend Japan, a behemoth, selling us cars by the million.” 

Clinton, a polished debater, who spent many hours prepar-
ing, as Trump did not, was evidently waiting for this moment, 
which she met with a hammed-up oration of her own. “I want to 
reassure our allies in Japan and South Korea and elsewhere that 
we have mutual defence treaties and we will honour them... on 
behalf of myself, and I think on behalf of a majority of the Amer-
ican people, say that, you know, our word is good.” The ersatz 
red-telephone, nuclear-code urgency was meant to convey that 
Trump had more or less just threatened not to honour them, 
which in the most literal sense he really had suggested. But no-
one can say what President Trump would really do overseas, or 
at home for that matter. 

It’s quite possible that he has no idea himself. He speaks 
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in spurts, in fragments, because that is how he thinks. He often 
seems genuinely aggrieved when denouncing the latest “lie” about 
him, though in most cases the lie consists of a direction quotation 
of what he himself has said. This indicates considerable expertise, 
developed over many years, at covering up for falsehoods. But it 
may well be that he doesn’t remember what he said, another form 
of prevarication rooted in the lies one tells oneself. Or, alterna-
tively, he really does remember speaking the original words, but 
has since decided he feels differently and doesn’t see why it should 
matter—and why some are small-mindedly keeping score. 

To watch him founder and fumble on these matters is to real-
ise how often Trump demonstrates, via negation, the emptiness of 
politics as a vocation in the 21st century, when growing contempt 
for political professionals coincides with the almost total politici-
sation of everyday life. Who needs experts when we all have our 
opinions? It is the ethos of Facebook, of virality as the surrogate 
for knowledge. And in truth, the typical politician is no cleverer 
than Trump, and if anything has even less conviction. An oppor-
tunist like Marco Rubio has absorbed a line of ideological patter, 
which provides him with a plausible answer for every occasion—
as well as something to change the subject: to a “message” he can 
climb back or curl himself up inside, whenever the conversation 
gets awkward (except in the New Hampshire primary debate, 
where he was unable to get off message and sounded like a wind-
up toy). Meanwhile, the true professionals, wonks like Clinton, 
actually do have something to say, only it is about the finer points 
of policy, which they discuss in the tone of a mechanic explain-
ing the intricacies of an engine or a farmer weighing the merits of 
competing fertilisers. Given the options, the advantage lies, time 
and again, with Trump, whose fabled authenticity begins in his 
refusal to master even the simplest talking points.

Trump has, in a real sense, already won. Consider: the last 
true outlying candidate to be nominated by one of the 
two major parties, Goldwater, got 38.5 per cent of the 
vote and carried six states in 1964. This landslide defeat 

did not stop major planks of his conservative platform becoming 
entrenched in Republican orthodoxy over the generation that fol-
lowed. Trump, if the early Autumn numbers are to be believed, 
should win more than 40 per cent of the vote and might capture 
something more than 20—doing about as well, that is, as Mitt 
Romney did in 2012 or John McCain in 2008. He already repre-
sents a break with a conservative past which is not coming back.

And, should he win, then according to the plebiscitary rules by 
which Trump lives and much of the public too—zero-sum, thumbs 
up or down—he could indeed present himself to the public as go-
it-alone Caesar, the popularly elected strongman or dictator, all 
the more so since so many in his party have disowned him. Indeed, 
Trump’s “transition team” seems to be preparing for him to gov-
ern as a unitary executive, rather like the boss who hired and fired 
on his hit television show The Apprentice. Advisers have report-
edly drawn up a list of as many as 25 “executive orders”—policy 
changes he as President has the power to enact by decree—in his 
pet areas, which Trump might sign into law on his very first day 
of office.

History is, once again, awkwardly on his side here. For a cen-
tury, presidents have been resorting to executive orders as a way 
of getting around obstruction in Congress. The model of pres-
idential inaction, Calvin Coolidge, signed more than 1,200 of 
them. Obama is often accused of abusing the privilege, though 
in his seven-plus years he has signed fewer “EOs” (252) than his 

immediate predecessors, George W Bush (291) and Bill Clinton. 
Obama’s most controversial order, granting immunity to some 5m 
undocumented immigrants, has been rejected in federal court. It 
was not a naked power grab, but a frustrated last resort after he 
was thwarted by a small band of House Republicans, who had 
responded to his re-election with a campaign of dogged obstruc-
tionism which killed off a promising chance of achieving immi-
gration reform with bipartisan backing on Capitol Hill. 

But to begin a presidency with a flurry of executive orders, 
especially in the crucial first “100 Days,” when the opportunity 
is greatest for a new president to deploy his gifts of persuasion 
on Capitol Hill—the high arts “of the deal” Trump maintains 
he practices with rare skill, and even genius—would be alto-
gether new. The very idea suggests a reality-television fan-
tasy of how politics and governance should work: flourish and 
magic, the stroke of the pen. And one of Trump’s advisers anon-
ymously told the New Yorker that he and others envision just 
that: “Trump spends several hours signing papers—and erases 
the Obama Presidency.” Poof!

This points to something else easily missed in this overheated 
moment, with its visions of impending Weimar collapse. Trump is 
not the deus ex machina of his party’s ruination, but its Fortinbras, 
its final executor, storming onto the stage in the last act when the 
corpses are already piled high. Trump as single restorer of Amer-
ican greatness grows out of the paradox that has bedevilled the 
Republicans for many years. It is this: while Americans say they 
hate the federal government, they also depend on it and expect it 
to solve their problems. The uncomfortable fact, which Trump has 

Even George W Bush saw a positive role for government
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Shtick insect

touched, is that most Americans—at some level—imagine that the 
right man in office will lift the national tide. 

 The differences in the legislative tactics the two parties 
adopt often have less to do with ideology than numbers. The 
Democrats can afford to speak in generous terms of majorities 
and alliances—everyone “stronger together,” as Clinton likes 
to say, because they have a raw majority of the public on their 
side. Conservative Republicans are outnumbered. This is why 
their hardliners blocked that immigration bill from reaching the 
floor of the House. They knew that, if a vote were allowed, the 
bill would pass, pushed through by Democrats and just enough 
moderate Republicans in states like California and Colorado, 
where there are large Hispanic populations. So there is a logic, 
but the obstructionism has nonetheless tainted the establish-
ment Republicans’ brand.

Their control of the House is thanks to their mastery of “dis-
trict-packing” and gerrymandering, along with demographic 
changes that on the broadest scale help the Democrats, but can 
also have the immediate effect of dispersing non-whites and pro-
gressives. Collectively their numbers are growing, and give Demo-
crats the advantage in presidential elections, where everyone can 
vote and many do. But more locally, conservative groups concen-
trated in their tighter social units, still dominate.

The upshot of this psephology, combined with the separation 
of powers, is hopelessly sclerotic government. The reason is at 
once simple and complicated. The Constitution invests law-mak-
ing powers in Congress. But it allows each chamber to establish its 
own rules, and these have been developed over time to protect the 
minority, which in effect can block legislation as it chooses. The 
rules themselves could be changed or modernised—and at one 
time or another have been—but neither side likes doing it, partly 
out of respect for tradition, but mainly because in a two-party sys-
tem power changes hands often, and neither party wants to find 
itself defenceless against the majority. 

What Trump grasped—and it is an historic insight, 
however unfit he may be for office—is that the 
voters experience the resulting paralysis as a 
problem. In an ideologically driven hyper-parti-

san era like our own, with each side hungry for every morsel it 
can get, America is in the grip of a curious form of minority-rule, 
“America the vetocracy,” in the term coined by the political theo-
rist Francis Fukuyama in his 2014 book Political Order and Politi-
cal Decay. This condition dates back to Bill Clinton’s first term, in 
1993, when he came into office with his party in the majority but 
was stopped in his tracks by Republican filibusters. The same 
thing happened to Obama. With the looming prospect of Presi-
dent Trump, it could be the Democrats’ turn to obstruct.

Minority rule, then, is the true meaning of Republican gov-
ernance in the modern era. But while this system works for leg-
islators it has frustrated voters, because the end result of this 
jockeying is that very little gets done. It took Congress more 
than eight months to approve stopgap funding ($1.1bn) to com-
bat the Zika virus, even though the country was clamouring 
for it, because of skirmishing over Planned Parenthood, the 
national organisation involved in reproductive services includ-
ing abortion. Ideology has likewise made it impossible for Con-
gress to pass even a mild new gun control law, even though the 
public supports it. It is this interlocking mechanism of unpopu-
lar programme and undemocratic process that Americans have 
in mind when they say they hate government. They don’t really. 

What they dislike is not the principle of centralised government 
but its failure time and again to deliver what they need.

The last Republican president, George W Bush, understood 
this, and so for that matter did all his predecessors. William 
Kristol, the eminence grise of Beltway conservatives, pointed 
this out, in 2008, after Obama’s first victory: “Conservatives 
should think twice before charging into battle against Obama 
under the banner of ‘small-government conservatism’.” Attrac-
tive though the ideology sounded in theory, it didn’t work. 
Republican presidents knew that it was not a formula for gov-
erning. Kristol did the simple arithmetic: “Five Republicans 
have won the presidency since 1932: Eisenhower, Nixon, Rea-
gan and the two Bushes. Only Reagan was even close to being 
a small-government conservative.” And not very close at that. 
Reagan cut few programmes and let deficits soar.

It was after Reagan left office, in 1991, the phrase “Big Gov-
ernment conservatism” originated as a description, not a term of 
abuse—along with “progressive conservatism” and “opportunity 
conservatism.” This was the model George W Bush followed—or 
wanted to, when he first took office. He was heir to his father as 
well as to the party of Eisenhower and Nixon. Shaped in part by 
his consigliere Karl Rove—a biographer of William McKinley, the 
first of the modern “big tent” Republicans, elected in 1896 and 
1900—as Governor of Texas and then as President, he did at least 
try to harness state power to improve schooling for poorer chil-
dren. It was only really when desiccated conservatism of the Tea 
Party consumed the Republicans during the Obama years, that 
such activism came to be seen as anathema. 

In his own way, Trump promises big government conserva-
tism too—only the government will be himself. The most inter-
esting outcome will be if he were to win, while Democrats got 
control of Congress. The result could well be a modus vivendi 
and an era of progress, at least at home, since Trump has no 
quarrel with the welfare state in its current form, and might 
even expand it, while at the same time scaling back the coun-
try’s commitments abroad. 

As it happens, this is exactly what the country wants. It is also 
what Hillary Clinton now seems to be promising. Oddly enough, 
the strangest election in modern American history seems to be 
yielding a new consensus. The question is whether our politi-
cians and especially our two parties have the will and desire to 
achieve it.  
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A
mericans—white Americans, anyway—used to 
cherish the fantasy that the United States doesn’t 
have a class system. Your parentage didn’t mat-
ter. Your accent didn’t matter. Where you went to 
school didn’t matter. If you had talent, gumption 

and a rock-ribbed work ethic, you, too, could get rich. Or become 
President. You could reinvent yourself, turn James Gatz into Jay 
Gatsby or change your name from Drumpf to Trump, in the way 
that America reinvented itself, transforming from a fractious 
British colony to God’s chosen nation, the indispensable, excep-
tional country free from the social shackles of the Old World.

That was the story. The truth is, the American class system 
has always been with us, however much we clung to the ideal of 
what Alexis de Tocqueville optimistically called our “equality of 
conditions.” In times of relative peace and prosperity, class is 
overlooked. When people feel forgotten, overwhelmed by mar-
ket forces, or let down by their institutions, then the flimsy red, 
white and blue bunting falls off our democratic edifice, revealing 
that America is as stratified as any European palatinate. 

It happened when Andrew Jackson was elected as the sev-
enth President in 1828, riding an upswell of populist scorn for 
the Virginian gentlemen and New England intellectuals of the 
old republican ascendancy. Jackson was famous for his military 
prowess—and his indifference to the rule of law. He set off an 
international incident in 1818 when he invaded the Spanish ter-
ritory of Florida, attacking native villages and summarily exe-
cuting two British traders accused of helping the Seminoles. 
Watching Donald Trump’s rise, it may be happening again. A 
rich man with a talent for channelling the resentment of work-
ing-class whites towards a government that they feel ignores 
them is promising to up-end convention and speak for “forgotten 
Americans.” As Trump has taken to saying at campaign appear-
ances: “I will be your voice.”

It didn’t matter in the 1820s that Jackson was a prosperous 
slave-trader and plantation owner; his followers claimed him as 
one of them and called him “Old Hickory” for being as tough as 
the wood. He might have had money, but he remained rough-
hewn and proud of it. It doesn’t matter that Trump was born into 
privilege and made several fortunes in property deals, writing his 
name in gold letters on skyscrapers all over the world. His macho 
confidence and gleeful vulgarity endear him to those who feel 
oppressed by political correctness; he harks back to an America 
that bestrode the world like a colossus, a country in which white 
men were men, white women were ladies, and people of colour 
knew their place.

The mechanics of privilege can be harder to read in the US 
than in the UK, where you can damn yourself by saying “toilet” 
instead of “loo.” Americans are masters of the egalitarian ges-
ture: George W Bush—the second president Bush, that is—three 
of whose ancestors came over on the Mayflower, released photo-
graphs of himself “clearing brush” on his Texas estate. Despite 
America’s cherished self-image as a meritocracy, few working- 
class people make it to the White House: six of the first 10 presi-
dents were plantation owners (the others were lawyers), and the 
last four hold degrees from Harvard or Yale. Every member of 
Congress claims to be an “ordinary” American, but more than 
half are millionaires. The US media are traditionally uncomfort-
able with class and politicians who mention the word get slapped 
down. During the 2012 Republican primary campaign, Mitt 
Romney, a plutocrat worth hundreds of millions of dollars, tried 
to make a point about the middle class and was reprimanded by 
Senator Rick Santorum: “There are no classes in America.” Even 
to use the word “class” foments the dreaded, socialist and dis-
turbingly European (if undefined) idea of “class warfare.”

In 2016, however, it is impossible to deny that American class 
conflict is rife. According to a recent Gallup survey, the num-
ber of Americans identifying as middle class has declined since 
2008, with 48 per cent now identifying as working or lower class. 
Not that Trump personally invokes class much, but at his ral-
lies thousands of Americans, mostly white, mostly without col-
lege education, turn up to rail against the “elites”: the media, 
the government, feminists, leftists, gays, intellectuals, environ-
mentalists. All of whom have somehow deprived his followers 
of their imagined birthright: the America of their parents and 
grandparents, an America the rest of the world fears, an Amer-
ica in which white privilege is as unremarkable as air, an America 
where Christianity goes unchallenged, where you can go from 
high school to a good job at the mill, the factory assembly line, or 
down the mine. An America where marriage means a man and a 
woman, and minorities might have rights but not power. 

Working-class people feel that the country is no longer organ-
ised to benefit them. They have reason: economists say that the 
typical family income has stagnated for 25 years. All the politi-
cians have pledged to create jobs and expand opportunity, from 
Bill Clinton’s “The economy, stupid!” to Bush’s “compassionate 
conservatism” to Barack Obama’s “hope and change.” But for 
too many, the economy is still lousy, there is no compassion and 
little hope. Wages are low and outsourcing has pushed much tra-
ditional manufacturing work overseas. Many cannot buy a house 
or afford the college education that might help them join the 
prosperous America seen on television. They are told that the 
country has recovered from the recession, but it doesn’t feel that 
way, not to them. Inequality is growing: the top 1 per cent now 
control 40 per cent of America’s wealth. People who assumed 
they would be upwardly-mobile find themselves heading down. 
Moreover, demographic trends mean that America will soon no 

The roots of the rage
If you want to make sense of this insensible election year, lend a hillbilly your ear 

DIANE ROBERTS

Diane Roberts is a professor of English at Florida State 
University and a commentator for National Public Radio
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longer be a white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant nation but a “major-
ity minority” one. European-Americans will become—as blacks, 
Latinos, Asians and Muslims have long been—objects of study. 
Perhaps it is not surprising that so many Americans support a 
presidential candidate who articulates their rage about America 
no longer being “great.”

In Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Cri-
sis, JD Vance gives us a personal take on the roots of this 
anger. He doesn’t so much study the white working class as 
commemorate it—the word “elegy” implies something has 

died—as he recounts growing up in the shadow of Appalachia. 
He was born in 1984, the year of Reagan’s second landslide, and 
his age is material in various ways. For a start, his infancy took 
place in the shadow of the great industrial shakeout of the early 
1980s, and he was barely at school before another job-destroy-
ing recession would hit communities like his hard. More funda-
mentally, unlike a working-class child of—say—the 1950s or 60s, 
Vance did not grow up with the assumption that wages would rise 
year-in and year-out, and still less with any illusion that a benign 
Washington would over time eradicate poverty. More than other 
generations of hillbillies, in other words, Vance’s had reason to 
feel that their communities were the places that the American 

economy was leaving behind. A feeling that is shared, of course, 
with many followers of Trump across the poorer parts of the US.

Vance depicts his people as at once loving and bellicose, reck-
less and generous, loyal—and mean as hell. Attached to their 
ancestral homes in Kentucky, Tennessee and West Virginia, only 
a few manage to succeed in modern America. Largely descended 
from Ulster Scots (Andrew Jackson’s parents were Presbyteri-
ans from County Antrim) who migrated to the mountains of the 
upper South at either side of the turn of the 18th century, the 
“Scots-Irish” remained isolated, suspicious of outsiders, uncon-
vinced by the American dream. As Vance puts it: “I may be white 
but I do not identify with the WASPs of the Northeast. Instead, 
I identify with the millions of working-class white Americans of 
Scots-Irish descent who have no college degree. To these folks, 
poverty is the family tradition—their ancestors were day labour-
ers in the Southern slave economy, sharecroppers after that, coal 
miners after that, and later machinists and mill workers. Amer-
icans call them hillbillies, rednecks, or white trash. I call them 
neighbours, friends and family.”

Vance got out—but it was hard. His maternal grandpar-
ents moved his family from Kentucky to Ohio, along with so 
many others that Middletown, where he lived as a teenager, is  
nicknamed Middletucky. For the Vances, their real home was 

A young girl plays outside her grandparents’ mobile home in Kentucky, 2013
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the small town of Jackson in “the heart of southeastern Ken-
tucky’s coal country.” His mother Bev, a promising student, got 
pregnant at 18 and JD (James Donald) was born in 1984. She 
gave up education for a fleeting marriage, then another. And 
another. Vance’s life was a series of stepfathers and quasi-step-
fathers, frequent moves and increasingly erratic behaviour by 
his self-medicating mother. Bev could be loving, encouraging 
her children’s education—when she wasn’t trying to kill them. 
She once blew her stack while driving with her son, stomping on 
the accelerator and claiming that she was going to crash the car. 
Luckily, she changed her mind, pulling over to slap him around. 
This gave young JD a chance to escape and call the police. Bev 
was charged with domestic violence, only avoiding jail because 
her parents, Vance’s grandparents, “Mamaw” and “Papaw,” 
scraped together enough money for a lawyer and encouraged 
him to lie. Not that they let their daughter off the hook. The kid 
would live with them, not her: “If Mom had a problem with the 
arrangement, she could talk to the barrel of Mamaw’s gun. This 
was hillbilly justice,” writes Vance, “and it didn’t fail me.”

Mamaw—Bonnie Blanton Vance—was the one solid adult 
in young JD’s life, his champion and source of unconditional 
love. She was no cuddly granny. A Marine Corps recruiter once 
told Vance: “Those drill instructors are mean. But not like that 
grandma of yours.” Married at 13 to James Lee Vance (who was 
16), she was foul-mouthed, belligerent and usually armed. Her 
favourite television show was The Sopranos. Dedicated to defend-
ing her family’s honour, she and her husband once smashed up 
a shop because the clerk was “rude” to their son. Outsiders must 
never be allowed to criticise the family. But within the family, 
it was a different matter: Vance calls his grandfather a “violent 
drunk” who sometimes beat his daughters. Vance’s grandmother 
was a “violent nondrunk” with a combustible temper. She’d hide 
her husband’s wallet from him or serve him plates of rubbish for 
dinner as protests against his boozing. She finally told Papaw 
that if he came home drunk again, she’d kill him. The next time 
he arrived back plastered, collapsing on the living room sofa, 
Mamaw—a woman of her word—doused him with petrol and lit 
a match. Somehow he survived. He also quit drinking.

All this inspires nice, sheltered readers to clutch our pearls in 
dismay, but Vance’s story resonates profoundly at this moment in 
history when divisions between black and white, university grad-

uates and the “poorly educated” (as Trump called them), and 
especially the urban and rural, have deepened alarmingly. Econ-
omists Anne Case and Angus Deaton have shown that while life-
expectancy for middle-aged African Americans and Hispanics 
is rising, whites in their forties and fifties are dying younger of 
suicide, liver disease and drug and alcohol poisoning. They are 
living more and more in ill health, too, with chronic pain both 
physical and mental, opioid abuse, obesity and diabetes. For a 
rich nation not engaged in a full-scale war, this is unprecedented.

Vance is unsparing in his depiction of the self-destructive 
behaviours ravaging working-class whites, especially in his fam-
ily, and their feelings of being at once abandoned and belittled, 
helpless and furious. Judging from the Trump surge, these feel-
ings are widespread. Stability is in short supply: marriage rates 
are declining, fatherless families are on the rise, and though 
President Obama has positive ratings, Americans despise gov-
ernment in general. Three-quarters of Americans describe 
themselves as religious, but adherence to organised religion 
is sinking. About the only institution that still commands the 
respect of most US citizens is the military: a poll in June showed 
that 73 per cent of Americans have a “great deal” or “quite a lot” 
of confidence in their armed services. Only nine per cent felt the 
same way about Congress.

Vance was always looking for stability. Living with his grand-
mother got him through high school, but he didn’t feel ready for 
college. When his cousin Rachael, a Marine, told him that join-
ing the Corps would “whip your ass into shape,” he signed up. 
Once a fat, unfocused kid, the Marines got him fit, confident and 
committed to healthy eating. Food in America, as in the UK, is 
loaded with class significance. There’s an Appalachian phenom-
enon called “Mountain Dew mouth,” bad teeth and gums result-
ing from babies and small children being fed fizzy drinks instead 

JD Vance: the author went from Appalachia to Silicon Valley

“The next time Papaw 
arrived back plastered, 
Mamaw doused him with 
petrol and lit a match. 
Somehow he survived”
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of milk. Vance’s mother put Pepsi in his bottle. A diet of menthol 
cigarettes, drugs, and high-fructose corn syrup can kill you. Still, 
you have to sympathise with Mamaw, who was probably puzzled 
when her grandson started asking about saturated fat in her fried 
chicken and looking askance at her blackberry cobbler. 

Violence, alienation and rapid economic shifts can kill you, 
too. Vance cites sociologist William Julius Wilson, whose book 
The Truly Disadvantaged, about African Americans who migrated 
north to escape segregation and find jobs in manufacturing, 
helped him to understand his people’s situation. Communities, 
“vibrant but fragile,” are established then fractured when the fac-
tories shut. People can’t find decent jobs, and can’t afford to leave. 
They’ve lost the cultural and social bonds of home: the church, 
the extended family. Deracinated, they become self-destructive. 
Vance deserves credit for taking on class in America with rare and 
refreshing honesty, and not pretending that it is a figment of the 
divisive Democratic imagination. He knows that many “in my cor-
ner of the demographic world” have suffered repeated childhood 
trauma: abuse; alcoholism and/or drug abuse in the family; living 
with depressed, violent, or suicidal adults. He cites an academic 
study showing the effects of “adverse childhood experiences” or 
ACEs on Americans. And he accepts that grabbing those boot-
straps and pulling up hard doesn’t always work. Sometimes you 
need help. 

At the same time, as a conservative, he worries that gov-
ernment programmes and sweeping social policies are not the 
answer. He is torn, paying homage to the psychological damage 
and at the same time, blaming the “learned helplessness” of hill-
billies who don’t seem to think that their decisions matter, that 

Three-quarters of Americans describe themselves as “religious,” 
but adherence to organised religion is sinking

it is always somebody else’s fault: “We talk about the value of 
hard work but tell ourselves that the reason we’re not working 
is some perceived unfairness: Obama shut down the coal mines, 
or all the jobs went to the Chinese.” He also blames “the welfare 
state” (insofar as America has one) for rewarding freeloading, 
and resents those who don’t have his self-discipline and drive. In 
high school, Vance worked in a supermarket and saw recipients 
of welfare buying junk food with their food stamps and re-sell-
ing it for cash, then spending the cash on beer and cigarettes. “I 
could never understand,” he says, “why our lives felt like a strug-
gle while those living off government largesse enjoyed trinkets 
that I only dreamed about.”

After the Marines, Vance went to Ohio State University and 
then Yale Law School. Now an executive at a Silicon Valley 
investment firm, he is now a certified success, indeed, by most 
measures a member of the elite he disdains. He has learned to 
navigate posh America, with its sparkling water (the first time he 
tastes it, Vance thinks it’s gone bad), wine snobbery and esoteric 
dinners with forks for each course lined up like little silver sol-
diers. Determined to crack the class code, he resembles a latter-
day Dickensian hero, making his way in a contemporary America 
that seems hell-bent on recreating Victorian inequality. You’re 
pulling for him; you want him to succeed and leave behind the 
despair of the hillbilly world, to shrug off what he sees as the con-
descending compassion of progressives, and reward his grand-
mother’s faith in him. 

Vance refuses to indulge in the mean-spiritedness of 
some on the right who divide the world into “mak-
ers” and “takers,” though he can get a little judgmen-
tal about people who make bad choices: the neighbour 

who leaves her bath running, then gets so high that she calls the 
landlord to complain about her leaky ceiling before collapsing. 
And he seems to discount the importance of race, observing that 
Barack Obama “feels like an alien” to people from his town, not 
because of his race but his class—“he is brilliant, wealthy, and 
speaks like a constitutional law professor which, of course, he is… 
he conducts himself with a confidence that comes from know-
ing the modern America meritocracy was built for him.” But that 
ignores the reality that many whites see blacks as irredeemably 
“other”—around 60 per cent of Trump supporters say they think 
Obama is a Muslim and a foreigner—as well as the black citizens 
killed by the police, postcode prejudice by banks and the fre-
quently unjust incarceration of young black men. 

Conservatives often divide the poor into “deserving” and “unde-
serving:” Vance resists, and resolves instead to make sense of the 
hopelessness of hillbilly culture, including his own mother, who 
starts using heroin, the “Kentucky Derby of drugs.” He says Amer-
ica is “the greatest country on earth,” then details how this great 
country fails to help people like his family. Vance really wants to 
believe in the grand old American virtues of self-reliance, personal 
responsibility and individualism, and can’t help thinking those no 
’count people who assume the world (or at least the federal gov-
ernment) owes them a living, should get up off their backsides and 
get a job. He is courageous enough to admit to his frustration as 
he carries on doing the best he can, fearing the self-destructive-
ness inherited from generations of hillbilly rage, hoping that he 
can beat back the monsters of his childhood and make his way in 
an unjust world. With this book, he has put class front and centre. 
And America will not become “great again” until we recognise how 
it cripples the aspirations of so many of its citizens.   
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L
abour MPs forced a great showdown with their 
unloved leader this summer, less than a year after 
he first took the helm. But they left their Liverpool 
conference with nothing resolved, at least not in any 
way that they would have wished. Jeremy Corbyn 

was even more firmly entrenched than before, having been re-
elected with a higher share of the vote, and on a bigger ballot. 

Understandably enough, the party’s current travails are being 
debated using the familiar terms of ideology and class. The Jer-
emy Corbyn surge that transformed the contours of Labour pol-
itics a year ago was undoubtedly powered by revulsion against 
the ideological vacuity of the Tony Blair-Gordon Brown New 
Labour regime of 1997-2010. Blair’s insistence that Labour now 
stood for a preposterous “Third Way” designed to turn Britain 
into a “young country”; the contempt for civil liberties that per-
vaded a series of “anti-terror” laws; and, above all, the unlawful 
folly of the Iraq War stank in the nostrils, not just of the so-called 
“hard left,” but of idealistic progressives of all ages. Brown’s assid-
uous courtship of the City and insistence that financial regulation 
would be “limited touch” and not just “light touch” were less obvi-
ous, but another affront to traditional social democracy. Mean-
while, the Gini coefficient, which had measured a sharp climb in 
inequality under Margaret Thatcher, stubbornly refused to fall. 
Against that background, Corbyn’s election and now re-election 
are not just understandable; they were predictable. The shock 
and horror with which the Westminster village greeted them only 
shows that its denizens have lost the plot. 

Unfortunately, the Corbyn remedy has proved to be poi-
son. The civil war between extra-parliamentary Corbynites and 
the New Labour retreads in the parliamentary party has made 
Labour unelectable. If a general election were held tomorrow, 
Theresa May would sail to victory. Almost certainly, Labour 
would suffer a crushing defeat—perhaps as crushing as 1983, 
conceivably as crushing as 1935 or 1931. All the signs are that the 
party I joined at 20 is in terminal decline.

A vicious blame-game compounds the party’s plight. The best 
hope of transcending it is to understand that this is merely the 
local, British case of a much wider malaise. From Copenhagen 
to Berlin and from Athens to Jerusalem, social democracy is in 
retreat. In the last Israeli elections, Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud 
crushed the essentially social-democratic Zionist Union. Pasok, 
the Greek social-democratic party, imploded long ago; “Pasok-
ify” has become a term of art on a despairing left. The Danish 
Social Democrats went down to defeat last time, and in France, 
François Hollande’s socialist party has no discernible governing 

philosophy and seems set to lose the Élysée next year. Marine Le 
Pen’s Front National—boosted by the narrow majority for Brexit 
vote in the European Union referendum—looms menacingly in 
the wings. The once mighty German SPD is now the junior part-
ner in a coalition with Angela Merkel’s Christian Democrats, and 
polling miserably. The German europhobic party—Alternative 
für Deutschland—is weaker than the French Front National, but 
the fact that it exists at all betokens an astonishing mutation in 
German assumptions about the European project.

To a political class accustomed to taking class and ideology 
for granted this new landscape is both incomprehensible and 
alarming. Some are in denial. Labour politicians as varied as Lisa 
Nandy and David Miliband have suggested that the old show can 
be kept on the road if Labour adopts a revamped ideology, more 
appropriate to the new world order which has emerged since its 
last winning streak, and appeals more energetically to the inse-
cure, “left-behind’ working class which flirts with Ukip and voted 
“Leave” in the EU referendum. Labour, in short, can flourish 
again if it makes modest changes in order to stay the same—a 
tactic sometimes known as “dynamic conservatism.” 

Activists of the left, including Momentum may convince them-
selves that traditional politics of ideology and class is in rude 
health, because they have recruited many hundreds of thousands 
of members. That, however, is deluded, because the numbers they 
will need to prevail in a general election run into millions, rather 
than hundreds of thousands, and there is no sign in local elections 
or opinion polls of them making any progress at all. Other pro-
gressives recognise that the emerging landscape is indeed new, 
but find it so distasteful that they can’t bring themselves to grasp 
its inner meaning or grapple with the emotional dynamics which 
brought it into being. A good example is Vince Cable, the most 
perceptive front-rank politician of recent times. He has realised 
that the old politics of class and ideology are under threat from 
a new politics of identity and ethnicity, but he assumes as a given 
that these new politics are inherently irreconcilable with the his-
toric values of social liberalism and social democracy.

If his assumption were valid, the outlook for progres-
sives like me—who have spent a lifetime trying to figure 
out how best to marry and promote these two progres-
sive traditions—would be dire indeed. Fortunately, the 
assumption is awry. True, some movements which 
fly the flag of identity are patently hostile to liberal 
and social democratic values: Ukip and the motley 
crew of Tory Brexiteers who did the heavy lifting 
in the “Leave” campaign rank among them, as do 
Poland’s Law and Justice Party, Austria’s Free-
dom Party and Geert Wilders’s  Party for Free-
dom in the Netherlands. But some movements 
which have abandoned the old politics of class-
based ideology in favour of the new politics of 
place and identity are as committed to liberal 

Left, in pieces
After a lifetime of trying to find a nationwide answer to the progressive dilemma, I’ve given up

DAVID MARQUAND

David Marquand is a writer, historian and former 
Principal of Mansfield College, Oxford. He was Labour 
MP for Ashfield between 1966 and 1977
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and social democratic values as parties of the traditional left. 
This is true of the Catalan separatists who are steadily gaining 

ground in what is still north-eastern Spain, less certainly of the 
Basque nationalists in the north-west and of the 30-odd region-
alist and/or separatist parties in the European Free Alliance. 
Some are distinctly exotic, if not eccentric—Mebyon Kernow in 
Cornwall, the Occitan party in France and the Schleswig party in 
Denmark. But in the two non-English nations of Great Britain—
Scotland and Wales—the story is more auspicious.

The Scots (overwhelmingly) and Welsh (narrowly) both voted 
for devolution at the end of the last century. From 1999 a Scottish 
Parliament was sitting in Edinburgh for the first time since 1707, 
while a Welsh Assembly (or Senedd) was sitting in Cardiff for the 
first time ever. At first the Labour Party won the elections to both 
devolved legislatures. Donald Dewar—a staunch unionist, but a 
passionate and longstanding devolver—became Scotland’s First 
Minister. After some complicated manoeuvring, Rhodri Morgan 
became the Labour First Minister of Wales, and declared that 
“clear red water” would separate the Welsh government from 
New Labour in London.

Today’s picture could not be more different. In the elections 
to the Scottish Parliament in 2007, the Scottish National Party 
(SNP) edged ahead of Labour. Alex Salmond formed a minor-
ity administration. This turned out to be a decisive breakthrough 
for the politics of identity—the most decisive in Great Britain’s 
history. In 2011, the SNP won an absolute majority at Holyrood, 
and almost twice as many seats as Labour. In 2014, it staged a 

referendum on independence, and although an 
electrifying “Yes” campaign was defeated, 

its membership nearly tripled. In the 2015 
Westminster election, the SNP won all 
but three of the Scottish seats; Labour, 
Scotland’s dominant party for dec-
ades, held only one. And, as Nicola 
Sturgeon showed in the 2015 televi-
sion debates, the SNP is at least as 
committed as Labour to social liberal 
and social democratic values.

The Welsh story echoes the Scot-
tish, albeit in a gentler fashion. Plaid 
Cymru, “the party of Wales,” is the 

SNP’s cousin, but certainly not its clone. It was founded in 1925, 
principally by the charismatic, driven Saunders Lewis, who was 
president until 1939. Marked by his service in the First World 
War, Lewis was a monarchist and an authoritarian, as well as a 
poet, a playwright, a Catholic convert, an unapologetic elitist. 
“Civilisation,” he wrote, “is more than an abstraction. It must 
have a local habitation and name. Here its name is Wales.” In the 
cause of removing “the mark and shame of conquest,” he was a 
prime mover in setting on fire RAF facilities on the Llyn penin-
sula. He ended up in Wormwood Scrubs. 

Plaid Cymru has come a long way since then. Gone are Lew-
is’s elitism, apocalyptic rhetoric and willingness to engage in 
violence. Gone too are the authoritarianism that accompa-
nied them. Few, if any, now talk of the “shame of conquest.” 
Today, Plaid is the second party in a pluralist four-party politi-
cal system. Leanne Wood, the leader, is as charismatic as Lewis 
or indeed Sturgeon, and gained almost as much kudos as her 
in those 2015 television debates. In the Welsh Assembly, Plaid 
is the chief opposition party. Wood is a self-proclaimed social 
democrat, and with more fire in her belly than Carwyn Jones, 
the Labour First Minister. 

Where all this leaves progressives in England is far from obvi-
ous. If solidarity could somehow be engendered by new move-
ments at the regional level, then one can imagine an analogue 
with the inclusive nationalism that has developed in Scotland 
and Wales. Unfortunately, with arbitrary and ahistoric bor-
ders, the big regions—such as the north-west, or the East Mid-
lands—scarcely touch identity at all. Indeed, John Prescott was 
humiliated in a 2004 referendum in which he tried and failed to 
persuade the citizens of the north east to back a new assembly.

Conceivably, though, big cities like Manchester, Liverpool, 
Sheffield, Birmingham and—most of all—London may offer a 
more hopeful prospect. The London mayoralty has facilitated 
specific reforms such as the congestion charge; but after the 
office was filled in that same year by Ken Livingstone, the man 
Blair was desperate to stop, it did something else too. It encour-
aged Londoners—who increasingly identify as such—to believe 
that the capital could go its own way. As indeed London did in 
both the EU referendum, in which it broke heavily for “Remain,” 
and the last general election, when it swung to the left despite 
the nationwide Conservative victory. With new metro-mayors for 
Manchester and other conurbations in prospect, it may be that 
Labour parties (or radical independents, like the first-term Liv-
ingstone) in other great cities will be able to develop agendas that 
go with the grain of their citizens’ identities, just as Sadiq Khan is 
now doing at City Hall.

Make no mistake, though, the political mechanics of allying the 
metropolitan social liberalism that might thrive in the cities, with 
the more conservative Labourism that might still stand the best 
chance in small-town England, where very different identities are 
salient, will be fraught indeed. Who knows what sort of pacts or 
institutional innovations may be required? What is certain is that 
it will take a politician of rare creativity to find answers.

But for progressives who are lucky enough to live in Scot-
land or Wales, the reconciliation of the politics of identity with 
social democracy need not be so fraught. Like the SNP, Plaid 
Cymru practices the politics of ethnic identity, but in a distinc-
tively Welsh and less abrasive fashion. Both parties offer more 
hopeful paths for their respective nations than does the played 
out Labourism of yesteryear. I shall vote accordingly in the next 
Westminster and Assembly elections.©

 L
EO

N
 N

EA
L/

G
ET

TY
 IM

AG
ES

Jeremy Corbyn applauds his recent  
re-election, in Liverpool
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Corbyn in No. 10? The unthinkable has happened before
Andy Beckett

Labour has split many times. But never like this
Ben Jackson

British pundits love to say that elections are won from the centre. 
They’re right often enough for this dour conventional wisdom to 
become self-fulfilling. But occasionally it’s a poor guide to what is 
possible in a volatile electoral system: Labour’s landslide on a near-
utopian manifesto in 1945; Margaret Thatcher’s outflanking of the 
post-war consensus; the SNP’s obliteration of Labour from the left.

For radicals to win, they need some of the following: discredited 
mainstream politicians; turbulence in the economy and society; a 
sense of national crisis—or opportunity; and a leader who can persua-
sively argue that profound change is needed. Since Jeremy Corbyn 
launched his idiosyncratic insurgency a year ago, the main argument 
made by him and his supporters—in lieu of many worked-out poli-
cies—has been that the time is again ripe for political rule-breaking.

They are right. Since the financial crisis, British capitalism and the 
British state have become dysfunctional. Look at the housing market, 
working conditions or disposable income—the political status quo, 
whether the ameliorative New Labour or the astringent Conservative 
version, has provided a good life for too few people. Perceptive MPs 
like Labour’s Jon Cruddas and Tory Robert Halfon, have realised this.

Nowadays, it ought to be easier than before for an iconoclast to win 
power. In 1979, Thatcher needed 13.7m votes. Thanks to political dis-
engagement, fragmentation and slipping turn-outs since, around 11m 
is usually enough now to end up as the governing party—especially if 

Labour has a long and colourful tradition of splits, in-fighting 
and retrospective revulsion towards its time in office, after it loses 
power. Are Labour’s current divisions any different? 

Arguments about its governing record, and rows about the 
way to recapture power have followed every Labour government. 
The 1930s, the 1950s and the 1980s were all marked by electorally 
damaging internal debates. In retrospect, what is surprising is that 
anyone expected the New Labour years to end differently. The fail-
ure of the Conservatives to win a majority in 2010, coupled with 
Ed Miliband’s ability to hold together the combustible Labour 
coalition, deferred a reckoning that was inevitable. For there are 
structural reasons why the exercise of state power will always raise 
problems for Labour. 

Unlike the Tories, it is committed to the pursuit of utopian 
goals through gradualist reforms. While a Labour government 
might make progress towards these goals, for example by reducing 
the number of children in poverty, it appears disappointing when 
measured against the idealism that fires the imagination of the 
party’s members. Even the 1945-51 government left a problematic 
legacy: it had achieved so much but Britain was still not the social-
ist society Labour had traditionally envisaged. Labour then faced 
an unpalatable choice between revising its conception of socialism 
or advocating more radical economic change.

But there are important differences between earlier Labour 
divisions and the party’s current problems. Most obviously, the 

you form a coalition (the Conservatives only got 10.7m in 2010). Rad-
ical would-be prime ministers, assuming they can mobilise their core 
supporters, no longer need to win over huge numbers of centrist voters.

But if circumstances look promising for those Corbynistas who 
do dream of Downing Street, Corbynism itself looks less so. He lacks 
the fresh language of a credible national saviour. His speeches can 
be woolly, and packed with generalities about “ending injustices.” In 
opposition, Thatcher was more concrete and more compelling, urg-
ing “a revolt against big government.”

Though vibrant, the Corbyn movement remains too inward-look-
ing and cut off from the rest of British politics. Unlike Ken Living-
stone’s left-wing, influential Greater London Council of the 1980s, so 
far Corbynistas seem to lack the will or ability to amplify their power 
by building coalitions. But if Corbyn can stay leader for a few years, 
and either grow in the role, or appoint a less shambling soulmate as 
his successor; if his smarter supporters start working more inside the 
Labour hierarchy, rather than mainly cheering at rallies, then our 
brittle economy and the realities of Brexit just might provide a radi-
calised Labour party with an opening. And if these radicals do make 
it to office, they may discover, like other successful rebels before them, 
that their problems have only just begun.
Andy Beckett is the author of “Promised You a Miracle: Why 1980-82 
Made Modern Britain” (Penguin)

radical dissidents have for the first time won a decisive victory that 
will set the party on a new course. Why were they able to do so?

New Labour’s rhetoric and policies left it more vulnerable 
than past Labour governments to the charge of deviating from 
the historic mission. Of course, Harold Wilson and James Cal-
laghan faced that attack too, but Labour’s leaders in the 1960s 
and 1970s had not sought to define themselves against the party, 
in the way New Labour did. It was hoist by its own petard when 
many on the left accepted Tony Blair’s claim that he sought a third 
way between traditional social democracy and Thatcherism—and 
therefore felt at liberty to reject his approach. 

Organisational changes have compounded the vulnerability. In 
the past, dissent was diffused by party structures, which enabled 
bargaining between parliamentary leaders and the trade unions to 
settle party affairs. The new method of electing the leader starts 
with pure one member one vote, and then opens it up by enfran-
chising party supporters, making a critical part of Labour’s consti-
tution more unpredictable. Finally, the authority commanded by 
Labour MPs and party managers has collapsed. The gulf between 
the membership and most representatives is unprecedented, as 
is the lack of influence of Labour’s establishment over the mem-
bers. We live in a time of populist revolt against the political class. 
Labour’s elite have felt the full force of the wrath. 
Ben Jackson is Associate Professor of Modern History at Oxford 
University and the Co-Editor of “Political Quarterly.”
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The Left has all the momentum
Rachel Shabi

At the Black-E Community Centre in Liverpool, an animated 
queue snakes around the corner, as crowds from the last event spill 
out onto the streets. This is the hub for “The World Transformed,” 
running alongside Labour’s conference and organised by Momen-
tum, Jeremy Corbyn’s much maligned campaign group. Yes, peo-
ple really were queuing to talk politics—with workshops covering 
housing, Brexit, precarious jobs and more. But this queue was for 
a discussion on parliamentary socialism, with Shadow Chancellor 
John McDonnell. Abuzz with ideas, you couldn’t enter this build-
ing and miss the sense of possibility, the moment of change.

This change is precisely what propelled Corbyn to the top—
twice. The shock emergence of a leadership candidate from the 
unabashedly anti-austerity left galvanised supporters around him 
—young and old, hyper-educated and left behind—up and down 
the country. A mix of inspired first-timers and re-energised old 
hands, this surge has driven Labour’s membership over the half 
million mark, making it the largest party in Europe. For the first 
time in recent memory, the parliamentary party has a leader with 
politics that are in line with a movement on the streets: it’s the 
promise in this duality of forces that is so inspiring for so many.

Which is not to say that everyone is getting carried away. The 
Corbyn supporters I speak with seem under no illusions as to the 
challenges ahead; there is little resting on laurels after the second 

leadership win. The task now is to take Corbyn’s revived left pol-
itics to the wider population—and win over new voters, all those 
who fell away in the New Labour years, or others who have inter-
nalised the fallacy that Labour can’t be trusted with the economy. 
It’s slow work, but the change within Labour harnesses a change 
in the wider population: a rejection of the politics that brought us 
the crash and austerity cuts; a feeling that the slick-suited, sound-
bite-generating political class just don’t have the solutions. 

But there’s no point having a swelled party membership if it is 
not put to use. This is what Corbyn’s freshly announced Labour 
organising academies are about: training activists in canvassing 
and campaigning. It’s also why much of the focus at Momentum’s 
Liverpool event is on skills-sharing: how to do phone banks and 
how to build community resistance. All of which, even prior to 
an election campaign, could create a formidable parliamentary 
opposition. If, for example, the Labour Party in parliament wants 
to fight the Tories over education, or the NHS, it has a co-ordi-
nated nationwide movement ready to sustain that campaign in 
the country. Could the Tories, divided and governing with a slim 
majority, withstand this and drive through unpopular policies? 
They’re laughing about the Labour Party now—but they might 
not be for much longer, 
Rachel Shabi is a writer and author

Yes, Labour could vanish. Just ask Scotland—or me
Gregg McClymont 

The Scottish Labour Party retains a residual if ageing core vote 
and the enthusiasm of a small but dynamic group of younger 
activists. Nonetheless the collapse in its support is eye-watering. 
In the 2010 general election, Scottish Labour took 42 per cent 
of the vote and 41 seats, one of which was mine. In 2015, it got 23 
per cent and one seat. This year’s Holyrood elections confirmed 
that Labour’s core vote sits at around 20 per cent—Ruth David-
son’s Tories won more seats and now sit as the official opposition, 
accruing profile and credibility in the process. Polls have consist-
ently given Davidson a far higher approval rating than Labour’s 
Kezia Dugdale—and in one a higher rating than the dominant 
First Minister Nicola Sturgeon. Even if the pendulum eventually 
swings, it is the Tories not Labour who stand to benefit.

When a party is in crisis, commentators reach for George Dan-
gerfield’s The Strange Death of Liberal England, a dramatic tale of 
a great party of state destroyed by forces beyond its control, told 
with great panache. The thing about tectonic plates is that they 
move slowly and out of sight, until all of a sudden, the deluge.

The 2014 referendum on Scottish independence was the cul-
mination of a process of sociological change by which nationalism 
replaced social class as the fundamental category in Scottish pol-
itics. Just as the Liberal Democrats found itself irrelevant in the 
days when politics was being redefined by the rise of Labour (and 
its antithesis the Conservative Party) so Labour appears function-
less in a Scottish politics defined by the rise of nationalism and its 

antithesis, the Conservative and Unionist party.
To the outside observer it might not be obvious why a referen-

dum on independence in which Labour was comfortably on the 
winning side—55 per cent to 45 per cent—should be transforma-
tive. The answer is that Scottish Labour is, and has been for some 
time, a reluctant unionist. Until Gordon Brown’s late interven-
tion there did not exist a forward-looking social-democratic case 
for the Union. Without rebuttal, the claim that Scotland is differ-
ent—more egalitarian in spirit, compassionate and “left-wing”—
had moved seamlessly from being an argument for devolution to 
an argument for independence. Scotland had become a “Tory-
free zone” in 1997; there were “more pandas than Tory MPs” in 
Scotland from 2010; and now the final step, detachment from the 
Tories forever, was in Scotland’s grasp. Teleology as ideology.

Those who lived through the referendum will not quickly for-
get it. If every Scot is a nationalist of some kind, then the surge in 
separatism during the campaign becomes explicable. Why should 
politics be immune from the national sentiment which has always 
infused other aspects of Scottish life? For a while Scottish Labour 
could swim with the tide, as Scotland’s defenders against the 
Tories. But riding a nationalist tiger is always dangerous. Having 
failed to make a case for the union, nationalist arguments became 
conventional wisdom, even for much of Labour’s core vote.
Gregg McClymont is a historian, who was Labour MP for Cumbernauld, 
Kilsyth and Kirkintilloch East until 2015, when he lost to the SNP
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A
t my own first wedding—as at the first weddings 
of so many others—the principal Bible reading 
was from St Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthi-
ans. You know the one, all about faith, hope and 
love: “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy 

or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own 
way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong-
doing, but rejoices with the truth. Love bears all things, believes 
all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”

Actually, the version read out at our own rather traditional 
service was from the King James translation, which renders 
the original as “charity” rather than “love”—a semantic shift 
of some significance, because what we contemporarily under-
stand as the love between committed sexual partners is quite 
different to any form of beneficence. When the priest intones—
“So now faith, hope and love abide, these three; but the greatest 
of these is love”—we tend not to think of selfless acts of giving. 
Instead, looking to the couple standing hand-in-hand before 
the altar, we meditate on the comparative ephemerality of the 
phenomenon we call romantic love—ephemeral, even by the 
increasingly short standards of duration of most marriages. 
We wonder: Will theirs last? Do they love each other enough? 
Will the memory of that love (if not the love itself) sustain them 
when things get rough? 

A Church of England marriage is an odd thing—true, the 
modern service has jettisoned the stern injunctions that pref-
aced my own first (and lamentably brief) union. No longer are 
the congregation told marriage was ordained firstly for “pro-
creation,” and secondly as “a remedy against sin, and to avoid 
fornication; that such persons as have not the gift of conti-
nency might marry, and keep themselves undefiled members of 
Christ’s body.” Instead, we have a touchy-feely, tambourine-tap-
ping, guitar-strumming substitute: “The gift of marriage brings 
husband and wife together in the delight and tenderness of sex-
ual union and joyful commitment to the end of their lives.” A 
charmingly naive estimation, I’d say, of the ability of us contem-
porary, spoilt, sexually sophisticated instant-gratifiers to stay 
the mortal, marital course.

Underlying this shift from a view of marriage as a de jure 
bromide, to one which joyfully acknowledges human concupis-
cence are all sorts of factors, not least the changing status of 
women in our society. However, I’d suggest that still more sig-
nificant has been the changing perception of romantic love. It’s 
perhaps a little too trite to suggest that as we’ve lost our reli-

gious impulse, our urge for transcendence (and by extension 
personal immortality) increasingly takes the form of roman-
tic longing, but the parallels between the two states of feeling 
are legion.  

To assert that romantic love has a history at all may 
seem absurd to many. After all, whatever else we can 
say about our strange and delusory existence one thing 
seems certain: human nature. If, by this we mean qual-

ities hard-wired into us, it has no history, given our gross anatomy 
has remained unchanged for pushing a quarter of a million years. 
But our perception of that nature constantly, quicksilverly shifts. 
To say that romantic love is an invention of the medieval era—a 
culturally-productive mode of human-being carried, castle-to-
castle, by the touchy-feely lute-strummers of that time—would 
seem to deny any of the finer feelings to the myriad who came 
before. Did Cleopatra not love Antony, and Eve, Adam? We feel 
it in our marrow, this wild and improbable love we have, on occa-
sion, for one another. And part of that feeling is the overpowering 
sense that such romantic yearnings are fundamentally constitu-
tive of who we are, and who we’ve always been. 

Which brings us, logically enough, to everyman’s psychosis. 
Freud’s bleak view of romantic love is that it is a delusionary state, 
perpetrated on us poor phenotypes by geno-typically insensitive 
and inexorable evolutionary processes. In this he was only follow-
ing Schopenhauer, who, with his bracing cynicism sees the pretti-
est and most alluring of women as, furnished with the “weapons 
and implements necessary for the protection of her existence, and 
for just the length of time they will be of service to her… Just as the 
female ant after coition loses her wings, which then become super-
fluous, nay, dangerous for breeding purposes, so for the most part 
does a woman lose her beauty after giving birth to one or two chil-
dren; and probably for the same reasons.”

 Any number of sociobiological accounts, from the eugeni-
cists of the late 19th and early 20th century, to the evolution-
ary psychologists of our own era, will display this elasticised 
reductionism: snapping the animal facts of sexuality back in 
our faces, no matter how carefully we try to ease off our belov-
ed’s underwear. But really, socio-biologists are in accord with 
that traditional, King James’s version of the Anglican wedding 
service, which also shouts down our billing and cooing with its 
stern insistence on “procreation” and “continence.” Indeed, a 
lot of the problems we have with our collective love life derive 
from our unwillingness to accept our own embodiment. The 
gossamer robes with which we clothe our love, and the airiness 
of the sentiments with which we propel it, suggest the danger-
ously superfluous wings not of ants, but angels. 

But Manichean as the Christian analysis of romance may 

Love, factually 
Many have thrown off the God delusion. The romance delusion has us 

in a firmer embrace
WILL SELF

Will Self delivered a “secular sermon” on romance from 
the pulpit of Beverley Minster in October. His latest 
book is “Umbrella” (Bloomsbury)
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be, dividing us all into fornicating apes and procreating demi-
gods, it at least provides a viable metric by which to regulate our 
lives. Too much fornication? Better get continent—a few trips to 
church will probably help keep you in check—unless, that is, you 
find the idea of Mary’s swollen belly and ghostly donor-insemina-
tion arousing. Too much continence? Better get procreating for a 
few years until natural increase puts paid to her allure… 

That sounds pretty bleak, but switching to the perspective of 
the atheistic Freud hardly lightens the mood. The idea seems 
to be that romantic love is a kind of fetishisation—dripping our 
polymorphously perverse drives safely into the parsimonious 
marital loving cup. Fair enough. But while other neuroses can 
at least, in theory, be dissolved simply by hauling them to the 
surface of consciousness, it’s not at all clear that a deep accept-
ance of our animality will really help us to be more humane. 
Arguably, the greatest victims of the 1960s sexual revolution 
were vulnerable young women, forced to be promiscuous in 
the name of equality, just as patriarchy had sequestrated them 
in support of its opposite. Freud was particularly taken by the 

way dogs sniffed each other’s genitals and anuses; if I read him 
rightly, he proposes in Civilisation and its Discontents that every 
instance of so-called human progress, from bipedalism to the 
Brooklyn Bridge, is the result of our overwhelming urge to 
cease with this awful sniffing.

I don’t know about you, but after a number of years on this 
broad, green, ceaselessly generative planet, I’ve begun 
to have difficulty suspending disbelief in sex, let alone 
romance. Put that in there? Let her do that to this? Make 

such a noise? I don’t think so… it all seems preposterous, not in 
the least bit natural. 

I’m not saying I’ve developed repression to the proportions of 
Ruskin, who was so appalled on his wedding night by his young 
bride’s pubic hair that he recoiled back into lifelong celibacy. But 
the contemporary fashion for baldness in the youthful female 
pubis should give us all cause for deep thought. In biology the 
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retention of childlike features into adulthood is seen as poten-
tially adaptive: instead of being hard-wired, individuals have 
the capacity to learn. What, however, does the wilful and mass 
retention of pubic hairlessness into adulthood suggest, if not that 
young women are teaching each other that men, in essence, are 
all paedophiles?

Maybe that’s right, because when you stop to think about it 
the entire panoply of behaviours we consider as romantic, from 
sending little billets-doux, to developing a shared vocabulary of 
pet names, are equally infantile. What’s romance, then, but a 
kind of childish make-believe?

I ’ve been romantically in love six times in my life, three 
times with women, twice with a man, and once with a dog. 
I’ll return to the instructive canine affair, but first, let us 
try and analyse this “being-in-love” thing a little more 

intensively. The Ancient Greeks made a distinction between 
the erotic and the pacific forms of love, between eros and agape. 
Agape, while referring in the first instance to all affection, also 
came to mean a sort of unconditional and universal love, and in 
this respect it sounds pretty close to the charitable form of love 
praised by St Paul. Neither agape nor eros exactly corresponds 
to our ideas of either selfless Christian devotion, or madly self-
seeking passion. But what I’d suggest is that any kind of clear 

distinction between agape and eros becomes quite impossible in a 
human emotional world characterised by multiple shorter-term 
relationships, whether consecutive or concurrent.  Whether, that 
is, in our modern, dry-as-Tinder world, the Grindr of ubiquitous 
congress carries an ever-present danger of a friction-induced 
conflagration. Both eros and agape could go up in smoke. 

Richard Wagner’s opera Tristan and Isolde is often cited 
as the pinnacle of Romanticism. The star-crossed, and effec-
tively adulterous lovers take their own lives rather than face 
separation by the bounds of conventional morality. It’s a famil-
iar enough trope. Familiar, then as now, from a thousand dif-
ferent forms of representation—folk songs and ballads and 
poems, seamlessly merging with pop hits and television  
dramas. For Tristan and Isolde, their extinction is a mat-
ter of little import. In the realm of the night—and death—
they’re fated to be together for all eternity, so why not realise 
and transcend that eternity in a consummation that’s at once 
their dissolution? The inexorable logic of full-blown romantic 
love demands nothing else. For just as your life will have been 
a tragic waste—emotionally, spiritually, physically—if you, and 
the one-among-the-eight-billion you are fated to be with do not 
coincide, so it can be accorded the greatest success if you can 
be assured of their undying love, even if it takes a suicide pact 
to secure that.

Preposterous, no? It is ridiculous that anyone in this day 
and age, with its copious amounts of relationship advice, and 
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its rational, cost-beneficial conception of human interactions, 
should maintain such a destructive and self-sabotaging view of 
the meaning of life. Can that really be all there is to it? Can it 
truly be the case that anyone—let alone everyone—was put on 
earth with the sole objective of finding another, particular indi-
vidual, ordained obscurely for them, and thereafter, in some 
equally obscure fashion, merging with them to form a sort of 
trans-temporal gloop of feeling?

If only this were all there were to modern romance—if only 
it were still just this Wagnerian self-abnegation shtick, so easy 
to see through for people raised to understand themselves as 
the masters of their own fate, then I suspect we’d have been able 
to shrug off its delusions by now. But romance, like all the best 
ideologies, has adapted. Romance has globalised. Romance 
has received its own equivalent of the Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights. 

The militant wing of the romance party commit what 
are known as, and half-excused as, crimes passionnel. 
We would never condemn two lovers whose togeth-
erness was fated, so we find it hard to censure them 

when they attack anything—from marital bonds to their own 
pesky and kingly spouses—that jams the clockwork of kismet. 
The harshness with which we judge those who err in most fidu-
ciary matters is never, and I mean never, extended to adul-
terers: judge not, lest ye be judged! And the odds are—given 
the astonishing improbability of anyone ever truly winning 
the romance lottery—that those in a position to judge will be 
feeling pretty lovelorn themselves. Still plaintively waiting for 
their own amorous conflagration, even while they nonetheless 
enthusiastically fornicate.

So, romance warps our moral judgements in this way: ever 
requiring us to make and mend the monogamous fences, sec-
tioning off new fields within which new family-crops can be 
raised. Demography and technology go hand-in-pipette here. 
With people living longer and longer, while conception can be 
assisted later and later, we have the difficult task of convinc-
ing ourselves that this late-blooming romance really is the one, 
when more than likely we’ve told ourselves this several, perhaps 
many, times before. There is no lover but you, and a thousand 
plays and films and books prophesy your coming. 

If romantic love was passionately unprincipled in the 
past, nowadays it has to be in conformity with human rights 
legislation. That’s right: you should treat this witch, or warlock, 
who’s ensorcelled you, with the same slightly aseptic respect 
with which you treat your colleagues. Wildly passionate and 
improbable affairs must Kitemarked, so conforming to best 
practice. It’s often noted that in the age where serial monog-
amy exists alongside the nuclear family, too much pressure is 
placed on our partners—we want them to be both continent and 
abandoned, a good friend and a demon lover. Actually, the sit-
uation is far worse even than that. We demand of our intimate  
relationships that they be both grand enough for eternity and suf-
ficiently paltry to sustain the quotidian. We want our lovers to die 
with us as we mutually gain the very peak of sexual ecstasy—yet 
then arise and make us a soft-boiled egg with toasted soldiers.

It’s a recipe for failure, and that’s what I feel: a failure. As I 
said above, I’ve been in love with three women in my life, two 
men and a dog. I’ll say nothing of the human relationships—

decency demands nothing less. But my dog days were instruc-
tive. Obviously the relationship wasn’t physically consummated 
—except with cuddles—although we slept in the same bed. No, 
it seems to me it’s precisely because, to paraphrase Wittgen-
stein, that if a dog-lover could speak, we wouldn’t understand its 
endearments, that we can remain so perfectly in love with them, 
and they with us. The species-barrier is all we can erect in lieu of 
the convent walls that kept Abelard and Héloïse apart. Indeed, I 
can’t see how anyone facing contemporary terms of endearment 
doesn’t feel as if they’ve failed. We fail in making our choice, 
which, given our belief that partner-choice is sidereally pre-
ordained is really no choice at all. And we fail repeatedly in the 
very act of loving itself, which requires us to simultaneously be 
selfless and egoistic to the point of self-annihilation. 

Romantic love has always been the sort of hit-man of monog-
amy: once the contract on you has been fulfilled, you cannot 
stray—the chubby demigod with the bow has put an arrow in 
your heart. After that a ring on your finger seems a mere for-
mality: what’s “till death us do part” compared to eternity? 
The problem, however, is that the new technologies, and the 
social media that they support lead us, using a golden thread 
of machine code, through a labyrinth of possible encounters, 

towards people who we’re encouraged to feel should be not just 
compatible but ideal. Rationally, we know in our heart-of-hearts 
that there are indeed scores, nay, millions, of potential partners 
who might well become our long-term lovers, and happily so. 
But if there’s one thing we understand about everyman’s psy-
chosis, it’s that it isn’t remotely rational. Moreover, its very irra-
tionality seems connected to that idea of ourselves as being in a 
very important sense unique.

I too, believe everyone is unique, but only by reason of 
occupying unique spatial-temporal coordinates. When it 
comes to our personalities I’m afraid our individuality is 
more apparent than real: and the great paradox of the web 

is that we’re ever-trying to convince each other of how particu-
lar we are by sharing information about our mass pursuits. Per-
haps that’s what romantic love is really all about. It’s a longing, 
a desire, a passion, for a state of absolute particularity, a state 
to which the human condition, with its all too common instinc-
tual drives, doesn’t really obtain. No wonder we’re all either dis-
appointed or unrequited.

Love that’s unrequited is the most perfect as, by definition, 
it affords no opportunity for disillusionment. I’ve a friend who’s 
nursed an ungovernable passion for a woman for years now. 
Repeated sallies have availed him naught—she rejects, and rejects 
again, but he remains undaunted. After about three years of this 
he won a concession. She’s a musician, and she allowed him to 
come to her performances on the strict understanding he doesn’t 
try and speak to her; instead of speaking he’s permitted to 

“I’ve been romantially in 
love six times in my life— 
with three women, two  
men and a dog”
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write, once a week, which he does, copiously, although he never 
gets a reply. I suppose looked at through the lens of contempo-
rary psychologising this is at best neurotic, and at worst looks like 
a mutually-agreed stalking pact. I’ve no idea what the object of 
his desire gets out of it. Perhaps it’s simply her way of containing 
someone she believes to be dangerous. I hope not. 

My friend’s predicament, reminds me of the idea in Jew-
ish mythology of the Tzadikim Nistarim, or 36 righteous men. 
These individuals are not known to us, nor to themselves. When 
one dies, he is replaced by some occult operation. The role of the 
Tzadikim Nistarim is to justify humankind in the eyes of God, 
a task they fulfil merely by the fact of their existence. And we 
believe in romantic love—believe in it more fervently than we do 
in the utopia of communism or the hidden hand of the market—
believe in it as if there were 36 unrequited lovers in the world, 
whose role is to justify humankind’s unquenchable longing in 
the eyes of… Cupid. 

Only unrequited lovers will do—why? Why can’t the exam-
ple of those perfect, loving couples serve to inspire us? Well, for 
obvious reason: their love for each other is exactly that. They are 
vessels which ever refill one another without spilling a drop, so 
there’s nothing there for the rest of us.

But I think it’s a mistake to imagine that the religiously com-
mitted can’t make their own accommodation with both roman-
tic and sexual love. Rowan Williams, the erstwhile Archbishop 
of Canterbury, wrote a beautiful essay in 1989 called “The 
Body’s Grace.” It was his response to conflicts in the Anglican 
Communion over gay priests. In it Williams advances a view of 
marriage as the best possible vehicle within which to arrive at a 
perfect union—spiritual, emotional, and most crucially, physi-
cal. Williams writes of sexual love: “For my body to be the cause 

of joy, the end of homecoming, for me, it must be there for some-
one else, be perceived, accepted, nurtured; and that means 
being given over to the creation of joy in that other.” For Wil-
liams, allowing ourselves to be made in the image of our lover’s 
love is a scary business; only long-term committed marriage can 
give us the confinement within which we can be this abandoned. 

It’s an attractive—moving, even—prospect, but of course 
what makes it truly viable for Williams is that it’s a synecdoche 
of God’s love for all of humankind. Recall, God loves us com-
pletely and unconditionally—that is the nature of the grace 
he bestows on us. In turn, our lovers, little gods that they are, 
bestow grace on us by adoring even those aspects of ourselves 
and our bodies with which we aren’t at all comfortable. 

Our problem is that very many of us, myself included, who 
chose that reading from St Paul’s First Epistle to the Corin-
thians, do not believe in God at all; for us it is love alone that 
“bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things,” which is why, I’d wager, that semantic shift occurred 
between the King James and the New English versions. We wor-
ship not at the altar of a beneficent and all-powerful deity, but 
bow down before a capricious one who taunts us with the very 
fact of our unassuageable yearnings. There is indeed a rose in 
the fisted glove and I’m sure you’ll agree: all too often the eagle 
flies with the dove. 

All of which should lead us to conclude: if you can’t be with 
the one you love, love the one you’re with. Because let’s face it, 
the one you love is just that: the one—the impossibly unique 
individual, who is nevertheless moulded entirely to the linea-
ments of your very particular desire. While as for the one you’re 
with, well, I’m sure you agree—you may not love them that 
much, but they’re entirely deserving of your charity.  
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What is the first news/historical event you can recall?
My earliest memory is of being taken to tea with Winston 
Churchill in 1961 by my mother—Churchill was her former 
boss. He was very old and he cried. And because he cried, I 
cried. And then we sat and had tea. The first historical event  
I can remember was seeing flags at half mast for President 
John F Kennedy.

What is the book you most wish you had written? 
Edward Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. 
The language is fantastic and its sentiments are very challeng-
ing—I hope and pray the church will never be merely “useful,” 
as Gibbon says the religions of the Roman Empire were.

One bit of advice you’d give to your younger self? 
Don’t wait until you are older to find out about Jesus Christ 
and his love for you. He is not just a name at chapel, but a per-
son you can know. 

Who was your first hero?
Probably Thomas the Tank Engine.

What is your favourite saying or quotation? 
“C’est tout grâce” (“It’s all grace”)—courtesy of my spiritual 
director, Father Nicolas Buttet, a Swiss monk. It reminds me 
that each day the gospel comes to me as a sinner and astounds 
me with the news that I am loved, accepted, forgiven, 
redeemed and chosen in Jesus. 

Where do you want to be buried or have your ashes scattered?
Canterbury, and Southam in Warwickshire where I was the 
parish priest. 

If you were given £1m to spend on other people, what would you 
spend it on and why? 
Training and developing really good reconciliation skills 
amongst church leaders in areas prone to conflict. 

What do you wish you had invented? 
A straightforward cheap clinic kit for rural areas of Africa.

What have you changed your mind about? 
Lots of things, not all confessable. Generally, seeing far fewer 

Brief  
Encounter
Justin Welby
Archbishop of Canterbury

things are worth a bad argument and accepting diversity of 
opinion much more easily.

What are the best and worst presents you’ve ever received? 
The worst was while travelling in this job being given some-
thing so bulky that we had to buy a large box and have it 
shipped sea freight. Lots of bests, like my watch from my wife, 
but more recently, when I went from being Dean of Liverpool 
Cathedral to become a Bishop (of Durham), the congregation 
gave me a leaving present of a Bishop’s staff. To remind me 
that I could make a fool of myself they carved a rock badger 
on the top: a year earlier I had “corpsed” while reading a les-
son from Leviticus 11 that says you should not eat them. 

Are people better today than 100 years ago? 
I’m very cautious about the narrative that says “things are so 
much worse now than they were 100 years ago.” In many areas 
things have got better—there is less sexism, racism, nepotism, 
bending of rules. In the UK we have stability, the NHS, bene-
fits. But we have less sense of identity, and perhaps less vision 
and daring.

The last piece of music that brought you to tears? 
Vaughan Williams setting of George Herbert’s Love bade me 
welcome.

What is the biggest problem of all?
For me, me. For the world, sin.   ©
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I n the 1990s, globalisation was often characterised as inev-
itable and irreversible. Politicians like Bill Clinton and 
Tony Blair saw it as the unstoppable wave of the future 
and sought to ride it for all it was worth. Today that sense 
of inevitability has been cast into doubt, and the question 

being asked is whether our own era of globalisation could soon be 
undone, just as a remarkable earlier era of economic integration 
across political borders at the turn of the 20th century—which 
also affected trade, migration and investment—came unstuck 
during the era of the two world wars. 

In the United States presidential campaign, Donald Trump’s 
pledge to resist new trade deals and renounce existing ones has 
forced Hillary Clinton, as a rear-guard electoral action, to reverse 
her previous support for the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade 
agreement. The victory of “Leave” in the British referendum on 
European Union membership is likewise held up as foretelling 
the end of 21st-century globalisation. “Brexit,” the former World 
Bank economist Homi Kharas lamented in Newsweek, “represents 
the first tangible retreat from globalisation in my lifetime.” 

In this view, Brexit is a manifestation of a mounting backlash 
against ever-deeper international entanglements in general, not 
just entanglements with the EU. It reflects the sense that, with 
all the dismantling of national economic controls, and the ced-
ing of power over trade and the like to global bodies such as the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO) the nation state has funda-
mentally lost control of its destiny, surrendering to anonymous 
global forces. And what is true of Britain is true of other countries 
such as France, Germany and Sweden, where the ultra-right Front 
National, the anti-euro Alternative für Deutschland (Alternative 
for Germany, or AfD) and the anti-immigrant Sweden Democrats 
are all capitalising on the same populist, nationalist, and anti-glo-
balisation sentiment. Their growing support is cited as evidence 
that globalisation is poised to shift into reverse.

One reason for taking these predictions with a pinch of salt 
is that we have heard them before. In 2002, the economic histo-
rian Harold James published The End of Globalization, in which 
he pointed to the collapse of international trade and payments in 
the 1930s and warned that the same could happen again. In 2005, 
Niall Ferguson argued in Foreign Affairs that conflicts like those 
in Iraq and Afghanistan and the tensions between China and the 
US in the South China Sea could sink globalisation, just as the 
geopolitical conflicts culminating in the First World War had 
caused German U-Boats to sink millions of tons of ocean ship-
ping in a violent end to the pre-1914 era of globalisation.  

The aftermath of the financial crisis has undoubtedly embold-
ened populist forces—as well as pundits who wish to argue that 

Spinning beyond Brexit
Globalisation has gone into reverse before—but don’t assume it will happen again 
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we are recreating the 1930s. But historical analogies are a dime a 
dozen. In fact, there has been no second Great Depression. The 
2008-9 financial crisis was, for sure, a shock to the world econ-
omy, but the dislocations and fall in output were, even in the worst 
hit of the big economies, mild in comparison with the cataclysmic 
crisis of the 1930s that led to the collapse of international trade 
and finance. Thus far, 21st-century globalisation has not palpa-
bly unravelled.

Although there are certainly disputes between China, Russia 
and the west, neither have these risen to the heights of the 1930s. 
The US has slapped anti-dumping duties on Chinese steel exports, 
and western sanctions have curtailed foreign investment in Russia. 
But geopolitical tensions have not led to across-the-board import 
tariffs or to the imposition of harsh controls on international cap-
ital flows like those applied by Hjalmar Schacht, Adolf Hitler’s 
finance minister, in the 1930s—the sort of measures that really did 
set globalisation spinning into reverse during the interwar years.

1 Trading definitions 
One reason to be suspicious of claims that globalisation is 

again going into reverse today is the lack of agreement on what 
is meant by “globalisation” itself. For some, it is a process of fur-
thering the development of an increasingly integrated world 
economy marked by free trade, the free flow of capital and free 
international movement of labour. The operative word in this for-
mulation is “increasingly.” Here I am consciously echoing the 
preamble to the 1957 Treaty of Rome, the founding document of 
the EU, where integration is described as “ever closer union.” Glo-
balisation, so defined, is a process, not a state. It is a dynamic that 
must continue or else collapse. 

This is the “bicycle theory” of integration, a phrase coined by 
Walter Hallstein and used to describe the way in which relations 
between European nations must always be moving forward and 
growing deeper so as to avoid losing momentum. The “ever closer” 
ideal began with the actions of Jean Monnet and Robert Schu-
man who pushed for the creation of the European Coal and Steel 
Community. Globalisation must either continue moving forward, 
in this view, or else risk falling back.

For others, globalisation instead means a world in which 
national markets are integrated to some substantial degree—but 
not necessarily becoming continually more closely bound. A glo-
balised world here is one in which certain types of merchandise 
are traded across borders, but other goods and services—think 
healthcare services for instance—are still provided mainly at 
the national level. It is a world where some forms of cross-border 
investment are freely permitted but others, financial transfers in 
and out of China for example, remain limited. It is one where the 
movement of labour across borders is subject to more restrictions 
than movements of merchandise and finance. It is the world in 
which we live today, in other words. 

Globalisation in the 21st century, so seen, is a state, not a pro-
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cess. It is a state that can be adjusted, in the direction of less inte-
gration as well as more, as the public and its elected leaders see fit, 
without threatening interdependence in all its aspects.

The first view, that globalisation consists of ever-deeper inte-
gration, is the most promising interpretation for those who wish to 
read the last rites. It is an interpretation grounded in the particu-
lar experience of the last quarter century before the crisis.

The volume of global trade increased continuously from the late 
1980s through the global financial crisis at an annual average rate 
of 8 per cent, nearly twice as fast as the production of goods and 
services, as measured by global real GDP. Cross-border financial 
flows grew more rapidly still—where the foreign financial assets 
and liabilities of countries were a little more than a quarter of 
global GDP at the end of the 1990s, they are now well more than 
100 per cent, reflecting the breakneck pace of financial globalisa-
tion. The number of international migrants, defined as persons liv-
ing in a country other than where they were born, reached 244m in 
2015—some 41 per cent higher than in 2000. World population, in 
contrast, rose more slowly, by around 12 per cent over the period. 

Globalisation, these observations all suggest, has been a pro-
cess of progressively deeper integration. It has deepened in the 
past and so the suggested conclusion is that it will continue deep-
ening in the future—assuming, of course, that it does not collapse.

Since 2010, on this interpretation, globalisation has indeed 
shown signs of spinning into reverse. Global trade has grown 
more slowly than before, by just 2 per cent per annum. Global 
GDP, it is worth recalling, continued to expand despite all the 
world’s travail, at an annual average rate of nearly 4 per cent, and 
so the trade-to-GDP ratio, probably the most straightforward 
measure of globalisation, has thus been falling, not rising. More 
strikingly still, gross financial flows across borders are now down 
to half their pre-2009 levels, a development that has become 
known as “The Great Retrenchment.” And, contrary to wide-
spread presumption, the global stock of international migrants 
actually rose less rapidly in 2010-15, by 10 per cent, than in 2005-
10, when it climbed by 16 per cent.  

There is, however, strong reason to favour a second view, that 
globalisation is a state in which societies and governments accept a 
degree of integration and the ceding of certain sovereign national 
prerogatives, but no more. This state can persist without requir-
ing “ever deeper integration.” Indeed the experience of the last 
few years suggests that there is no reason why the volume of cross-
border transactions can’t grow more slowly, or even decline abso-
lutely for a time, while also allowing societies to maintain their 
basic commitment to openness and interdependence. Although 
global trade has plateaued, there has been no global trade war. 
While cross-border financial transactions have fallen, they have 
not collapsed. There has been no Schachtian constriction of inter-
national capital flows like that of the 1930s. 

So much, then, for the bicycle theory. The rate of growth of 
cross-border transactions can evidently be stabilised or modu-
lated—globalisation can be recalibrated, in other words—without 
placing the phenomenon itself at risk. Brexit, if this is correct, does 
not spell the end of globalisation, either for Britain or generally. It 
simply signals a new era in which the UK government, and perhaps 
others, put the brakes on ever-deeper integration in an effort to bet-
ter regulate and manage those aspects that they see as problematic.

2 The shipping news 
The validity of this soothing conclusion depends on exactly 

why the growth of cross-border trade, financial and migratory ©
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flows have slowed and, in some cases, gone into reverse. And there 
is, once again, little agreement about this. There has been debate 
in the corridors of the World Bank and the secretariat of the WTO 
over whether the decline in trade relative to GDP is a cyclical or 
secular phenomenon, and thus whether it is temporary or perma-
nent. But the longer that decline persists, and it has now persisted 
for the better part of a decade, the harder it becomes to main-
tain that we are simply seeing a cyclical downturn that will reverse 
once the global economy recovers. 

The Baltic Dry Index, which measures the cost of chartering 
the large ships that carry most long-distance trade, has recovered 
from its February all-time low but still lags well behind where it 
stood a couple of years ago. It is a forward-looking indicator—
ships are chartered now to deliver goods in the future—which sug-
gests that markets do not expect vigorous trade growth to resume 
soon. That may be because of the end of the two processes that 
drove the exceptionally rapid growth of cross-border transactions 
in the quarter-century before the crisis. 

One is the hyper-growth of China. Over this period, China rose 
from far down the league tables to become the second largest 
economy in the world, and the single largest trader, as measured 
by the value of its exports. Its export sales grew by a breathtaking 
20 per cent plus annually. Its demand for imported energy and 
raw materials in turn produced an export boom for energy and 
commodity producers like Russia and Brazil, thereby contribut-
ing further to the rapid expansion of global trade. 

But Chinese GDP growth has slowed from more than 10 per 
cent per annum to less than 7 per cent. Beijing, furthermore, is 
attempting to rebalance the economy away from exports and 
towards domestic demand, in part to avoid fanning tensions with 
rival exporters like the US. The result in 2015 was an unprece-
dented fall in the volume of Chinese trade, of some 8 per cent. 
This goes a long way toward explaining the slowdown in world 
trade, given that China accounts for nearly 15 per cent of global 
exports. With China’s exports growing more slowly, its imports 
will also grow more slowly, implying lower export sales for com-
modity and energy producers that depend on the Chinese market.

Importantly, this new situation is permanent. The slowdown in 
Chinese growth will not be reversed. The country’s labour force 
is now shrinking, a legacy of the one-child policy. And when it 
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comes to technical progress, China can no longer power ahead 
simply by acquiring technology from abroad. Its advanced sec-
tors must instead grapple with the tougher challenge of devel-
oping entirely new technologies. In the future, as Beijing well 
understands, China’s growth will resemble that of other rela-
tively mature middle-income countries. That is to say, it will be 
slower. Chinese policy makers recognise this. Nor do they have 
illusions about returning to export-led growth. The days when 
China’s exports could grow two or three times as fast as the econ-
omy are gone for good.

The other distinctive factor stimulating trade over the last 
quarter of a century was the development of global supply chains. 
Once upon a time, a laptop computer was produced in one coun-
try and exported to another. Now the plastic and aluminium are 
produced in one set of countries, combined into components in 
a second, assembled into the final product in a third, and then 
shipped to markets in the fourth. This unbundling of production 
and distribution has allowed firms to reduce their costs, raise their 
profits, and expand their markets. It also registers mechanically 
as an increase in global trade, since the same items cross national 
borders not once but several times, first as imported components 
and then as exported final products. But it also represents a fun-
damental increase in globalisation, in that the production process 
is spread across multiple countries. 

Managing such a fragmented production process isn’t easy, 
however. At some point, unbundling that process still further 
and coordinating more stages in yet more countries encounters 
diminishing returns. The risk of port strikes and natural disasters 
like Japan’s 2011 tsunami, which disrupted the supply chains of 
automotive producers worldwide, becomes too great. Advances 
like 3D printing, known in the business as “additive manufactur-
ing,” make it more economical to produce components near the 
final point of assembly and sale. All this gives reason to think that 
the explosive growth of global supply chains is now over. Again, 
it seems that the slower growth—and even stagnation—of trade 
is not a passing phenomenon. But it is something that can come 
about organically for very particular reasons, without any great 
political disruption, or any new tendency for societies to seek to 
shut themselves off from the world. 

3Cold money 
The slowdown in international capital flows since 2009 has 

been even more dramatic than the slowdown in the growth of 
trade. Most of the drop has come in the form of reduced cross-
border bank lending and borrowing. It follows that countries 
most dependent on banks have been hit hardest by the “Great 
Retrenchment.” In practice this means Europe, where banks, as 
opposed to securities markets, play a larger role than in the US. A 
decline is also evident in some emerging markets—especially in 
those with less developed stock and bond markets, that rely dis-
proportionately on international banks.

Some argue that cross-border bank lending has declined 
because the crisis reminded the bankers that cross-border busi-
ness is risky. European banks burned by purchases of US sub-
prime-mortgage-linked securities and Greek government bonds 
learned the hard way about the advantages of focussing on famil-
iar borrowers at home. Perhaps. But the main driver of the decline 
in cross-border bank lending has been the tighter bank regulation 
that followed the crunch of 2007-08. 

Banks were at the heart of the crisis. Their missteps created 
problems for the public and the entire financial system. Post-crisis 
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changes in regulation focussed on them. Banks are now required 
to raise more capital and hold more high-quality liquid assets. All 
of this makes bank lending costlier. And cross-border bank lend-
ing, the regulators concluded, is especially risky. A recent Inter-
national Monetary Fund study found that the regulation that has 
been tightened up most has been that directed at banks’ inter-
national operations. Not surprisingly, many banks responded by 
curtailing their overseas involvement. That same IMF study con-
cludes that regulatory tightening can explain half the decline in 
cross-border bank lending between 2007 and 2013. 

And as is the case with the slower growth of trade, this decline 
in cross-border bank lending is unlikely to be temporary, assum-
ing that governments do not forget all about the crisis, and revert 

to light-touch regulation. But neither do these changes mark the 
end of financial globalisation. Foreign direct investment—finan-
cial flows to build foreign factories and acquire foreign com-
panies—continues at pre-crisis levels. So too do cross-border 
borrowing and lending in stock and bond markets. 

In sum, regulators have engineered a partial de-globalisation of 
finance, having concluded that the portion in the hands of banks 
was unsafe. But the other strands weaving national capital mar-
kets into a global web, direct foreign investment and cross-border 
securities transactions, continue as before.

4Hitting a wall
Finally, in contrast to widespread belief, the international 

migrant flow is also now growing more slowly. This slowdown was 
evident even in a European continent which confronts a refugee 
crisis, where the number of immigrants grew by 13 per cent in 
2005-10 but by a slower 5 per cent in 2010-15. It is evident in the US 
too. Despite Trump’s fixation on Mexican immigration, accord-
ing to data from the Pew Research Center more Mexicans are now 
leaving the US than entering it.

The slower growth of migration reflects developments in both 
the sending and receiving countries: tighter admission policies 
in many rich countries, and better economic performance, rela-
tively speaking, in some countries of origin, as in the Mexican case. 
Further restrictions are now likely to be imposed by high-income 
countries where voters believe, rightly or wrongly, that immigrants 
apply pressure on public services or pose a security threat. 

Anti-immigrant sentiment played a significant role in the vic-
tory of the “Leave” campaign in the Brexit referendum, and The-
resa May’s Conservative government has evidently heard the 
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Cross-border financial flows took a dive in the crisis of 2008

message. The desire to restrict immigration is similarly a power-
ful force animating the Republican Party in the US presidential 
campaign. The French government has demanded changes to EU 
rules allowing companies to hire cheap workers in Eastern Europe 
and then to “post” them in high-income countries without having 
to follow host-country industry wage agreements—a demand that 
has been met by the EU.

But these measures are not the same as comprehensive bans 
bringing all immigration to a halt. The US will continue to admit 
engineers recruited by Silicon Valley companies and to reunite 
families through its Green Card Program whether President 
Trump—should he be elected in November—builds a wall or not. 
EU members will continue to respect the free mobility of labour 
as one of the four fundamental freedoms of their Single Market. 
That certainty, after all, was the very thing that galvanised sup-
port for the UK “Leave” campaign. Social and political pressures, 
then, may somewhat slow the migratory flows. But the incentive 
for immigration, from low-income and politically unstable regions 
in particular, will not vanish. Neither will the immigration itself.

5Recalibration, not retreat
So does Brexit spell the end of globalisation? As we have seen, 

a significant shift in the trajectory of international integration was 
underway even before the referendum. 

The phase where global merchandise trade grew faster than 
global output had already come to an end, because of the pass-
ing of supercharged Chinese growth, and of a distinctive phase 
of rapid development in global supply chains. The hyper-globali-
sation of financial markets, which created as many problems as 
it solved, slowed as regulators clamped down on risky cross-bor-
der bank lending. And, contrary to widespread belief, the rate of 
growth of the global immigrant population had already slowed, 
reflecting tighter border controls in some countries and better 
growth prospects in others. 

So if by globalisation we mean an era when flows of merchan-
dise, capital and labour across borders grow several times faster 
than GDP, then we can say that this phase in global affairs is 
already over. But if we mean a state where national economies are 
linked together by those flows—subject to adjustments as differ-
ent countries see fit—then globalisation remains firmly in place.

The UK government will now seek to negotiate and implement 
new restrictions on the movement of workers into the country, the 
mandate it takes from the referendum. But it remains commit-
ted to free trade. New International Trade Secretary Liam Fox 
has been globe-trotting and bullishly talking about a post-Brexit 
Britain as trading even more freely than before—indeed he even 
predicts it could achieve “even freer” trade with Europe from out-
side the EU. The government is committed, too, to preserving 
the City’s position as an international financial centre, which will 
mean maintaining and even enhancing the freedom of residents 
and foreigners to move money in and out of the country. Whether 
it will achieve these goals, which will require agreements with for-
eign governments, only time will tell. There are reasons to be scep-
tical. But if it succeeds, Brexit will be seen as a recalibration rather 
than a retreat from globalisation—which in a sense is the same 
transition the rest of the world is also going through.  

Barry Eichengreen will be a panellist at the Prospect debate: 
Brexit: Whither Globalisation? taking place on Wednesday 
2nd November at 6.30pm. To register for tickets please visit 
our website: www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/events
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or some, Brexit will only be realised when we see the 
new British passport—presumably with the notable 
absence of the words “European Union” at the top.  
But that might not be the only change. Backed by 
many Tory MPs, the Sun is campaigning for a return 

to the “old blue” cover that was replaced by the burgundy Euro-
pean version in 1988. The campaign got a boost at the Conserv-
ative conference, when the Brexit secretary, David Davis, let slip  
to reporters at a fringe event that “I liked my old blue passport.”   

The memory of old blue’s loss goes so deep with Andrew Ros-
indell, chair of the unjustly neglected All-Party Parliamentary 
Flags and Heraldry Committee, that if he could introduce one 
bill to the Commons, he says, it would be the return of the old 
passport design. “Having the pink [sic] European passports has 
been a humiliation,” he adds, mysteriously. In truth, the “old 
blue” worked as a symbol of Britain, by exemplifying our fond-
ness for eccentric codes. The thing was plainly black, in most 
eyes, so knowing it was actually “old blue” was the sign of a true 
Brit, like being able to pronounce Cholmondeley or Leicester.

Only recently has it become a passport’s job to symbolise 
anything much. The first travel papers long predate the mod-
ern nation state; they were just letters signed by powerful people 
explaining that the named person was one of their friends, and 
so should not be messed with. The earliest example we know 
of was granted to the prophet Nehemiah by the Persian king 
Artaxerxes in about 450BC, according to the Old Testament. 
Nehemiah was off to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.

The first we hear about passports in England was the Safe 
Conducts Act of 1414, which made it high treason to kill, rob 
or “spoil” someone possessing a letter of safe conduct from 
the king. By 1540, signing all these letters had become such a 
burden on Henry VIII, that they began to be handled by the Privy 
Council. They were already called “passports,” although it is not 
clear whether the name came from the idea of passing through 
sea ports or through French “portes,” meaning city gates.

Throughout this time, passports had nothing to do with pat-
riotism: there was no reason why passports should not give the 
king’s protection to a foreign national, and they often did. The 
Italian revolutionary Felice Orsini travelled from Britain to 
France in 1858 using a British passport, and there tried to assas-
sinate Napoleon III, causing no end of cross-channel awkward-
ness. Having a passport was a mark of status, but it said little 
about national identity. Few people had or needed one, since 
foreign travel was rare—and didn’t require a passport anyway. 

Overseas voyages, both for migration and the pleasure of the 
well-to-do, became more common in the first, Edwardian era of 
globalisation. Things changed abruptly in the First World War, 
when the fear of spies suddenly made it important to keep track 
of nationality and whereabouts. The first modern British pass-
ports therefore emerged from the British Nationality and Sta-
tus Aliens Act of 1914. They consisted of a single, folded page 
with cardboard covers, and included a photograph, signature, 
and personal description, recording details such as “shape of 
face,” “complexion” and “features,” where the entry might read: 
“Forehead: broad. Nose: large. Eyes: small.”

In 1920, following an agreement among the League of 
Nations to standardise the passport book format, and “old blue” 
emerged. From then it barely changed, and so became a famil-
iar booklet showing you were British, like a pocket flag. 

The move to the smaller pan-European passports was mainly 
practical, to speed up EU travel by standardising documents, in 
an era when globalisation was picking up pace. They are unin-
spiring things, however, and might have been lilac, maroon or 
purple until burgundy was chosen, after five years of discus-
sion, in 1981. Perhaps inadvertently, perhaps not, the new design 
seemed to forcibly flavour a familiar British symbol with the 
EU, to subsume it even, as one of many extensions of the conti-
nental brand.

Following 9/11, the desire to keep track of people got 
stronger, but so did the technology for doing so. In 2006, 
microchipped biometric passports, also known as ePass-
ports, became standard. The then Labour government was 
keen on biometric security, which it planned to include in 
its proposed national identity cards, although in the 
end the changes made were mostly those required to comply 
with the US Visa Waiver Program. Neither fingerprint nor iris 
scans were ever included. The embedded chip just stores its 
own copy of the printed information and photo, making for 
a speedier, more secure check. There have been small tweaks 
since, and new interior designs. From 2010, the design theme 
was “Scenic Britain.” Since 2015, it’s been “Creative UK.”  

De La Rue, the firm that handles the design and manu-
facturing of UK passports, has a 10-year contract that began 
in 2009. Secretly, they must be hoping it expires before they 
have to decide what the symbol of Brexit Britain should be. 
Retaining the burgundy, even without the EU elements, 
would needlessly enrage nostalgists on the “Leave” side. On 
the other hand, returning to “old blue,” as the Sun demands, 
seems so obviously retrogressive, as to confirm all the Bre-
mainers’ worst fears. A new colour is the obvious compromise, 
but it can’t stray far from the Union Jack mood board, which 
brings us back to blue or red, as white would of course look 
terrible after a while. Perhaps a case can be made for British 
racing green?  

Little book, big story
An interest in passports is often a sign of a nationalist turn

LEO BENEDICTUS

Leo Benedictus is a journalist and novelist. He is the 
author of “The Afterparty” (Jonathan Cape)
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B
oth leaders sat down in the Russian President’s office 
at his Black Sea dacha for a press conference. The 
door had been left slightly ajar and it was soon clear 
why. From the corner of her eye Angela Merkel, the 
German Chancellor, saw a black dog enter the room. 

Vladimir Putin, coming towards the end of his first stint as Rus-
sia’s President, was smirking in the armchair beside her. The for-
mer KGB officer had done his homework. He knew Merkel was 
frightened of dogs after one had bitten her during the 1995 federal 
elections. Now in 2007 and at their first formal bilateral meeting, 
Putin had decided to use this against her.

“She doesn’t bother you, does she?” said Putin with a gesture 
toward Koni, his black Labrador. Merkel looked anything but 
comfortable. Diplomacy at this level is a mind game, a struggle 
for psychological supremacy, and Putin considers himself a mas-
ter. Back in 1975, when asked what he did for a living, the young 
Putin’s reply had been: “I am an expert in human relations.” 

Here he was applying these skills to the German Kanzlerin. 
Putin smiled but his blue eyes were emotionless. “She’s a friendly 
dog and I’m sure will behave herself,” he said. Like a chess player 
after a decisive move he leaned back and kicked his legs out. 
Before the world’s press, Putin had showed he was in charge—that 
he could bully the leader of his most powerful neighbour.  

Then something happened he had not expected. Though ini-
tially thrown, Merkel recovered her poise. She replied in her cul-
tivated Russian tone (a contrast to Putin’s affected working-class 
St Petersburg accent)—“She doesn’t eat journalists, after all.” Her 
presence of mind shook Putin out of his conceit. 

The relationship between the two is crucial—perhaps the most 
important in global politics. She’s the only one that Putin really 
takes seriously in Europe and her ability to deal with and influence 
him is vital if Russia is to be talked round on Ukraine, or indeed on 
Syria where the last few weeks have brought fresh reminders of the 
urgency of getting Moscow engaged. 

Putin has of course deployed military forces in Syria in support 
of Bashar al-Assad’s government in Syria, a regime which the west 
wants to usher from power. In September, the world’s bloodiest 
stalemate took yet another turn for the worse, as the United States 
charged Putin’s jets with destroying a United Nations aid convoy, 
and relations between the two countries collapsed. 

Merkel’s personal interest in Syria is especially strong, as the 
ongoing war continues to drive immigrants across the Mediter-
ranean towards Europe, and the open door she has established 

in Germany. The controversy surrounding the resulting influx is 
now dominating the Federal Republic’s domestic politics, fuelling 
the Chancellor’s recent local election losses to the anti-immigra-
tion Alternative für Deutschland party. Her outbreak of the mid-
term electoral blues was in sharp contrast to the latest results in 
Russia’s managed democracy—parliamentary elections, in which, 
Putin won with 54 per cent of the vote, and 343 of 450 seats, albeit 
on a record low of 47 per cent of eligible voters casting a ballot.  

But both leaders are firmly en poste. Even after her drubbing 
in Berlin and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Merkel is regarded as a 
“strong leader” by 75 per cent of the voters, and still widely tipped 
to run in—and to win—next year’s general election. So this pair 
have no option but to deal with one another. For Merkel the politi-
cal imperative is to bring Putin to the negotiating table over Syria. 
But she must do this while making clear that she continues to sup-
port the sanctions linked to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. It is a 
very fine balance. Fortunately, she is especially well-equipped to 
deal with Putin. The reason for that lies in their parallel back-sto-
ries. It boils down to the fact that, since childhood, she has been 
well-acquainted with his type: the bullying Soviet security officer.

Two children of a single system
Merkel grew up in the nightmarish East German Überwachun-
gsstaat—or surveillance state—the same German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) in which Putin served as a Lieutenant Colonel in 
the KGB. He was, in other words, a cog in the machine that spied 
on ordinary Germans like her and, as such, the demure former 
physicist and the macho Russian were products of the same Soviet 
system. Although Merkel was never much involved with the strug-
gle for democracy in East Germany, she did belong to small study 
groups that debated alternatives to Communism both as a student 
in Leipzig and later as a researcher in 1980s Berlin. The system 
never trusted her, and a Stasi secret police informant reported her 
every move. “I was not a civil rights campaigner but I developed an 
increasingly critical view of East Germany,” she later said.

Although born in Hamburg in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many in 1954, Merkel was to live under the Soviet yoke from 
infancy. The daughter of a Lutheran pastor, her family had 
moved to East Germany the year she was born. The church had 
asked her father, Horst Kasner, to preach the gospel in the athe-
ist and communist state. It was a challenging assignment. The 
Stasi kept a close eye on the clergyman and his family. Toeing 
the line without compromising your inner beliefs became the 
order of the day. “I never felt that the GDR was my home coun-
try,” Merkel said in 1991. “I have never allowed myself to be bitter. 
I always used the free room that the GDR allowed me... There was 
no shadow over my childhood. And later I acted in such a way that 
I would not have to live in constant conflict with the state.” Little 
Angela joined the Young Pioneers (the communist youth move-

Moscow vs Merkiavelli
The relationship between Vladimir Putin and Angela Merkel is perhaps the most

important in global politics. It’s just as well she that knows his type...
MATTHEW QVORTRUP
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Europe’s Most Influential Leader” (Duckworth Outlook) 
was published in August
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ment), and excelled in mathematics—and Russian. Outwardly 
she conformed to the model of the ideal communist student. “She 
was the best pupil by a considerable distance,” a former class-
mate later recalled.

In Grade Three, a teacher under pressure to identify sport-
ing talent suggested that Angela might try the three-metre div-
ing board. She always did as she was told and climbed up to the 
board and peered down. It was frightening. She turned back. But 
she didn’t go down. She walked up and down analysing the situa-
tion. The other children were amused and some started laughing. 
Finally, just as the bell rang to signal that class was over, she dived 
head first into the water. The other pupils didn’t laugh. None of 
them had jumped. But Angela had. 

Today some critics complain about her indecisiveness. A new 
verb was coined, “merkeln”—“to Merkel,” meaning to procras-
tinate. Merkel says that her hesitancy is a virtue; that analysing 
every angle of the situation is a sign of strength and surefooted-
ness. As she puts it, “I am quite brave when a decision has to be 
made. But I need a bit of a run-up and I like—if possible—to think 
before I jump.”

The same could not be said for Putin, who cultivates the image 
of an action man; the leader who acts without hesitation. When 

the 15-year-old Putin saw The Shield and The Sword, the film of 
Vadim Kozhevnikov’s wartime spy novel—a Soviet version of 
James Bond—he decided on the spot to join the KGB and went 
downtown to “the Big House,” their headquarters in central Len-
ingrad (now St Petersburg). Unable at first to find the door, even-
tually a junior officer spoke to the would-be spy. Voldoya, as he 
was called, described his skill at judo, only to be told that the KGB 
needed lawyers, not martial arts experts.

The meeting changed Putin’s life. He decided to learn German, 
an astute career move. For an aspiring spy West Germany was the 
place to be—especially Berlin, where east and west stood eyeball 
to eyeball. Like Merkel, Putin would become a proficient linguist, 
but unlike her, his exam results were poor. The son of a factory 
worker, his grades were poor and he was often involved in fights. 
Though his grandfather had once been Lenin’s chef, the connec-
tion did not help him. 

“Little Voldoya” was short—Putin is 5’6”—and this was a source 
of insecurity. He took up martial arts to cope with the bullying. 
Though Pravda (and yes, it is still called that) recently published 
a story under the headline “When young, Putin enjoyed great 
popularity among girls,” that is not the recollection of many of 
his school friends. They say he stuck to his desk in his parents’ 

“The former KGB officer had done his homework. He knew Merkel was frightened of dogs”
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small apartment and had little time for—let alone success with—
the opposite sex. Diligence made up for a deficiency of talent. He 
studied jurisprudence at Leningrad State University—one of the 
Soviet Union’s most prestigious law schools. On graduating, he 
immediately joined the KGB.

Divided by two common languages
Just as the gold medal Merkel picked up for Russian at the 1970 
“East German Olympiad” marked her out as a youngster who 
could go places, Putin’s fluent German now made him an asset. 
But his personality was a problem. His parents had always been 
protective—their two other children had died during the wartime 
siege of Leningrad—and tolerated his bad behaviour and occa-
sional rages. Had they been stricter, perhaps he might have been 
able to control his temper. But he could not and there were to be 
consequences. After the KGB school in Leningrad, Putin was 
transferred to the First Main Directorate in Moscow to groom him 
for service abroad. But his posting was delayed. The KGB did not 
like sending bachelors to the west. The lure of women who could 
tempt spies to betray Mother Russia was a constant concern. 

Putin was never going to let such things hold him back: he 
got married and had a daughter. But he was far from living the 
glamorous life. The hours were long, the work was boring—and 
he still wasn’t good at managing his frustrations. When a fellow 
subway passenger pushed him and ostensibly made a joke about 
his height. Putin did not think twice. He thumped him. Normally 
such an attack would have resulted in severe punishment. As a 
KGB officer, however, Putin was in a more fortunate position. No 
charges were brought. But discretion, calm and an ability not to 
get noticed are virtues in a spy. Putin had shown none of them. 
The KGB would no longer send him to West Germany as origi-
nally planned. Instead Captain Putin was dispatched to Dresden, 
a provincial backwater of East Germany. His temper and his van-
ity had cost him dearly. 

In the same year, 1984, a young divorcée was celebrating her 
30th birthday. Her life had also not quite gone to plan. Merkel was 
now living as a squatter in Berlin and after almost a decade, had 

still not completed her doctorate. As her father put it, “You haven’t 
made it very far, now have you, Angela?” After graduating with a 
first-class degree in physics, Angela had married fellow student 
Ulrich Merkel, but it was soon clear the marriage was loveless. 
Still, the two didn’t rush into a divorce; Merkel took her time. Her 
former husband later explained: “Suddenly one day she packed 
her bags and left the apartment we shared. She had weighed up 
all the consequences and analysed the pros and cons. We split 
up in a friendly manner. We were both financially independent. 
There weren’t too many things to be divided. She took the washing 
machine and I kept the furniture.” Merkel eventually finished her 
doctorate in quantum chemistry. Putin continued as a junior intel-
ligence officer in Dresden. Work was far from exciting for either of 
them. In 1989, that all changed. 

Up against the wall: 1989
Merkel played no role in the protests that ended in the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, and yet, immediately after its fall she joined a small 
political party—Demokratischer Aufbruch—Democratic Awaken-
ing. Relentless networking, grit and good luck fuelled an astound-
ing ascent. Within five months of her first political meeting, she 
was deputy spokesperson for the first (and last) democratically 
elected East German government. During reunification negotia-
tions in Moscow, her fluent Russian was again an advantage.

Meanwhile, Putin, his wife and his two daughters were 
crammed into his Lada Nova, retreating from the disintegrat-
ing borders of the communist empire and driving back to a Soviet 
Union that would soon crumble. Like Merkel after her divorce, 
Putin only kept one item from his stay in East Germany: a wash-
ing machine. 1989 placed both Merkel and Putin on parallel tracks 
towards the top in their two fast-changing countries. Earning their 
stripes in junior positions in central government in the early 1990s, 
both built reputations for reliability and application.

Merkel owed her rise to her close relations with three power-
ful men. Lothar de Maizière, the first and last Prime Minister of 
democratic East Germany, discovered her and made her a spokes-
person. Günther Krause, the East German politician who nego-

Vladimir Putin, left, looks on as Anatoly Sobchak, Mayor of St Petersburg, shakes hands with Christine Vranitzky, the Austrian 
Chancellor’s wife, during a ceremony to name Austria Square in downtown St Petersburg, 1992
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tiated the reunification treaty with West Germany, found her a 
safe parliamentary seat. And the last was Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl. “The Pear,” as the corpulent politician was known, needed 
a token woman in the first government of the reunified Germany, 
and appointed Merkel to a cabinet post only a year after she had 
attended her first political meeting. 

Putin, too, rode on the coat-tails of influential men. He resigned 
from the KGB and became an adviser to Anatoly Sobchak, the 
first democratically-elected mayor of St Petersburg. He accom-
panied Sobchak as a translator on his visits to John Major, then 
Prime Minister, and on a visit to Bonn to meet Chancellor Kohl 
in 1991. At the time, the relations between Germany and Russia 
were exceptionally cordial—perhaps the best they had ever been.

Later in the 1990s Putin became a trusted aide to the Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin, who in 1998 made him head of the FSB—
the successor of the KGB. Putin stood out as incorruptible in the 
early days of Russian casino-capitalism. The oligarch Boris Bere-
zovsky described Putin as “the first bureaucrat who did not take 
bribes.” And Putin was loyal. He was willing to use his influence 
to help even those who had fallen from grace. When Sobchak was 
indicted for corruption, and in danger of being arrested, Putin 
organised his escape and reportedly paid his medical bills.

Merkel was less sentimental. When de Maizière was exposed 
as a Stasi informer, Merkel remained silent. When Krause had to 
resign after a row with Kohl, Merkel left him hanging and took over 
his position as the leading politician from East Germany. And she 
only became leader of the CDU after writing a newspaper article 
that implicated Kohl and his successor as CDU chairman, Wolf-
gang Schäuble, in irregular party donations. To the wider world, 
Merkel appears a reserved, homely image. Those who have been on 
the wrong side of her, by contrast, often refer to her as Merkiavelli.

Continental shift
A decade and a half later, Putin and Merkel are the two constants 
in the equation of international politics. Domestic politics could 
still change all that, and for Merkel they’ve certainly been get-
ting trickier. But despite her recent election wobbles, even her 
foes struggle to imagine anybody filling her shoes. Julia Klöck-
ner, a critic and potential rival within the CDU, conceded recently: 
“there is simply no one who could replace Merkel.”

Berlin’s preoccupation with Moscow predates her, but she has 
steadily and profoundly recalibrated the German approach. More 
than any other western state, reunified Germany was initially 
keen to reach out to the new Russia in the 1990s. The Germans 
were immediately successful in securing lucrative contracts and 
when the more assertive Putin replaced Yeltsin, the warm rela-
tions continued. The new Russian leader quickly formed a close 
relationship with the rowdy Social Democrat Gerhard Schröder, 
who had replaced Kohl in 1998. The cigar-smoking Chancellor 
was not overburdened by political correctness and his macho style 
appealed to the Russian leader.

In 2005, when Merkel arrived in power, Putin was sorry to see 
Schröder go. He had been a soothing influence as strains between 
the west and the new Russia emerged. But with Russia’s involve-
ment in the murder of Putin’s former KGB colleague Alexander 
Litvinenko in 2006, a deeper chasm between Moscow and the west 
opened up. Merkel initially continued Schröder’s role as the go-
between. Schröder’s former Chief of Staff Frank-Walter Stein-
meier had become Foreign Minister in Merkel’s new government, 
but Berlin’s attitude to Russia was changing: the new chancellor 
now regarded Russia as a rival, rather than a partner.

 Merkel made it clear that she would defend the smaller East-
ern European states from Russian domination. Germany also 
cultivated a special relationship with the US. Schröder would 
sometimes criticise the US and would unfailingly speak up on 
Russia’s behalf in European affairs. Merkel, by  contrast, hugged 
America close. During the crash of 2008 and then the eurozone 
crisis, Merkel called upon Washington for support and talked 
favourably about deepening US involvement in Europe. All of this 
visibly annoyed Putin.

All this had to be managed with special care, because of Ger-
man dependence on Russia’s gas pipelines. But above and beyond 
the ordinary international politics of economic interest, some-
thing else was lurking: the struggle between populist authoritar-

ianism and consensus democracy, two political philosophies that 
now crystallised in the figures of Merkel and Putin. Individuals 
alone do not determine history. Policy advisers, international insti-
tutions, the markets and public opinion all play their part too. But 
sometimes—at rare moments—international politics can become 
a truly personal struggle. And this was the case over Ukraine.

Shortly after the 2014 Winter Olympics in the Russian city of 
Sochi, soldiers appeared in the Ukrainian province of Crimea. 
It was soon clear that they were not locals but members of the 
Russian army’s elite unit, Spetsnaz. Putin had pounced when a 
divided west least expected it. Relations between the US and the 
EU in general and Germany in particular were strained, not least 
as it had just been revealed that the US had been bugging Mer-
kel’s mobile phone.

As so often before, Putin seized his moment without deliber-
ation. Just as he had lashed out on the subway as a young man, 
Putin the politician hit first and asked questions later. Along 
with the impulsiveness came a lack of foresight about the  

Angela Merkel, then the Environment Minister, pictured in 1997

“Putin and Merkel are the two 
constants in the equation of 
international politics”
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implications of annexing Crimea. Still, assertive posturing on 
the world stage was a distraction from growing dissatisfaction at 
home, all the muttered complaints about creeping authoritarian-
ism which grew louder after irregularities in the 2011 elections. In 
weeks, Crimea had “voted” to join Russia after a dubious referen-
dum and Russian militias in the eastern Ukrainian provinces of 
Donetsk and Lugansk had declared independence with the help 
of undercover Russian troops. Putin’s choreographed aggression 
restored some popularity.

Merkel did not react immediately. Her foreign min-
ister Steinmeier condemned the action but did not 
do so harshly. Once again Merkel was taking her 
time. Like the 10-year-old on the diving board, 
Merkel was analysing the situation before act-
ing. Putin felt vindicated. He knew that Merkel 
had opposed Nato’s decision to regard Ukraine 
and Georgia as aspirant members. Further, his 
seemingly successful annexation of Crimea 
seemed to show that military supremacy still 
trumped economic strength.

So it came as a shock when, a month later, 
Merkel imposed sanctions on Russia. Germany 
had major interests in Russia: its pharmaceuti-
cal companies alone stood to lose an estimated 
€2.1bn in lost contracts. But Merkel—hav-
ing consulted with industry and the EU—had 
reached her decision. Germany could afford it. 
And with the falling oil price, Russia would pay 
dearly for Putin’s military impetuosity.

Merkel also knew that nothing was more 
important to Putin than international pres-
tige. In 1998 the old G7 was expanded to 
become the G8, a symbol of the new post-
Soviet Russia being brought in from the cold. 
The next meeting of this club of the world’s 
biggest hitters was due to be held in post-
Olympic Sochi in June 2014. It was not to be. 
Merkel told the Bundestag why not: “Russia 
is isolated in all international organisations, 
there will not be a G8 summit and there will 
be no G8 as such.” Russia’s standing took a 
knock, and Putin was humiliated.

The response did not settle the conflict or 
reverse the annexation of Crimea, but it did 
buy the Ukrainians time, allowing them to 
hold presidential elections. In the autumn of 
2014 fighting broke out and Russia once more threatened to over-
run eastern Ukraine. The conflict was personal: Merkel spoke to 
Putin on 38 separate occasions between September and January.

In February 2015, the western powers agreed to enter peace 
talks in the Belarusian capital Minsk. Putin had demanded that 
representatives from the self-proclaimed republics of Donetsk 
and Lugansk were present, and the stage appeared set for a Rus-
sian diplomatic victory. Merkel and French president François 
Hollande accompanied Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko, 
but it was soon clear that this was effectively a bilateral meet-
ing between the two leaders present who spoke without the help 
of translators.

Putin had succeeded in getting his allies involved in the talks, 
in which his aim was to get the sanctions lifted in return for mil-
itary concessions. Merkel, for her part, wanted a stable ceasefire 

and Russian recognition of the Ukrainian government. Her only 
weapon was a further tightening the sanctions, but the Americans 
were suggesting sending armaments to the Ukrainians, something 
Merkel was desperate to avoid, fearing escalation. She was deter-
mined to use diplomacy and economic muscle.

After 16 hours of negotiations, Putin reluctantly accepted 
a ceasefire and a plan for some regional autonomy for eastern 
Ukraine. His allies felt let down. Even the fawning Russian media 

found it difficult to explain why the President had been 
unable to get the sanctions lifted.

The Ukrainian crisis was still not solved. It still 
isn’t. But once again, Merkel had outsmarted 

her old adversary. Foreign Affairs summed up 
the consensus: “the well-co-ordinated western 
sanctions and Merkel’s patient diplomacy have 
so far produced the least worst outcome—one 
that no optimist could have dreamed of when 
Putin annexed Crimea.”

Resentment and refugees
Given the Kremlin’s black box model of deci-
sion-making, it is impossible to be sure how 
far the personal intrudes onto political deci-
sions. Many motives drew Putin into making 
his dramatic intervention in Syria—the desire 
to protect Assad; the opportunity to exploit a 
vacuum after the US stepped back from inter-
vening in 2013; determination, perhaps, to 
confront Islamic State. 

Putin took a personal dislike to Merkel 
after Crimea. He will also certainly have 
noticed that Merkel’s extraordinary deci-
sion to open up her country to a million ref-
ugees fleeing conflicts, above all in Syria, 
has proved the greatest challenge of her 
career. Earlier this year General Phil Breed-
love, Nato’s Supreme Allied Commander for 
Europe, accused Putin of deliberately tar-
geting civilian centres in Syria: “Together, 
Russia and the Assad regime are weaponis-
ing migration in an attempt to overwhelm 
European structures and break European 
resolve.” He might have added that the 
strength and resolve of Merkel faced a very 
particular test.

But throughout the Syrian crisis—as with 
every previous conflict since Chechnya—Putin continues to bur-
nish his image as a resolute man of action. Merkel by contrast, 
despite that big move on the refugees, is still perceived as a cau-
tious leader who prefers consensus to conflict. 

And yet she is still not immune to stage management and mind 
games. There are no animals to intimidate visitors in the Ger-
man Chancellery, and no photos of holidays or family members. 
Instead, a single picture stands on a shelf behind her desk. It is a 
portrait of Catherine the Great—the Prussian-born princess who 
rose to become the undisputed ruler of Russia. 

Before the 2013 elections, Merkel’s spokesman commented on 
the picture in the Chancellor’s office, “she loved to play with power 
and made use of men—all with the aim of expanding her author-
ity.” It was not clear whether he was talking about the 18th-cen-
tury Tsarina or the 21st-century Chancellor.  

Top, a young Angela Merkel, 1972-3. 
Above, Vladimir Putin in 1970
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S
audi Arabia is an oil country. You already knew that, of 
course, but have you thought about what it means? You 
probably only notice the ups and downs of crude prices 
when filling up a car with petrol. But for two generations 
of Saudis, the vicissitudes of the oil market are a force 

that reorders society.
As late as the start of the 1970s, Saudi Arabia was still a poor 

desert kingdom, largely populated by disparate tribes and other 
groups who held the weakest of allegiances to the state. But after 
the 1973 Yom Kippur War, it joined an oil embargo against those 
countries that had supported Israel. Oil prices quadrupled and a 
gold rush began, one that transformed everything it touched.

It was only a small minority of Saudis who were suddenly driv-
ing Rolls Royces and Cadillacs on the streets of Riyadh, the cap-
ital. Yet the change could not be missed. Mud-brick houses were 
abandoned for Italian-style villas in the mushrooming suburbs of 
cities like Jeddah. Perfumeries stocked the latest French scents; 
shops supplanted the old souqs and flea markets; and young men 
donned sunglasses, one of the small personal comforts that seems 
to symbolise consumerism and modernity. The recently built 
Riyadh Water Tower, a blue-and-gold striped funnel shooting into 
the sky, became a totem of the new affluence.

The small elite who grabbed much of the revenue shored up 
its position by spreading a little of the spoils around. Before long, 
almost 70 per cent of Saudi nationals were employed in the cosset-
ted public sector. Meanwhile, much of the real labour was done by 
the ever-swelling ranks of foreign workers.

Nearly 90 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s GDP is directly or indi-
rectly linked to oil. Its price touches every aspect of day-to-day life 
and plays a huge part in both domestic politics and foreign rela-
tions. So when the price of oil shot down like lubricated lightning 
amid a great glut in 1986, Saudi society went in reverse. Riyadh’s 
pristine office blocks were emptied. Half-built developments were 
put on hold or scrapped. City centres became ghost towns. 

It took nearly 20 years for the price of oil to rebound but as 
recently as 2008, barrels of crude were trading at a high of $147. 
Then they fell again—till they hovered around $40 for most of this 
year. They recovered somewhat after an Opec effort in September 
to force prices up by restricting production, but only modestly—
to something around $50, still two-thirds down on a few years ago. 

This latest slide has sunk the kingdom into one of its worst-ever 
slumps, opened up a gaping budget deficit—$98bn in 2015—and 
is placing it under perhaps unsustainable pressure. In September, 
for the first time ever, the government cut bonuses and allowances 
for public sector workers. Can the Saudi state manage a more

constructive response to its troubles than the lashing, beheading 
and stoning for which it is notorious?

The fortunes of any government in its position would be tied 
to the ebbs and flows of the oil price, but the regime in Riyadh 
has exacerbated its vulnerability, spending lavishly when it can, 
and indulging in corruption and displaying a complete lack of 
accountability at all times. To understand the way in which it 
operates, and the way that it responds to economic pressure, we 
need to go back to the very beginning.

The House of Saud rose to pre-eminence on the Arabian pen-
insula in conjunction with the Wahhabist branch of Sunni Islam. 
Founded by the 18th-century cleric Muhammad ibn Abdul-Wah-
hab, Wahhabism is an ultra-conservative ideology that intends 
to restore the faith to its “pure” original state, shorn of centuries 
of interpretation and cultural accretion. In 1744, Abdul-Wahhab 
made a power-sharing agreement with Muhammad ibn Saud, 
emir of the town of Diriyah (now on the outskirts of Riyadh), for-
malised by the marriage of the cleric’s daughter to the emir’s son.

Ibn Saud and his descendants came to dominate Arabia, as did 
Wahhabism. An alliance saw their lands becoming part of the Brit-
ish empire from 1915 to 1927, before Saudi Arabia was founded in 
1932. The country is a hereditary monarchy with no political par-
ties or national elections. In theory, the king has absolute power—
but he has to comply with Islamic law.

The House of Saud remains the ruling royal family. They now 
number in the thousands, but power lies with the smaller group 
who are descended from Abdulaziz, the first king of Saudi Arabia. 
The crown does not pass automatically to the eldest son; instead, a 
male relative is designated as crown prince. So far, all of the coun-
try’s kings have been sons of Abdulaziz—he had 45, from polyga-
mous marriages. And the House of Saud is still intertwined with 
the Wahhabi religious establishment.

Saudi Arabia’s rulers now describe their approach as “modern-
isation within an Islamic framework.” Putting this into practice 
has brought controversy and, on occasion, armed conflict. In the 
early 1960s, King Faisal introduced television over religious objec-
tions that producing images of people was immoral. Clerics pro-
tested and found an ally in Prince Khaled ibn Musaid, the king’s 
nephew. The prince led an assault on a television station and was 
killed in a police shootout; in 1975 his brother assassinated King 
Faisal in his palace, apparently in a revenge attack.

Even today, Saudi rulers have to offer concessions to clerics 
to get their support: the continuing ban on women drivers is one 
example. All of this shows the extreme and enduring difficulty 
that Saudi Arabia faces in managing social change. But, given the 
shock that has now hit the economy, change is inevitable. 

Riyadh’s response to its financial crisis came in April. The gov-
ernment launched Vision 2030, a programme containing a mix 
of economic and educational reforms with the principal objective 
of ending the state’s hopeless dependence on oil. It’s a welcome 
start. But opening Saudi Arabia to global financial markets will 

Running into the sand 
Tumbling crude prices have pushed Saudi Arabia to the brink, and now it’s losing friends too

MADAWI AL-RASHEED

Madawi Al-Rasheed is currently Visiting Professor at the 
Middle East Institute, National University of Singapore. 
Her latest book on Saudi Arabia “Muted Modernists: 
the Struggle Over Divine Politics in Saudi Arabia” 
(Hurst) was published in 2015
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bring political scrutiny—and people who gain economic freedom 
will soon want social freedom to go with it. Cultural liberalisation, 
however, is still absolutely resisted by the chief clerics. In short, the 
country must now undergo economic reform, without making any 
political concessions. It’s a fraught path to tread.

Searching for a model, Saudi rulers looked at China, where 
economic prosperity has been combined with autocracy. But the 
Chinese example offers false hope: Beijing’s communists simply 
made state capitalism more competitive. Unlike the Saudis, they 
did not have to contend with a radical religious tradition that pro-
scribes women from working alongside men. There is, in sum, lit-
tle reason to expect that modernisation can be happily blended 
with theocratic despotism. Yet if reform doesn’t occur, the prob-
lems of Saudi Arabia could reverberate far beyond its shores. 

L ocal difficulties in Saudi Arabia have spiralled out-
wards before. In 1990, after Saddam Hussein invaded 
Kuwait, the Saudi government overrode objections and 
invited American troops into the country to help with 

its defence. Resentment simmered and then—later in the dec-
ade, after years of low oil prices —the Islamist opposition gathered 
momentum. Saudi-born Osama bin Laden cited the presence of 
foreign troops in the kingdom as one of his justifications for the 
9/11 attacks.

Saudi Arabia’s bitter rivalry with Iran also has knock-on effects. 
Sunni Islam has long dominated the Middle East, but the Iranian 
revolution of 1979 installed a militant Shia government. In recent 
years, the invasion of Iraq and the Arab Spring have inflamed sec-
tarian tensions. Riyadh is anxious about what it sees as Iranian 
dominance in four Arab capitals: Beirut (Lebanon), Damascus 
(Syria), Baghdad (Iraq) and Sana’a (Yemen). The Iranians claim 
that they are defending their co-religionists from al-Qaeda and 

Islamic State. They accuse the Saudis of spreading Wahhabi intol-
erance and of sponsoring terrorist groups who want to extermi-
nate the Shia.

The culmination of this rivalry is both countries’ involvement 
in the Yemen civil war. Over a year ago, Saudi Arabia launched 
an offensive against the Houthis, Shia-led Yemeni rebels who it 
regards as an Iranian front group. Yemen is the kingdom’s south-
ern neighbour but the war is less about defending the country’s 
borders, as the king claims, than placating the Islamists, who have 
been agitating against Shia expansion in the region. 

In Syria, the Saudis have supported the rebels against Bashar 
al-Assad, whom they see as an Iranian client. The kingdom hopes 
to emerge from these conflicts having clipped Tehran’s wings and 
established itself as the arbiter of Arab affairs. Unfortunately, this 
is an unrealistic aspiration—and an expensive one.

The economic pinch came at the worst possible time for King 
Salman ibn Abd al-Aziz, as he only took over in January 2015. His 
predecessor King Abdullah ruled during the oil boom, and his 
popularity surged along with his citizens’ incomes. But King Sal-
man cannot afford to buy hearts and minds. A 2015 International 
Monetary Fund report predicted that, without a change in spend-
ing habits, Saudi Arabia would be bankrupt by 2020. 

Constrained by his age—he is 80—the king has entrusted 
his youngest son, 30-year-old Muhammad bin Salman, with 
the task of solving the country’s fiscal problems. The prince 
is now Chair of the Council of Economic Development Affairs, 
Deputy Crown Prince, Second Deputy Prime Minister, Minister 
of Defence and Chief of the Royal Court. No prince in history has 
ever held so many key positions at such a young age.

The prince must tackle a fiscal crisis in a context of delicate bal-
ances, not only between the people and the clerics, but also among 
various demographic groups. Around 27m people live in Saudi 

Abraj Al-Bait Towers, also known as the Mecca Royal Hotel Clock Tower, 
in the holy city of Mecca during the annual Hajj pilgrimage, 2011
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Arabia, but up to 10m are foreign workers, ranging from poorly 
treated manual labourers from the Indian subcontinent to well-
paid westerners. In the absence of any political representation, 
people’s loyalty and acquiescence have been bought, with bene-
fits including generous welfare payments and free education and 
healthcare. Yet despite this beneficence, and the $1.4 trillion or 
so held by the House of Saud, up to a fifth of Saudis are thought 
to live in poverty. Vulnerable groups include the oppressed Shia 
minority, 10 per cent of all Saudi nationals.

Successive kings have left social, educational and judicial mat-
ters in the hands of their partners in government: the puritanical 
clerics. The 3,500-strong religious police impose strict dress codes, 
prohibit women and men from socialising in public and ban much 
western media and customs such as Valentine’s Day. Education is 
poor, with an emphasis on the Koran and Islamic tradition that 
extends to universities. The judicial system is a byword for harsh-
ness, with severe penalties not only for serious crimes but more 
minor transgressions too. 

But no longer can the rulers count on being able to distribute 
largesse to the people and the religious establishment. The prince 
has been forced to draw on the country’s foreign reserves, esti-
mated at $654.5bn before the crisis. He has had to borrow more 
than $10bn to cover the budget deficit. And he has had to cut state 
spending—even though the erosion of government budgets equal 
the erosion of the House of Saud’s control over the country.

Vision 2030 is the prince’s plan to escape this trap. It was first 
revealed in the Economist and on the Bloomberg news website—a 
move which disgruntled Saudis, who are fed up with being the last 
to hear about their own affairs. Eventually, the prince appeared on 
Arabic television to explain his programme, which is now govern-
ment policy. Other states, such as Bahrain and the United Arab 
Emirates, had already put through proposals for modernisation. 
It was time for Saudi Arabia to follow suit.

Vision 2030 combined old promises and new. The familiar ele-
ments included moves to replace foreign workers with Saudi citi-
zens; the privatisation of some state assets; and promises to curb 
budgets and expand the non-oil sectors of the economy. Since the 
1970s, Saudi Arabian policy has been expressed in a string of five-
year plans, each promising a variation of these items.

But there are also genuinely novel aspects, including the devel-
opment of a $2 trillion sovereign wealth fund, paid for by oil rev-
enues. Most surprising was the decision to float 5 per cent of 
Aramco, the huge Saudi Arabian state oil company, which pro-
vides around 10 per cent of the world’s oil. It is a highly secretive 
company—but that will have to change if its shares are to be sold 
in global stock markets. Investors will want to know how much oil 
is still in the ground, and who ultimately controls the company. At 
present, the answers to these questions are state secrets.

B ut if Saudi Arabia does open up, who is it going to open 
up to? The United States has been a close ally, but rela-
tions between the countries have never fully recovered 
from 9/11 (15 of the 19 hijackers were Saudis). Prince 

Bandar, the country’s ambassador to the US from 1983 to 2005, 
became so close to George W Bush that he was nicknamed 
Bandar Bush. But under President Barack Obama the relation-
ship has soured more decisively. 

The chief sticking point has been Iran. When it became clear 
that Iran was developing a nuclear weapon, the Saudis pressured 
the US to bomb its weapons installations. Instead, the US con-
ducted secret meetings that resulted in the 2015 agreement and 
the lifting of many western sanctions. The Saudis were furious.

Britain’s relationship with Saudi Arabia has long been more 
complicated. In the 1980s, the Saudis broke off diplomatic rela-
tions after the documentary Death of a Princess, which concerned 
the execution of a Saudi royal and her lover, was shown on ITV. 
More often, however, London has bent the knee. In 2006, Tony 
Blair halted a Serious Fraud Office investigation into corruption 
allegations over the al-Yamamah arms deal. The multi-billion-
pound deal was Britain’s largest ever export agreement and was 
approved by Margaret Thatcher. Blair’s pretext was that Britain 
could not afford to lose the kingdom’s intelligence capabilities in 
pursuing the war on terror. His meddling was, however, a depar-
ture from the ordinary requirements of the rule of law.

Saudi Arabia has continued to buy British arms—but how 
long can it remain a reliable customer? There is no disguising the 
crippling cost of the wars in Yemen and Syria, the sale of foreign 
reserves, and the recourse to borrowing from the international 
markets, once unthinkable for a country awash with petrodollars.

Recently, the kingdom’s abysmal human rights record has 
been given fresh attention. Last year, Labour leader Jeremy Cor-
byn used his party conference speech to highlight the plight of 
Ali Mohammed al-Nimr, a 17-year-old Saudi threatened with 
beheading and crucifixion (in that order) for taking part in a pro-
democracy protest during the Arab Spring. He returned to the 
subject of British arms sales to Saudi Arabia during his recent 
party conference speech saying, “when there are credible reports 
of human rights abuses or war crimes being committed British 
arms sales will be suspended. Starting with Saudi Arabia.” It has 
also emerged in recent months that, while he was Justice Secre-
tary, Michael Gove overrode the objections of the Foreign Office 
and cancelled a prison contract with a Saudi company, circulating 
a cabinet memo on ethics for good measure. 

International publicity has been given to the case of blogger 
Raif Badawi, sentenced to 1,000 lashes for creating the forum 
Free Saudi Liberals Network. A social media campaign, #Togeth-
erToEndMaleGuardianship, has publicised the plight of Saudi 
Arabian women: each is required to have a male guardian, usually 
her father or husband, but perhaps a brother or son, who has the 
power to decide whether she can marry, work or travel. 

Prince Muhammad bin Salman, the young power in the land
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A recent report by a UK parliamentary select committee 
was close to proposing a halt on arms sales to the kingdom after 
reports of indiscriminate bombing raids on Yemeni civilians. 

Yet overall, the west now seems to be eyeing Saudi Arabia less 
forgivingly. The kingdom stands in the way of all sorts of diplo-
matic objectives, such as a resolution to the conflicts in Yemen and 
Syria, where the Saudi insistence on deposing Assad risks putting 
virtually any agreement beyond reach. Saudi Arabia has long used 
its wealth to spread Wahhabism, exporting imams and funding 
mosques and madrassas abroad, practices that have come under 
increasing fire for promoting extremism and terrorism.

Reconciliation with the US looks remote. In September, Con-
gress gave families of the 9/11 victims the ability to sue the Saudi 
government in American courts for any role in the terrorist plot. 
President Obama opposed the move, which could be the last nail 
in the coffin of US-Saudi relations, but Congress has pushed back. 

Saudi Arabia’s vast US assets (it owns $117bn of US government 
debt) could be frozen by legal proceedings. In early October, a 9/11 
widow initiated legal proceedings against the Saudi government. 
It is remarkable that the issue has got this far. 

There is, then, a real danger that Saudi Arabia will lose its most 
vital international alliance. And it looks like it will be facing the 
phenomenal challenge of adapting to cheap oil on its own. 

Even the Sunni establishment seems to be tired of Saudi reli-
gious teachings. The Grand Mufti of Egypt, Muhammad Ahmad 
al-Tayeb attended an international Islamic conference in August. 
Under the sponsorship of the UAE and the patronage of Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, the conference took place in Grozny, 
the capital of Chechnya. The 100 Islamic clerics attending the 
conference surprisingly decided that the Saudi religious brand of 
Wahhabiyya is excluded from Sunni Islam. The country’s global 
religious reach is being eroded by Muslims tired of being at the 
receiving end of literal interpretations of Islam that undermine 
their communities’ cultural diversity and religious harmony.

To the casual observer, Saudi society exhibits few signs 
of change. Life in Riyadh appears dull, restricted and 
dry. Many public places such as restaurants are segre-
gated, cinema is largely banned and pastimes such as 

the game Pokémon GO are prohibited. Time is punctuated by 
successive calls for prayers, during which shopping centres close 
their doors. 

But under the surface change is happening. Last year, women 
voted and stood as candidates in municipal elections for the first 
time. The religious police lost the power to make arrests in April. 
And the strongest tide pushing for change could well be demo-
graphic. Around 60 per cent of Saudi nationals are under the age 
of 30 and, unlike previous generations, they have never experi-
enced austerity. They have grown up in a consumer economy with 
gadgets, the internet and social media. And their expectations 
that the state will pay for their education and then provide them 
one of those cushy public-sector posts are about to be dashed. 

Without political parties or independent civil society, Sau-
dis meet to discuss their country’s problems at informal salons 
known as diwaniyya, hosted in the houses of intellectuals. Days 
after Vision 2030 was announced, a group of young professional 
men gathered to listen to Abdul Aziz al-Dakhil, an economist and 
former Deputy Minister of Finance. He criticised the proposed 
Aramco flotation, saying the only way to lessen dependency on 
oil is to develop human resources. His central point, however, was 
the one that is most threatening to the regime—that economic 
changes will not work without political reforms which lead to real 
accountability, representation and transparency. 

It is a view shared by many of Saudi Arabia’s intelligentsia and 
particularly its young. This generation is not fixated on the iden-
tity of the state and whether it becomes more Islamised or west-
ernised. They are worried about jobs, schools and homes.

This same rising generation of Saudis witnessed the Arab 
Spring. Riyadh’s response was to distribute $130bn worth of ben-
efits and tell the clerics to issue fatwas against peaceful demon-
strations, dubbing them a sin against God, the Prophet and King. 
Yet pockets of protest sprung up, and Shia in the east of the coun-
try took to the streets. There was unrest, too, in the Central Prov-
ince—the heartland of Wahhabism and the House of Saud—by 
those demanding freedom for dissidents. All of these protests 
were crushed soon enough, but young Saudis took note.

And if Vision 2030 fails to deliver, or if oil prices continue 
their downward slide, discontent will stir again. A stark warning 
was provided by developments at the Saudi Binladin Group, the 
largest construction company in the kingdom (and founded by 
Osama bin Laden’s father). The company’s state contracts had 
dried up and the workers had not been paid for several months. 
Since January, up to 70,000 foreign workers have been laid off; 
they retaliated by setting fire to company buses at Mecca.

Saudi Arabia’s predicament, then, is set to worsen—and it will 
have global effects. Any turbulence will push oil prices up at a 
time when cheap petrol is one of the few things keeping the Euro-
pean economy moving. More trouble will follow if Vision 2030 
opens up a Pandora’s box. The corruption, the despotism, the 
cruel and unusual punishments will become more contentious 
at home, and harder for the world to overlook. The question as 
to whether there is a place in the modern family of nations for a 
country that stones, beheads and lashes will become more urgent. 

The world cannot afford to ignore Saudi Arabia. The kingdom 
is bound up with our most pressing problems: the place of Iran in 
the international community, the civil wars in Syria and Yemen, 
and the future of energy. It is essential that the country manages 
the transition to a more open society. Sadly, it is far from certain 
that the Saudi regime is capable of achieving this. 

“Is there a place in the modern 
family of nations for a 
country that stones, beheads 
and lashes?”

“Wow... makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up”
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H 
e has asked, as Bob Hope did, for no celebra-
tions of a birthday where “the candles cost more 
than the cake.” There can, however be no doubt 
that glasses will be raised across the world on 5th 
November for his 90th birthday by those who 

have worked with John Berger. There are certainly hundreds, 
maybe even thousands of them because Berger has always man-

aged to live several lifetimes at once. Some of his collaborators are 
well known: Arundhati Roy in Delhi, Geoff Dyer in Los Angeles, 
Mike Dibb in London, Sebastião Salgado in Paris, Jean Mohr in 
Geneva, Tilda Swinton in Nairn. But there are many others who 
are less famous, who have known the joy and equality of collabo-
rating with him. 

Berger was always committed to both criticism and creation: to 
the production of painting and fiction. His television programmes 
made modernist art completely contemporary. And nearly half a 
century on, the culmination of the on-screen aspect of his career 
is still revered.

Ways of Seeing consisted of just four 30-minute episodes, first 
shown in 1972. Looking back, the ambition was extraordinary. 

The mind’s eye
How John Berger’s long life in art taught us how to see 

COLIN MACCABE

Colin MacCabe is Chairman of the Jarman Lab at the 
School of Arts, Birkbeck, University of London
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With little more screen time than a typical Hollywood film, the 
series did not merely canter through the evolution of western art, 
but located that history in its ideological and economic settings.

Only three years before, Kenneth Clark’s 14-hour BBC block-
buster, Civilisation, had told the story of the artistic canon as if cre-
ativity had no connection to material history. Berger refused that 
account. And remarkably, his disruptive documentaries would 
ultimately have more effect than the cultural juggernaut that 
was Civilisation. The film and the spin-off book which followed 
have been crucial primers to many generations of students strug-
gling to conjugate art and politics, and even today are enjoyed on 
YouTube.

It was an unlikely triumph that undoubtedly bears testimony 
to the fact that Berger—unlike Clark—was bursting with truly new 
ideas. His own long interrogation of the role of class in art had 
recently been energised by two new developments in particular. 
Walter Benjamin’s work was just being translated into English, 
and his great essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction” underpins the whole of the first episode. Berger 
had also spent the previous three or four years debating with his 
“sisters in women’s liberation,” and the series is energised by this 
new feminist thinking.

But how often do new ideas translate into winning television? 
They were able to do so here because Berger’s lucid presentation 
style was hitched to the great directing of Mike Dibb. From the 
opening sequence, in which Berger cuts the head out of a classical 
painting, it is clear that we are watching a film of the very highest 
quality. Similarly, when the book came to be produced, everything 
went back to scratch, and the legendary designer Richard Hollis 
produced a volume every bit as good as Dibb’s film. 

The whole project, in other words, reflects the many virtues—
collaborative working, openness to new ideas and dedication to the 
highest quality—which have threaded their way throughout Berg-
er’s long and varied career, which began when he was an art critic 
on the New Statesman in 1948.

The most important thing to say about Berger in intellectual 
terms is that he is a Marxist. His understanding is rooted in Karl 
Marx’s analysis of exploitation. Some of his best essays have just 

been reissued in a collection, Landscapes, and time and again they 
start with a brilliant sketching of the economic conditions around 
the ideas or art being examined. But Berger is so important a 
Marxist because he is perhaps the one who has most thoroughly 
rid himself of belief in historical progress, a belief that Marx took 
ready-made from the victorious bourgeoisie who had replaced feu-
dalism with capitalism.

His great novel, G, which when I read it at 23 affected me more 
than any other fiction I had read, meditates continuously on the 
relation between history and fiction. It is a brilliant portrait of 
Europe at the turn of the 20th century as the most civilised of 
continents prepared to commit suicide in the western trenches. 
No notion of progress can survive the death of G, the eponymous 
hero, in 1915 as Italy enters the war. What does remain, however, 
is desire and this story of a modern Don Giovanni sketches the 
most complete anatomy of heterosexual masculine desire that 
I know. (G won the 1973 Booker Prize. At the award ceremony 
Berger announced that he was giving half the prize money to the 
Black Panthers, saying that it was “the black movement, with the 
socialist and revolutionary perspective, that I find myself most in 
agreement with in this country.”)

After G, Berger returned to a new literary form, one of his own 
invention. In 1967, he had composed a book about a country doc-
tor, A Fortunate Man, that juxtaposed his text with images by the 
photographer Jean Mohr and it was a work that afforded deep 
insights into the complexity and originality of Berger’s thought. It 
followed the life of a country doctor deeply interwoven with those 
of his patients and the countryside they shared. 

Berger and Mohr returned to this form in order to chronicle 
the reality of immigrant labour in the 1970s Switzerland where he 
now lived. A Seventh Man is, Berger still believes, his best and most 
important book. His Marxism allowed him to grasp the impor-
tance of the changes in the international division of labour and to 
understand how crucial migrant labour was to modern capitalism. 
Re-reading this book today, it seems fully contemporary. The cen-
trality of immigrant labour to the present European economy 

“When Berger cuts the head 
out of a classical painting, it’s 
clear we are watching a film 
of the highest quality”
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and the forms of its exploitation remain as pressing now as when 
the book was first published in 1975. The current immigration cri-
sis makes the book feel unbelievably prescient. 

In talking to these immigrants, many from North Africa, 
Berger found that they all took as a primary reference point the 
villages that they had left and the form of subsistence agriculture 
that nourished them. It struck Berger that a) he knew nothing of 
this form of life which had supported humanity for millennia and 
b) that it was vanishing as capital inexorably developed monocul-
ture agribusiness and factory farming. He therefore determined 
to learn about and chronicle this life before it disappeared. From 
his base in Geneva he looked with Beverly Bancroft, whom he met 
in the 1970s when working on Ways of Seeing, for a community 

of small peasant farmers still practising subsistence agriculture. 
He found them in the upper Alps of Savoy where a world of cows 
and sheep, hay and corn existed much as it had done since time 
immemorial. He moved there and began a new life. Berger real-
ised that if he wished to learn about the life of these people among 
whom he and Beverly had decided to live and raise their son Yves, 
then it wasn’t any use hanging out in the local bar and expecting 
the locals to deliver up their wisdom. He would learn by partic-
ipating in its remorseless work. Emblematically the rent for his 
house included sharing in the haymaking but Berger did not stop 
at this; he leant his shoulder to the wheel in all of the activities of 
the village. 

In choosing to record the life of subsistence peasants, Berger 
was not engaged in a sentimental gesture. This was no Tolstoyan 
return to the land in which fake identities are borrowed to avoid 
the reality of the present. Berger did not think that he was becom-
ing a peasant and indeed he maintained a base in Paris and a role 
as a public intellectual in many European countries, not least as 
an unceasing advocate for the cause of the Palestinians. Berger’s 
task was not in any way a nostalgic one; it was the basic task of a 
Marxist writer: to record the most important of social realities.

Of course in choosing peasant experience for this, Berger was 
taking a position considered heretical by Marxists. For Marx, the 
peasantry was historically backward, did not experience factory 
work and the solidarity that engendered. They were tied to their 
local piece of land, conservative and largely ignorant, a class that 
would be soon eradicated by progress. Marx took his cue from 
England where subsistence peasantry had been largely eradicated 
by the end of the 18th century. 

However, in the rest of Europe the peasantry survived much 
longer than Marx and Friedrich Engels had predicted. This was 
partly because they underestimated the surplus generated by 
subsistence farming, but it was more that capital, seeking ever 
increasing rates of profit, found that land was more resistant to 
producing such rates than other investment sectors. And so, 100 
years after Das Kapital, it was still possible to find the economic 
form that both Marx and Engels had so discounted. 

If this way of life was now facing a losing battle with capital, 
perhaps it was also time to take it more seriously. Berger had aban-

doned the easy optimism that believed that the proletariat was the 
new class that would abolish all classes in the final triumph of pro-
gress. He was looking for different notions of historical time than 
had sustained his youth. What the peasant offered was a view of 
cyclical time that might be very valuable for a future that looked 
less like the inevitable triumph of the proletariat and more like an 
endless resistance to capitalism.

Berger now produced his magnificent book, Into their Labours. 
He abandoned the vocation of the novelist for that of the story-
teller, passing on in this new work a collection of the stories he had 
heard as he scythed the hay, dug the land, and cleaned out the 
cowsheds on the farms of Quincy, the village in which he and Bev-
erly had settled. The work comprised a trilogy: Pig Earth (1979) 
Once in Europa (1987) and Lilac and Flag (1990). 

It was after the publication of Once In Europa that we met. I was 
then Head of Production at the British Film Institute (BFI) and I 
received a phone call from Michael Kustow, Head of Arts at Chan-
nel 4. He had a curious project that involved a Scottish filmmaker 
called Timothy Neat who was collaborating with Berger, turning 
one of his short stories into a film. It didn’t fit Kustow’s brief but 
he thought it might be perfect for the BFI. Some days, even as a 
bureaucrat, you get a telephone call from paradise.

I found myself waiting in a small Alpine hotel for Berger to 
come and fetch me for a day’s discussion of the project. I did not 
know then that he was a mad petrolhead (who would later inter-
view his hero Michael Schumacher) and so my first emotion on 
seeing him was intense fear as it became clear that I was expected 
to climb onto the 1,000cc motorcycle on which he had unexpect-
edly appeared. Soon we were talking in his kitchen in Quincy. 
Talking with John is enormously pleasurable but quite strenuous. 
There is no bullshit. He has changed his life so radically and so 
often because he cannot bear idle conversation. Suddenly every-
thing you say becomes more weighted because John is a great lis-
tener. You talk and he listens and, often quite slowly responds. But 
both the listening and the response are so charged that you feel 
you are in a heightened form of conversation and that John’s atten-
tion makes you more intelligent, more consequent. 

And then there is his enthusiasm, for a thought, for an image, 
for a line of poetry, for a glass of wine, for a plate of food. And 
it is not the fake enthusiasm of the life coach—Berger has both 
brief moments of gloom and also of irritation (I would not advise 
anyone to cross him)—it is the enthusiasm of someone who seeks 
enjoyment from every moment of existence.

And so we made the film Play Me Something. The story is 
simple; a peasant from the Alps goes on a group visit 
to Venice where he meets a girl. They talk, he plays to 
her on his saxophone, they make love. He rejoins his 

group and returns to the mountains. The film form, however, is 
complicated. The simple story of a boy and a girl is told in photo-
graphs, the Venetian setting is shot in 16mm colour on a wind-up 
Bolex movie camera, the Alpine farm is in 35mm black and white 
but the focus of the film, shot in 35mm colour, is the storytelling 
itself. This is not set in Venice but in one of the remote Outer Heb-
ridean island of Barra, where the airport is a long sandy beach. 
It is in the waiting room of this unusual airport that a group of 
delayed passengers are entertained by a mysterious storyteller, 
played by Berger himself, who produces the photographs that 
punctuate his story like a magician. Among those listening to 
these magic words on Barra was a young Tilda Swinton. Tilda 
says that I rang her and asked rather tentatively, “If you know 

“It became clear I was 
expected to climb onto the 
1,000cc motorcycle on which 
he’d unexpectedly appeared”
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Above: the book of the television series. Right, John Berger and close friend Tilda Swinton
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who I mean by John Berger.” Before I could finish Tilda inter-
rupted with “I’m in.” Nearly 25 years later the friendship formed 
on that shoot found Tilda and me with a group of students from 
the London Consortium shooting a conversation between the two 
old friends in a snowbound Alpine village. So wonderful was the 
footage that we were soon making four films, one for each season. 
Five years in the making The Seasons in Quincy: Four Portraits of 
John Berger premiered at the Berlin Film Festival in February and 
is now playing the international festival circuit.

However, the film we made was not the one we thought we were 
making during those snowy days in John and Beverly’s kitchen. 
When we talked of the seasons in Quincy we talked of the mass 
noun, of the never changing seasons, but in fact we were filming a 
count noun—John’s final years at Quincy. Just before we shot the 
second film, Bancroft became mortally ill and by the time of the 
fourth, John had moved to Antony just outside Paris. 

Swinton’s and my initial aim was very simple: to give a film 
audience some sense of what it was to be in John’s company; to 
feel so alive and so lucky. The shooting was an endless intellectual 
adventure. Christopher Roth tried to bring some of John’s think-
ing about animals to the screen. Bartek Dziadosz shot political 
philosophy like a talk show. In the final section Swinton takes her 
own children, unborn when she first met John, to Quincy and ima-
gines, amidst images of Beverly, and with their grandchildren, a 
handing on.

Each film was made entirely on its own terms. But there was 
always the hope that when we put the four pieces together they 
would make a movie. When we showed John and his long time col-
laborator Nella Bielski the finished film on a rigged screen in their 
home in Antony, it was clear that we had fulfilled our ambition.

The theatre director Simon McBurney, one of John’s very clos-
est friends, tells a good story about John and age. He had sum-

moned up the courage to ask John on his 80th birthday how it felt 
to be so old. John thought and said “Two things. The first: not long 
to go. The second: I feel as though I’m 18.” 

When I saw John in Paris last month, he was finally suffering 
some of the indignities of age but the relentlessly inquisitive and 
unsparingly generous 18-year-old was still there. We discussed 
Brexit and he was determined to wrench a hopeful interpretation 
from the wreckage. 

Both he and I had lived through the only period in the history 
of capitalism that had known full employment. A period in which 
the highest rate of tax was 97.5 per cent and in which there was 
widespread belief that we would reach our new Jerusalem of an 
equal and classless society. Those old who had voted to “Leave” 
had voted for their youth. Brexit, he said, was a vote for that vision 
of equality by the old who remembered it. 

“I’m the same—woodland ling’s too hectic for my liking”
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Swing Time 
by Zadie Smith (Hamish Hamilton, £18.99)

 
VS Naipaul knows how hard it is to write 
fiction in the wake of an early success. His 
buoyant masterpiece A House for Mr Biswas 
(1961), drawing on his childhood in Trinidad, 
came out while he was still in his twenties. 
The later novels—whatever their virtues—
never recaptured that initial comic exuber-
ance. In 2008 Naipaul was asked whether 
he sympathised with an author in a similar 
predicament. Zadie Smith’s first novel White 
Teeth (2000), set in the multicultural north-
west London in which she grew up, brimmed 
with optimism. It was a bestseller that turned 
her into a literary celebrity at 25. “The prob-
lem for someone like that,” said Naipaul 
of Smith, “is where do you go, how do you 
move? If you’ve consumed your material in 
your first book, what do you do? All those 
stages are full of anguish.”

Smith has a complex—even anguished—
relationship with the book that made her 
name. Nowadays she can’t read White 
Teeth without, in her own words, being 
“overwhelmed with nausea.” She needn’t 
be so repulsed. Smith’s debut was a joy-
fully assured performance full of jokes 
(some good, some corny), and propelled 
by her impressive way with dialogue. It 
was also, as she is now quick to acknowl-
edge, cartoonish, irritatingly smart-aleck 
and structurally a bit of a mess, groaning 
under the influence of Salman Rushdie and 
Martin Amis. Over the last 16 years, 
Smith has mused in essays and lectures 
over how to sharpen her gifts and develop 
her insights. As she ruefully admitted in 
the foreword to her 2009 essay collection 
Changing My Mind, “When you are first 
published at a young age, your writing 
grows with you—in public.”

Her second novel, The Autograph Man 
(2002), tackled a Jewish-Chinese man 
obsessed with celebrities. Part Saul Bel-
low, part Lenny Bruce, it had all the energy 
of White Teeth but little of its charm. On 
Beauty (2005), as the portentous title indi-
cates, was designed to be Smith’s serious 

novel. Slavishly structured on Howards End 
by EM Forster—her fellow King’s College, 
Cambridge alumnus—and set at a fictional 
version of Harvard, it chaotically threw 
together race relations and Rembrandt. It 
lost out on the Booker Prize by a whisker. 
For some, though, it felt like Smith—still 
not 30!—was deploying her enviable linguis-
tic gifts to mask her gauche sensibility. She 
later said that she wrote most of the 500-
page novel in a five-month essay crisis. For 
such a successful author, she is winningly 
honest about her own flaws.

After a seven-year gap teaching litera-
ture and starting a family, Smith returned to 
fiction with NW (2012) which, like her new 
novel Swing Time, revisits her old stomping 
ground in north-west London. (Kilburn is 
to Smith what Combray was to Proust.) But 
though the setting is the same, the tone was 
very different. She seemed determined to 
rebuke the naivety of her earlier works. NW 
followed four characters who fear their best 
days are behind them. Most vivid was Felix, 
a young black man and ex-drug addict who 
is stabbed to death after asking two men to 
make room for a pregnant woman on the 
Tube. NW was a bleak work, its style was 
disjointed and experimental. The presiding 
literary influence was not Forster’s baggy 
humanism but the angular modernism of 
Virginia Woolf. It was an unsettling work, 
revealing an author no longer at ease.

Of all her novels, Swing Time is the least 
overtly indebted to another writer—and is 
all the better for it. Yet noting some of the 
terms that crop up just in the first 10 pages 
(“humiliation,” “shame,” “bitter,” “melan-
choly,” “contempt,” “bad taste”) the shadow 
of VS Naipaul looms. Parodied in White Teeth 
as Sir RV Saraswati, the author of A Stitch in 
Time, “a bitter-sweet tale of the last days of 
empire,” Naipaul is taken more seriously in 
Swing Time. After Biswas, one of his major 
subjects became the consequences of becom-
ing a successful but dislocated writer. What 
does it mean to travel from poor Trinidad 
to wealthy England? Will he always feel the 
outsider’s shame? Smith has gone on a simi-
lar journey, from a mixed-race working-class 

family in an unfashionable London suburb 
to conquering literary London, and now New 
York, where she gets to interview Jay-Z. (One 
perk I suspect Naipaul wouldn’t relish.)

Swing Time’s unnamed narrator is, like 
Smith, a mixed-race woman born in 1975 
and raised in Willesden. Most of the novel—
certainly its most absorbing parts—fol-
lows her childhood friendship with Tracey, 
also mixed-race, with whom she shares a 
passion for dancing and Hollywood musi-
cals. We begin at the end, learning that the 
two women have fallen out. Tracey, who has 
failed to make it as a dancer, tries to destroy 
the narrator, now working as the jet-set assis-
tant of an Australian pop star. In an email 
to her old friend she writes triumphantly: 
“Now everyone knows who you really are.” 
The fear of being unmasked as fraudulent 
is at the heart of Swing Time. When the nar-
rator crosses the bridge at Embankment, 
in a recurring memory, she recalls the story 
of two students thrown into the Thames by 
muggers. “One lived and one died. I’ve never 
understood how the survivor managed it, in 
the darkness, in the absolute cold, with the 
terrible shock and his shoes on.” Swing Time 
is a survivor’s tale.

In 1982, the dance-obsessed girls are 
seven years old and inseparable. They have 
the same brown skin, “as if one piece of tan 
material had been cut to make us both,” but, 
the narrator says, “my face was ponderous 
and melancholy, with a long, serious nose.” 
The narrator’s black mother is an autodi-
dact and her white father works for the Royal 
Mail; Tracey’s white mother is obese with a 
“Kilburn facelift,” her black father hardly 
around. Even as a child, Tracey senses what 
a difference this makes. “When your dad’s 
white it means—” she says, not completing 
the sentence but hinting that her friend has 
an unfair advantage. Despite her ability as a 
dancer, Tracey, whose mother’s ambition is 
getting “on the disability,” has no chance.

The narrator’s mother, by contrast, is a 
fanatical self-improver. As all immigrants 
know, the route to success is through edu-
cation—both the kind you learn from books 
and, just as important in Britain, master-
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“Smith has gone from an 
unfashionable suburb to 
conquering literary London, 
and now New York, where 
she gets to interview Jay-Z”
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ing the terrain of class and manners. “She 
knew, for example, that a car-boot sale—
despite its unpromising name—was where 
you could find a better quality of person, 
and also their old Penguin paperbacks, 
sometimes by Orwell.” She is so wary of 
being dragged back down that she refuses 
to go with her daughter and husband when 
they visit her pot-smoking brother Lam-
bert in south London. (In Smith’s novels the 
Thames might as well be the Styx.) Her rein-
vention will be as radical as her daughter’s: 
she divorces her husband, becomes a Labour 
MP and starts a romance with another 
woman. Her ambition, though, comes at 
the cost of a healthy bond with her daugh-
ter, who regards radical politics with scepti-
cism and is closer to her quiet father. Their 
souring relationship is the most convincing 
Smith has created.

 Willesden in the 1980s was genuinely 
socially mixed. At Smith’s own comprehen-
sive school, a girl from the Athelstan Estate 
such as her rubbed shoulders with the off-
spring of art critics. In White Teeth, Irie, 
Smith’s surrogate, is invited for dinner at the 
posh Chalfens’ house. Her attitude is one of 
amused curiosity. “She’d never been so close 
to this strange and beautiful thing, the middle 
class, and experienced the kind of embarrass-
ment that is actually intrigue, fascination. 
It was both strange and wondrous.” Swing 
Time has a much less sanguine view of class 
interaction. In the games the narrator plays 
with her white middle-class school friend 
Lily Bingham, “nobody died or was afraid or 
took revenge or feared being uncovered as a 
fraud, and there was absolutely no black and 
no white.” Lily says she is “colour blind”—a 
phrase that superficially denotes equality, 
but actually denies the narrator’s difference.

The racial humour of Smith’s earlier 
work—in which she had no fear of imperson-
ating Asian characters in sometimes crude 
ways—is subtly reframed in Swing Time’s 
best scene. Our narrator and Tracey are at 
Lily Bingham’s house for her 10th birthday. 
They are rehearsing a dance sequence while 
Lily films them. Tracey grabs two lacy cami-
soles from Mrs Bingham’s drawer and the two 
girls dance in their borrowed clothes. When 
Lily’s mum finds them, she “exploded… 
tore us apart, stripped us of our costumes”: 
even mouthy Tracey is silenced. Tracey has 
another reason to be ashamed. Before the 
party she had casually described another 
school friend as a “Paki.” When the narra-
tor’s mother defends her, saying that “she’s 
just repeating what she’s heard,” Mrs Bing-
ham replies crisply, “No doubt.” The epi-
thet “Paki” carries its own offensive weight; 
but here it is being used as a code word that 
reveals the essentially uncivilised nature, in 
Mrs Bingham’s mind, of Tracey’s working-
class family.

 When Swing Time moves into following 
the narrator’s adult life, it becomes less com-
pelling. I can see why Smith chose the world 
of celebrity as a dramatic contrast with her 
narrator’s humble beginnings, but the nar-
rator’s boss Aimee—a Madonna-like singer—
is thinly characterised. Her desire to set up 
an education project in a country resem-
bling the Gambia leads the novel down a 
blind alley. It is not that Smith doesn’t treat 
her African characters with respect—it’s 
that she’s too respectful, failing to get under 
their skin as she does so brilliantly when on 
her home turf. The love interest, a Senega-
lese man called Lamin, barely says anything 
memorable. (This is a novel more inter-
ested in female friendship than romance.) 

She might also have made more of the sin-
ister Salafi guy who chastises relaxed and 
syncretic West African Islam, including the 
novel’s one unabashed pleasure: dancing. 
Putting an Islamist together with a western-
run girls’ school is like bringing a loaded gun 
on stage: it needs to be fired.

There is one terrific scene when the nar-
rator visits a slavery museum. Smith excels 
at catching the weird atmosphere of such 
places: the kitsch slave statue, the desolate 
café, the “solemn Black-British family” min-
gling with “a couple of white Dutch women, 
both already freely weeping.” The narrator’s 
mother once told her that for people like her, 
“all paths lead back there.” For the narrator, 
it is both a particular and a general story—
considered in grand Naipaul-like cadences: 
“Power had preyed on weakness here: all 
kinds of power—local, racial, tribal, royal, 
national, global, economic—on all kinds of 
weakness, stopping at nothing, not even at 
the smallest girl child. But power does that 
everywhere. The world is saturated in blood.” 
The image of that “smallest girl child” leads 
us naturally back to the two dancing girls in 
Kilburn and their divergent paths.

In an article for the New York Review of 
Books published shortly after the European 
Union referendum, Smith argued that the 
relaxed multiculturalism of her childhood 
had diminished. Her daughter, while at the 
local primary school in Willesden, made 
friends with the son of a white woman from 
her old council estate. She would have liked 
to have set up a playdate, but something 
stopped her—not least the woman’s hostil-
ity, not racial she thought, but class-based. 
“In this new England it felt, to me at least, 
impossible. To her, too, I think. The gap 
between us has become too large.” But we are 
left wondering: has the world got narrower, or 
just Smith’s world? She is a Chalfen now.

Swing Time is a pivot point in Smith’s 
career, where her maturing vision is finally 
catching up with her verbal virtuosity. It is 
less crowd-pleasing than White Teeth, and I 
doubt it will garner as many readers. But it 
deals with the same issues with greater depth 
and artistic control. The prose is a deep 
pleasure, shorn of one-liners and snappy 
judgment, wonderfully balanced and well-
modulated. Watching Smith’s progress 
from dazzling ingenue to acute self-critic to 
wiser old hand has been fascinating. This 
novel certainly has flaws—she has always 
had a problem with endings—but its author 
has the humility to realise that she is still a 
work-in-progress. 

Where will Zadie Smith go next? If the 
rumours are to be believed, she is working on 
a science-fiction adventure story (set in Kil-
burn, naturally). It would seem a perfect fit 
for an author whose life’s work has been cre-
ating alternative worlds.
Sameer Rahim is Prospect’s Arts and
Books Editor ©
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Children enjoy break-
time at an inner-London 
comprehensive school in 
the 1980s
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Splitting the Liberal difference 
Nick Clegg calls for moderation, but others in his party have fiercer ideas, says Miranda Green

Politics: Between the Extremes
by Nick Clegg (Bodley Head, £20)

The Death of Liberal Democracy?
by David Boyle and Joe Zammit-Lucia 
(Radix, £11.99)

What is the opposite of populism? When it 
comes to the Liberal Democrats, crueller 
readers will be tempted to say unpopularity. 
But for Nick Clegg, like many other main-
stream politicians now stranded in a raging 
electoral storm, the antidote is liberalism and 
rediscovering a rational approach to making 
democratic choices.

“Populism,” he writes, “offers anger with-
out solutions.” Meanwhile, “liberalism may 
not be the loudest voice in politics… but it 
is a voice of calm reason, which—once lost—
would be much missed.”

A year ago, recently ejected from gov-
ernment and one of only eight remaining 
Lib Dem MPs, his days as both party leader 
and deputy prime minister over, Clegg was 
once again the relaxed and blooming star 
turn at his party’s conference. He basked in 
the Bournemouth sunshine and the slightly 
unexpected congratulations of a crop of 
new Lib Dem members: many of them had 
joined the party in response to his resignation 
speech, a Liberal call to arms. Both Vince 
Cable and Clegg himself—so miserable on 
the government benches during 
most of the Coalition—have 
seemed like souls released 
from torment since the 
2015 election.

Clegg has spent 
the time searching 
for deeper lessons in 
his vertiginous jour-
ney from little-known 
fresh face, to the heights 
of Cleggmania, to whip-
ping boy for almost every-
thing that has gone wrong 
in British public life. He has 
been reflecting at length on a 
country that has only recently 
rejected his entire worldview in 
the Brexit vote—and reflecting, too, 
on how the “intriguing experiment” 
of coalition government went sour.

The result, in this book, is a mix of 
avowed optimism—that a liberal 
worldview can and must sur-
vive—with a hugely gloomy 
analysis of British political 
culture. Politics: Between 
the Extremes is part
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Sad face: Nick Clegg became a whipping 
boy for the country’s ills

memoir of the Coalition years, part medita-
tion on the rebellious spirit of the post-crash 
period (to call it an age seems premature). 
Its balance can be uneasy, but Clegg’s book 
is a necessary contribution to a pressing cur-
rent debate: how much and for what reason 
are liberal values, in the broad sense, at bay? 
And can any moderate politician find a way to 
turn the tide of resentment against the politi-
cal system and its practitioners?

Those who remain dry-eyed about the 
possible death of Britain’s progressive poli-
tics should not spend time on this book—or 
indeed this article. But readers of a loosely 
liberal bent will find that Politics contains 
some interesting clues about what went 
wrong with the Lib Dem dream of co-oper-
ative government, and whether it might ever 
work again.

The path Clegg recommends is one of 
“reason, compromise and moderation” while 
insisting this route is not “insipid,” “pastel-
coloured”—nor that disastrous thing for a 
third party “a split the difference approach.” 
But there is a problem. Even the most sym-
pathetic defender of his decision to enter 
the Coalition—and I am in this camp—will 
search in vain for a clear picture of where this 
fraught political path was supposed to lead. 
Without an inspiring journey’s end in mind, 
will even his own party be tempted to follow 
the Clegg map again?

It will be interesting to see 
whether his pragmatism-as-princi-

ple approach can fight off a chal-
lenge from other strands of the 
liberal tradition, which believe 
that the centre ground of Brit-
ish politics can only be recul-
tivated by pursuing radical 

ideas—the guerrilla gar-
deners to Clegg’s neo-clas-
sical landscapers.

In another recent pub-
lication, David Boyle and 
Joe Zammit-Lucia, two 
thoughtful Liberal Dem-

ocrats, suggest that 
far from trying to 

rebuild a com-
promising 

centrism, the UK’s now-fourth party should 
fight its way back to relevance and a shot at 
power by rediscovering its roots. They out-
line a liberal vision that constantly chal-
lenges institutions and the status quo, rather 
than becoming an unwitting apologist for 
entrenched power.

In The Death of Liberal Democracy? the 
authors demand a renewed activist fer-
vour that bases its broad policy in the needs 
of communities, and asserts human val-
ues against the “soulless, bureaucratic, cen-
tralised state.” This, their argument goes, 
would be a “reborn” liberalism, “clearer and 
fiercer,” a liberalism that can take on pop-
ulism because it has something to say to that 
perennial target of the populist, namely “the 
little guy.”

How unlike the political life of our own 
dear former deputy prime minister, you 
might feel. To be fair, Clegg uses exactly this 
language, and in this very book: “The lit-
tle guy, the voter, the consumer, always gets 
taken for granted.” Clegg himself could never 
have been the ideal tribune for all those angry 
voters who feel patronised or demeaned 
at the moment—not only because he has 
just spent five years in high office, but also 
because his whole philosophy demands the 
triumph of reason over rage. 

The contrasting prescriptions for the 
future of Liberal politics in Politics and The 
Death of Liberal Democracy?—moderate ver-
sus radical—bring out the dilemma facing the 
party. Does the public want or need the Lib 
Dems to be, for want of a better word, the sen-
sible party, electorally useful enough in their 
former strongholds to help disenfranchised 
Labour moderates reclaim centre ground 
votes from Theresa May and challenge per-
manent Tory rule? Perhaps, counter-intui-
tively, this could be a failure of nerve. Instead, 
revived liberal radicalism, with its empha-
sis on local solutions and communities tak-
ing control, could be the real challenge to the 
UK’s populist moment—becoming, as Boyle 
and Zammit-Lucia suggest, “an electoral 
asset and a source of moral authority.”

Among almost any crowd of Lib Dems, 
Clegg stands out as different. And yet it 
is worth noting the extent to which he 
still intrigues and attracts his own party 
faithful. For a second year running, he 
was the darling of the conference. That is 
likely because the influx of new members 

that has saved the Lib Dems from total 
demise are largely what you might call 
Cleggite—they queued to buy multi-
ple copies of his book, and will tell any 
passing reporter that they are not 
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interested in returning to protest politics.
So who is the Clegg that emerges from 

these pages, still able to remain a hero to his 
battered troops even as he became a punch-
line or punchbag for everyone else?

Exhorting more tribal politicians to rec-
ognise “the virtues of compromise,” Clegg 
freely admits to a political style that values 
stability, incremental reform and practical 
progress—not so different perhaps from the 
pragmatic “what works” credo that charac-
terised New Labour in power, even though he 
would dislike that comparison.

The radical heritage of the sandal-wearers 
of old, who were animated by the awkward 
spirit of the Non-conformists and Dissenters, 
is not part of his make-up. He would never 
be mistaken for one of Boyle and Zammit-
Lucia’s reborn “fierce” liberals.

But he is also, and equally emphatically, 
not a social democrat. He remains highly sus-
picious of the bloated state, and especially 
Whitehall, as the chapters on SW1 deci-
sion-making and “Taking power from the 
powerful” make clear. Unlike Tim Farron, 
the current Lib Dem leader, with his recent 
attempt to make a play for Labour supporters 
by praising Tony Blair’s “early work,” Clegg 
feels no instinctive pull towards the Labour 
Party’s actions in office or its values.

Indeed, during those early Blair years 
when many of us who had beavered away 
to get shot of the Tories, enjoyed a heady 
atmosphere in which so much seemed pos-
sible, Clegg was somewhere else. Specifi-
cally, Brussels.

A new dawn had broken, had it not? A 
sensational electoral coalition seemed to 
agree. Clegg, however, was busy working for 
a senior Conservative, Leon Brittan, on the 
intricacies of European Union trade policy. 
Perhaps we were all fools and dupes in the 
UK. Or did the young Lib Dem leader-to-
be miss out on a formative moment in the 
emotional development of Britain’s pro-
gressive voters?

Either way, while reiterating the need for 
voting reform, in this book Clegg gives little 
comfort to the romantics who wish to solve 
once and for all David Marquand’s progres-
sive dilemma—how to reunite the Labour 
and Liberal traditions (even Marquand him-
self seems to have given up, see p34). As a plu-
ralist, and a veteran of hand-to-hand combat 
against Labour in his Sheffield seat, he rejects 

any need for an answer.
A chapter entitled “Was Roy right?” 

argues forcefully against any grand Jen-
kinsite realignment of the centre left—the 
Lib Dems would be snuffed out in any formal 
alliance along the lines plotted by Blair and 
Paddy Ashdown in the late 1990s. A bad idea, 
writes Clegg, even with a revived moderate 
Labour wing. He makes a good, high-minded 
case for offering the voters diverse choices, 
rather than building an electoral portman-
teau that would lump together those with 
wildly differing instincts, into a soggy stew 
of collectivists and lovers of liberty. “Big, self-
serving blocs,” he argues “seem as undesira-
ble in politics as they are in business.”

With talk of pacts and cooperation in 
the air—some of it sensible, some reminis-
cent of the Rainbow Coalition of green, red 
and yellow he (rightly) believes would never 
have worked after the 2010 election—Clegg 
warns that it would be an offence against 
the electorate to narrow its choices, par-
ticularly now when traditional party loyal-
ties are breaking down.

But as a grace note—and as Labour’s tra-
vails continue—he shares the analysis of 
Labour MPs Tristram Hunt, John Denham 
and others who want to nurture a non-Tory, 
non-Ukip version of patriotism to reassure 
voters cut adrift by globalisation. It’s an 
intriguing admission that there is more to pol-
itics than cold reason.

Trying to implement House of Lords 
reform comes across as a bitter experience, 
and his views on those who like what he calls 
“the plumage of power” are scathing. George 
Osborne asked David Cameron to fix it with 
Clegg so that the then Chancellor of the 
Exchequer could have shared use of the Dep-
uty Prime Minister’s grace-and-favour coun-
try house Chevening, a perk in which Clegg 
had no interest. The reader is expected to find 
this tale of Osborne’s appetite for the trap-
pings of office seedy and shameful.

Once inside the Cabinet Office, however, 
the DPM’s desire to make the first peacetime 
coalition since the 1930s work—and be seen 
to work—took over. The pragmatic aspects of 
his character and training, as well as the ide-
als of the rational, head-over-heart politics 
revealed in this book, turned the would-be 
reformer into a minister who was too easy to 
caricature: a member of the technocratic elite 
who valued power above principle.

After the tuition fees debacle, a moment 
from which the party is still struggling to 
recover, blows rained down from oppo-
nents, critics in the media and some for-
mer supporters; left-wing and protest 
voters jumped ship and used their posters 
of Clegg for target practice; but the much-
depleted Lib Dem ranks remained almost 
spookily united.

From the account here—more the tone 
than any explicit confession—the reader will 
feel that wounds inflicted on the former Lib 

Dem leader still need time to heal. Some will 
find it self-pitying—you will not find apologies 
here but there is plenty of hurt and regret.

Just like his political soulmate David Laws 
in his earlier memoir Coalition, Clegg sees 
his time in government as entirely worth it, 
and wants to explain why—for the sake of 
the future as much as to justify his role in the 
recent past.

“The Liberal Democrats played a thank-
less role,” he argues, “harangued non-stop 
from right and left, in ensuring that the gov-
ernment remained a moderate one.” Self-evi-
dently better, he believes, than the current 
Conservative administration, “given untram-
melled authority on such a slender mandate.”

This conclusion will not satisfy the left, 
who may always see Clegg as an enabler of 
austerity, however much energy and printer’s 
ink he uses up listing Conservative measures 
he blocked. But he fervently wishes to con-
vince us that, as he puts it, “two heads are bet-
ter than one.”

 “Coalition,” concludes a confident Clegg, 
“is a style of politics—and a method of gov-
ernment—that will return… Cross-party col-
laboration, perhaps even a Government of 
National Unity, may well be required to res-
cue the country from the spiralling uncertain-
ties we now face.”

And what uncertainties they are for those 
with a liberal outlook. The Brexit vote showed 
at least 52 per cent of Britain does not share 
the internationalist instincts whose promo-
tion has been the life work of Clegg, as well as 
Charles Kennedy and Paddy Ashdown before 
him. The party is stuck in single figures in 
national opinion polls.

Liberalism, admits Clegg, “seems to be 
being buried by fear and recrimination.” But 
it is needed: “there is no other option in a 
world that is struggling to bridge differences, 
unite diversity and heal segregation.”

For now, many voters probably see May as 
their rescuer. And an election, if called soon, 
would be unlikely to dislodge the Conserva-
tives or necessitate a patriotic return to cabi-
net service by senior Lib Dems.

But to travel back to relevance, to be in a 
fit state to make such a contribution some-
where down the line, the Liberal Democrats 
need to face up to some big strategic ques-
tions. Clegg’s book elucidates these, and 
insists on the values of compromise and 
moderation. The party may be tempted 
instead to embark on a chippier course, 
and redefine Liberal politics for the post-
crash era as a crusade against the powerful 
on behalf of “the little guy.”

Maybe, just maybe, if it can find a way 
to marry the two, then a future period of 
power-sharing might give rise to a memoir 
of liberal triumph, rather than a chronicle 
of defeat.
Miranda Green is a journalist and formerly the 
Press Secretary to former leader of the Liberal 
Democrats, Paddy Ashdown“Yeah, the competition is pretty fierce...”
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Quaint but appealing: a still from Disney’s 
Winnie-the-Pooh, released in 2011©
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other toys. Such blurring of fact and fic-
tion doubtless sparked the imagination of 
the children who first read the stories, and 
the fact that the real Christopher could be 
contacted via letter, often responding to 
fan-mail with help from his nanny, brought 
an extra dimension of realism to the illus-
trated tales. Indeed, it was the celebrity 
of Milne’s son that kick-started the Win-
nie-the-Pooh franchise—one that eventu-
ally trickled into the American mainstream 
through Disney: the first of 19 cartoon films 
was released in 1977. Today the Milne estate 
is worth £275m, making Pooh Bear three 
times richer than Kim Kardashian.

Not everyone, though, is a Pooh enthu-
siast. One notable critic was the bear’s cre-
ator—Milne himself. Exasperated by the 
label “children’s author,” he came to resent 
the “whimsical” stories and the commercial 
success they had brought him. In tones that 
echo Eeyore, he lamented the eclipse of his 
earlier reputation in a 1952 poem:

 
So—the Children’s Books: a short
Intermezzo of a sort:
When I wrote them little thinking
All my years of pen-and-inking
Would be almost lost among
Those four trifles for the young.

For over half his life, Milne enjoyed a ver-
satile writing career. Graduating from 

nie-the-Pooh, I wouldn’t be an actor.” He 
appeared to be speaking seriously.

Charming as the Winnie-the-Pooh sto-
ries are, it is hard to see why they have been 
so successful. Their premise is not unique: 
several other children’s stories published 
around the same time—such as Rupert Bear, 
who first appeared in the Daily Express in 
1920—feature an anthropomorphic ursine 
character. Today, the quaintness of Pooh’s 
world seems dated and cloying even for a 
children’s book. The series revolves around 
a trouser-less bear congregating with a don-
key, a kangaroo, a tiger and a piglet in a for-
est in Sussex. It is bizarre.

Two reasons are at the root of Pooh’s 
success. The first is the elegant simplicity 
of Milne’s writing. He has a knack for seam-
lessly threading philosophical wisdom into 
a straightforward narrative, producing sto-
ries that are thoughtful and instructive 
without being heavy-handed. “You’re braver 
than you believe, stronger than you seem, 
and smarter than you think,” is deceptively 
neat. The character of Pooh himself, slow to 
learn but relentlessly curious, is endearing 
to both children and adults.

The second—arguably stronger—reason 
for Pooh’s popularity is its inspiration. The 
stories are based on a “real boy,” Milne’s 
son Christopher Robin, and his teddy-bear 
Winnipeg, or “Winnie.” Tigger, Eeyore, 
Piglet, Roo and Kanga were Christopher’s 

Best Bear in All the World
(Egmont, £14.99)

This October marks the 90th anniversary 
of the publication of AA Milne’s Winnie-
the-Pooh. To celebrate, and take financial 
advantage, the publisher Egmont has pro-
duced a sequel to the original series entitled 
Best Bear in All the World. Within its lavish 
gold covers, the Best Bear contains four new 
stories by Paul Bright, Brian Sibley, Kate 
Saunders and Jeanne Willis, with accom-
panying illustrations by Mark Burgess in 
the style of EH Shepard. A new character, 
Penguin, joins the usual suspects from the 
Hundred Acre Wood.

The collection follows on from a series 
of birthday celebrations for the loveable 
bear, including a new Disney cartoon film 
released in May, and an exhibition at the 
British Library, which features a map of the 
Hundred Acre Wood (see “What’s on this 
month” p78). Such attention has been far 
from unwelcome. Winnie-the-Pooh’s popu-
larity reached fever pitch this year. In a July 
poll, he was voted the UK’s “best-loved chil-
dren’s book character,” above Harry Potter 
and Bilbo Baggins. Later that month, it was 
reported that a Pooh-shaped cloud was spot-
ted hovering over a children’s charity event in 
Dorset. In an interview with the Telegraph, 
the film star Jim Broadbent—the narrator 
of the Disney cartoon—said: “Without Win-

The curse of Winnie-the-Pooh 
AA Milne grew to loathe his most famous creation, writes Lucinda Smyth
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Cambridge with a mathematics degree in 
1903, he worked as an assistant editor at 
Punch before his first play, Wurzel-Flum-
mery, made him a literary star in 1917. A 
string of successful comedies followed, 
establishing him as an eminent dramatist 
on both sides of the Atlantic. A contempo-
rary reviewer described Mr Pim Passes By 
(1921) as “perfection,” and Milne himself 
as “the most persistent and fecund of the 
brand-new regulars.”

Traces of the Winnie-the-Pooh sensibil-
ity can be found in these plays. Milne was 
not a vicious satirist, but a playful one, and 
as early as 1925 his gentle comedy led to 
a comparison with another versatile chil-
dren’s author. “Milne’s humour is quiet and 
sympathetic; it is akin to the humour of… 
Lewis Carroll,” wrote one reviewer in The 
English Journal. Milne was “the rarest of 
birds—not a wit, nor a smart aleck, but a 
genuine humorist.”

Just as Carroll’s mathematical emi-
nence did not put him off writing children’s 
books, Milne’s comic reputation in the the-
atre world did not prevent him from exper-
imenting with other literary forms. During 
his most successful years as a playwright, 
he continued to publish poetry, novels, sat-

ire and short stories. He was also an early 
advocate for the British film industry. In 
1920, he wrote four screenplays for Minerva 
Films, two of which—Five Pound Reward 
and The Bump—survive in the BFI archives.

Currently, Milne’s best-known work for 
adults is The Red House Mystery (1922). It is 
his only detective novel, written in a crisp, 
concise style far from the plodding lyri-
cism of Winnie-the-Pooh, or the light musi-
cality of his plays. It is easy to see why it 
attracted praise from Milne’s Punch col-
leagues and fans of his stage shows. The Red 
House Mystery is hardly a dark, suspense-
thriller. Instead we follow the detective Tony 
Gillingham as he japes about with his dim 
friend Bill, and solves the central mystery 
like a logic puzzle. The overall effect is Sher-
lock Holmes-lite. (Milne was a great admirer 
of Arthur Conan Doyle: his first published 
piece of writing was a Holmes parody, and 
the two authors played cricket together). 

In a 1944 essay, Raymond Chandler 
sharply criticised The Red House Mystery 
for this lightness, claiming that although 
it was “an agreeable book,” and “amusing 
in the Punch style,” the story featured only 
as a “problem of logic and deduction” and 
therefore offered a “false” situation. Chan-

dler’s criticism was possibly laced with 
envy. In the same essay, he noted that The 
Red House Mystery had been in print in the 
US for over 16 years: “That happens to few 
books of any kind,” he wrote. The UK has 
seen 23 editions, and it is still in print now.

In his introduction to the second edi-
tion of The Red House Mystery, Milne wrote: 
“The only excuse which I have for writing 
anything is that I want to write it; and I 
should be as proud to be delivered of a Tel-
ephone Directory con amore as I should be 
ashamed to create a Blank Verse Tragedy 
at the bidding of others.” This gives a good 
indication of the scope of Milne’s output as 
well as his literary integrity. By the time he 
was 40, he had written 11 plays, four screen-
plays, four novels, and enough Punch arti-
cles to fill four anthologies. 

Following the commercial success of his 
children’s books, Milne found it difficult to 
reintegrate into the literary scene. Short 
stories and essay collections came and 
went without attracting attention; his plays 
began to receive lukewarm reviews. After 
a series of flops, one of Milne’s final stage 
shows—aptly titled Gentleman Unknown—
was put on in 1938. His son described it as 
“a failure.”

Christopher Robin Milne, who also came 
to resent the books for overshadowing his 
life, documented his father’s struggle in his 
1974 autobiography: “If I wanted to escape 
from Christopher Robin, so, too, did he.” 
Before Winnie-the-Pooh, Milne always wrote 
“what he had wanted to write. His luck was 
that this was also what the public wanted 
to read. Now his luck was deserting him.”

So were his former colleagues. In 1939, 
Milne attempted to write again for Punch—
the magazine which he had earlier helped 
to pull out of a post-First World War slump. 
But the return was a disaster. His light verse 
fell heavily, and the editor EV Knox told 

Above, AA Milne (1882-1956) and his son Christopher Robin with the original Pooh bear, in 
1926. Below, a first edition of Milne’s The Red House Mystery
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Enough Said: What’s Gone Wrong with the 
Language of Politics?
by Mark Thompson (Bodley Head, £25)

“Libtard.” “Racist.” “Cry-bully.” “Denier.” 
“Zionist.” “Fascist.” “Trot.” “Terrorist sym-
pathiser.” “Cuck.” “Loony.” “Blairite.” The 
vocabulary of political insult has reached a 
glorious apogee in our age. In most if not 
all advanced democracies, now, we contem-
plate a dynamited centre ground, the rise 
of populists of left and right alike, and—
at least among political and media elites—
a sense that public trust in establishment 
politics is at an all time low. Evidence-
based argument has given way to ideologi-
cal dog-whistling, listening has given way to 
shouting, and truth has given way to (in US 
comedian Stephen Colbert’s excellent for-
mulation) “truthiness.” We live in an age 
of “post-factual politics.” To quote Donald 
Trump (as Mark Thompson does in his first 
chapter): “There is great anger. Believe me, 
there is great anger.”

Even if you regard the above as an over-
statement—as, perhaps, the received wis-
dom of legacy media types and complacent 
old-school politicians disturbed by the 
democratic freedoms of the digital age—
you would struggle to make the case that 
it’s business as usual. For better or worse, 
something is going on in our politics. Mark 
Thompson, President and CEO of the New 
York Times, former Channel 4 CEO, former 
Director-General of the BBC, and some-
time Humanitas Visiting Professor of Rhet-
oric and the Art of Public Persuasion at the 
University of Oxford, attempts in this book 
to describe what it is.

Thompson’s concern is not so much with 

Shouting in a hurricane 
A plea for more moderate political language is admirable but doomed to fail, fears Sam Leith

the polarisation of politics itself as with the 
changes in public language that have gone 
along with it and—in large part—made it 
possible. His concern is with rhetoric: with 
the place of argument in public life. He sur-
veys, chapter by chapter, a political and 
media scene, and a public, geared to a rhet-
oric of maximal impact, minimal nuance, 
nugatory analysis and a positive flight from 
the attempt to explain or compromise. This 
is a world in which the lie is all over Twitter 
by the time the truth has got its boots on.  

Like the scrupulous old BBC hand that 
he is, Thompson makes a point of taking his 

examples of populist excess and demagogu-
ery from politicians of both left and right 
alike. So, for instance, he opens the book by 
talking about the way that the phrase “death 
panels” was weaponised against Obama- 
care by Sarah Palin; but then goes on to dis-
cuss how, in the UK, the Conservative Party’s 
plans for the reform of the NHS were torpe-
doed by an equally dishonest and knowingly 
contextless use of words and statistics by 
their ideological opponents on the left. 

Thompson’s great virtue in this book 
is his steady and cool-headed historicism: 
he’s not interested in the smoke that drifts 
across the Atlantic from Trump’s blazing 
pants, so much as in the Promethean gene-
alogy of the flames. He grounds his analysis 
of public language, originally, in the Aristo-

telian canons of rhetoric, and then brings it 
up to date through the 20th-century’s lan-
guage wars (and actual wars). 

Our present predicament, as Thomp-
son sees it, started to take shape as long ago 
as the early 1980s. Stark ideological differ-
ences began to surface in western politics 
and Thompson sees that shift, in the UK, as 
taking place over the course of the Marga-
ret Thatcher years. Thatcher was at heart 
still a technocratic politician—seeking to 
make detailed evidence-based arguments 
about policy—but she was also starting to 
lean more heavily, at least in terms of pub-
lic presentation, towards the arts of the 
spin doctor and the PR man. He lights on 
the “Lady’s Not For Turning” speech. 
We now remember it for that (awkward) 
soundbite—which seems to belong to our 
own age—but as Thompson points out that 
is only part of the story: she was certainly 
capable of memorable outbursts and, as we 
shall see, deliberate phrase-making, but 
what is most striking about the speeches 
when one reads them today is their serious-
ness and willingness to delve deep into the 
detail of the underlying policies themselves.

What’s more, that detail stood in some 
prospect of being reported. But in the years 
that followed, the balance of the Aristo-
telian triad tipped away from logos and 
towards ethos and pathos: from a rhetoric 
of rationality to one of emotion, or person-
ality cult, and of “authenticity.” The tech-
nocratic ideal, Thompson argues, had the 
perverse effect of helping to weaken trust 
in politics: “In many countries, voters—
especially younger voters—came to see the 
politicians of the era of compromise not as 
high-minded and patriotic pragmatists, but 

“This is a world in which 
the lie is all over Twitter 
by the time the truth has 
got its boots on”

him so. In the years that followed, Milne 
continued to write in dribs and drabs, but 
only really achieved recognition for his chil-
dren’s poems and adaptations, such as his 
Kenneth Grahame dramatisation Toad of 
Toad Hall. 

So why the sudden turn around? What 
caused the Pooh Bear curse? Christopher 
Robin put it down to bad luck; others might 
blame Milne’s diminishing talent or rele-
vance. Part of the reason for Milne’s fall in 
popularity—at least in high-brow circles—
surely also lies in Dorothy Parker’s scath-
ing review of his sequel The House at Pooh 
Corner (1928) for the New Yorker. Writing 
under her pseudonym Constant Reader, 
Parker commented: “the time was that 
Milne was my hero,” but “when Mr Milne 

went quaint, all that was over. Now he leads 
his life, and I lead mine.”

Parker formed part of the New York lit-
erati that looked up to Milne as a satirist. 
It was Alexander Woollcott—Parker’s col-
league at the New Yorker—who, in 1922, 
described The Red House Mystery as “one of 
the three best mystery stories of all time.” 
Yet the type of writer who admired Milne 
for his wit in Punch or his crisp style was 
bound to ridicule him for the tweeness of 
Winnie-the-Pooh. Milne’s use of “hummy” 
instead of “honey,” Parker wrote, “marks 
the first place in The House at Pooh Corner 
where Tonstant Weader fwowed up.” The 
comic playwright became a joke, and his 
reputation never recovered.

“In England, it is easier to make a rep-

utation than to lose one,” Milne wrote 
in It’s Too Late Now, his 1939 autobiogra-
phy. Today the words seem pertinent: 2016 
marks not only Winnie-the-Pooh’s 90th 
birthday, but also the 60th anniversary of 
AA Milne’s death. That Milne is now less 
celebrated than his creation would doubt-
less irritate him. But among the festivi-
ties for his “silly old bear,” there may be 
reason for the author to rest assured. His 
early comedy The Dover Road was revived 
by Jermyn Street Theatre in October, and 
next year sees the release of a Hollywood 
film about Milne, starring Domhnall Glee-
son and Margot Robbie. It may yet not be 
too late.
Lucinda Smyth is a freelance writer based  
in London
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as members of a corrupt and unaccounta-
ble elite. Unaccountable because, when 
political parties agree about most things, 
elections do not bring real change…”

Thompson describes what he sees as a 
widening gulf between the language of pol-
icy-making and that of retail politics. Here 
is the school of thought that the electorate 
are safest being treated like mushrooms: 
kept in the dark and occasionally nour-
ished with shit. As he puts it, the arts of the 
ad-man and the branding consultant—ini-
tially retained to sell policies to the public—
moved upstream: they started to become 
involved in the formulation of policy in the 
first place. And at the same time those arts 
became more effective: pollsters such as 
Frank Luntz are able to test the efficacy of 
political language with something close to 
scientific accuracy. 

This process was turbo-charged by the 
rise first of 24-hour news cycles, then of dig-
ital media, and the collapse of the economic 
models that sustained print and a good deal 
of broadcast journalism. Having worked for 
most of his career in the news department 
of the BBC, Thompson was well placed 
to watch all this happen. He was on the 
ground in Moscow in 1986 when Mikhail 
Gorbachev gave his perestroika-auguring 
speech to the 27th Congress of the Soviet 
Communist Party. He ran the coverage of 
Tiananmen Square from Beijing. And he 
was the Director-General who put BNP 
leader Nick Griffin on Question Time—the 
subject of a righteously well-argued pas-
sage of self-justification. He also mounts a 
gentle and rather impressive defence of the 
much-vilified John Birt in his efforts to add 
gravitas to the Beeb’s news coverage. 

A pleasure of the book is that you feel 
in safe hands: Thompson is lucid, well read, 
level-headed and thoughtful. His range of 
reference is wide and his erudition usually, 
though not always, lightly worn. He has a 
robust familiarity with the history of schol-
arship on rhetoric, and scatters his text with 
easeful and on-point references to Max 
Weber, Martin Heidegger and Marshall 
McLuhan. “Atheist public intellectuals,” 
he sniffs at one point, “discuss the language 
of religion as if AJ Ayer still ruled the roost 
and Ludwig Wittgenstein had never been 
born.” At the same time, he’s not above 
mashing up ideas of quantum superposi-
tion with a citation from Urban Dictionary 
to identify the former Chancellor George 
Osborne as a “Schrödinger’s douchebag.” 

Thompson also looks beyond the Anglo-
American superhighway down which 
these discussions tend to roar when mak-
ing his case. He’s well informed about  
the nuance of political positioning in Nico-
las Sarkozy’s France and Silvio Berlusconi’s 
Italy, for instance, and confident enough in 
his Russian to discuss how Vladimir Putin’s 
rhetoric has changed since his 1999  
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“I’ll check, but you know what they say—
if a story sounds too good to be true, 

it’s probably sold out”

declaration of Chechen terrorists that “my 
ikh I v sortire zomochim” (“we’ll ‘wet’ them 
even in the shithouse”) a phrase he dis-
cusses with reference to the way (za)mochit 
(wet) and its cognates have been used to 
allude to bloodletting since tsarist times.

That said, here’s a book that meanders 
about a lot and that tells us—albeit with 
more care and thoughtfulness than others—
a good deal we already know. He devotes 
one chapter to a robust but pretty boiler-
plate defence of freedom of expression 
against the safe-spacers and no-platform-
ers of generation snowflake. His description 
of the hollowing-out of serious newspapers 
into the impact-hungry clickbait factories 
of today is a familiar tale. Likewise his dis-
cussion of the difficulties of reporting sci-
ence properly—though it is given torque by 
his particular agony over how climate scep-
tics run rings round the BBC’s maddening 
mandate for “balance.” He finds room for a 
sceptical and nuanced excursus on George 
Orwell’s famous “rules of writing” as set 
out in “Politics and the English Language” 
(concluding, quite correctly, that they are 
nothing of the sort). There’s a decent but 
slightly off-topic chapter on the rhetoric of 
war. And so on. 

But if the shape of the arguments is 
familiar enough, the detail is excellent. 

Enough Said’s particular glories, to this 
reader, are Thompson’s frequent and sensi-
tive close readings of particular instances of 
public language. He picks up, for instance, 
on the way that quotation marks can be 
used to impute a phrase of the speaker’s 
invention (such as “death panels” or, in 
headline usage, “Crisis? What Crisis?”) 
to the speaker’s target. He deftly skewers 
Richard Nixon’s inept “the lift of a driv-
ing dream” and praises by contrast Ronald 
Reagan’s rhetorical grace and shrewdness. 
He talks about how “Trump’s style of par-
ataxis is almost infinitely compressible,” 
or admiringly identifies—in the manner 
of a gymnastics judge at the Olympics—
Thatcher essaying “a kind of converse pro-
catalepsis with an apophatic flavour.” 

But when it comes to what exactly can 
be done to reverse all these trends, this 
perfect storm (to use an apt cliché) of 
resurgent populism, underfunded and 
attention-denuded journalism, public 
disenchantment and filter-bubble howl-
rounds of anger and mendacity, Thompson 
falters a little.  

“Between us,” he insists, “we need to 
find a way of demilitarising.” How? Here’s 
where it gets sticky. To follow his metaphor, 
Thompson is a Corbynite unilateralist. He 
wants us all to be good chaps, lay down our 

Margaret Thatcher basks in applause 
after her “Lady’s Not For Turning” speech 
at the 1980 Conservative Conference
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weapons and cross our fingers. 
“Given the character of contemporary 

politics and the media,” he admits, “it 
requires almost superhuman self-control 
to refuse to give in to indiscriminate exag-
geration—especially if your opponents 
have already abandoned all restraint—but 
it’s still the wisest course.” You may say so. 
Still, I found myself thinking of the apocry-
phal exchange between duellists. “Choose 
your weapons, sir!” “Bare hands!” “Excel-
lent. I’ll take the pistols.”

He has similar counsel of perfection for 
those of us on the media side. “Investiga-
tive journalism,” he writes, “breaks most of 
the rules of modern media economics. It is 
expensive and time-consuming, has a high 
failure rate and often involves the kind of 
intricate detail which contemporary read-
ers are said to have no time for. Do it any-
way.” It is, you might think, easy to issue 
such advice from the upper slopes of the 
Grey Lady or the DG’s office at the pub-
licly-funded BBC. I can’t see it catching on 
at the management floor of most newspa-
pers in the current climate—still less in dig-
ital start-ups scrapping for pageviews. 

Overall you sense that as a good, civic-
minded liberal in a humanistic tradition 
Thompson has Marcus Quintilian’s opti-
mism that the ideal orator is vir bonus 
dicendi peritus—a good man speaking well. 
He doesn’t want Thomas Hobbes or Plato to 
have been right. He can’t quite bring him-
self to believe in the sheer instrumental-
ity of rhetoric; in the idea that it will always 
and only do what works. So when he calls 
for restraint—doing politics decently and 
trusting to the prudentia of the public, or 
doing journalism decently in the hopes that 
you’ll thereby shame others into a higher 
standard—I fear that he’s shouting into a 
hurricane. The damage is done.
Sam Leith is the author of “Words Like Loaded 
Pistols: Rhetoric from Aristotle to Obama” 
(Basic Books)
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Homo Deus: A Brief History of 
Tomorrow
by Yuval Noah Harari (Harvill Secker, £25)

Homo Deus is the sequel to 
Sapiens, Yuval Noah Hara-
ri’s bestselling history of 
humanity. Our species, he 
argues, has finally tamed 
war, poverty and plague. 
Although they still threaten 
millions of people, they are 

understood now not as natural phenom-
enon beyond human control, but as tech-
nical problems capable of resolution. 
Humanity’s next great quest is to overcome 
death itself. We will try to do so through 
some combination of genetic manipulation 
and artificial intelligence. If successful, the 
result will be the end of Homo Sapiens as 
the dominant force on earth. We may end 
up being treated by a new super-species 
as we treat domesticated animals. Less 
catastrophic changes will still trigger rev-
olutions in politics, society and econom-
ics. The religion of humanism—in which 
humans have placed themselves at the cen-
tre of the universe—will have undone itself. 
Beware what you wish for. 

There is much of interest in Homo Deus, 
but it is not wholly persuasive. As with 
Sapiens, the weakest parts concern modern 
political ideologies. For example, Harari’s 
critique of liberalism is based on a cari-
cature. Moreover, he exaggerates the ide-
ological and philosophical significance of 
recent scientific discoveries. He is at his 
most interesting when surveying possible 
religions of the future, hatched in the tech 
laboratories of the world—our gurus will 
be prophets of “techno-humanism” and 
“data religion.” Sweeping in its coverage 
and its claims, at once insightful and exas-
perating, this is a book to think with and to 
argue against.
Duncan Bell

Nutshell
by Ian McEwan (Jonathan Cape, £16.99)

Foetuses are surprisingly 
knowing things, at least 
when novelists make them 
talk. The one in Nicola 
Barker’s short story “Inside 
Information” came by 
its knowledge as a trans-
migrated soul, yet to be 

scraped clean by the trauma of birth. The 
third-trimester narrator of Ian McEwan’s 
Nutshell has been learning from more pro-

saic sources: his future mother’s consump-
tion of Radio 4, with a hefty side-order of 
podcasts. He—the foetus has noticed a 
“shrimp-like protruberance” between his 
legs—is therefore full of orotund received 
wisdom on subjects from Syria to safe 
spaces at universities.

But he is less sure, and desperately 
worried, about the immediate world into 
which he is about to emerge. What exactly 
is Trudy, his mother, planning with her cli-
ché-spouting property-developer lover, 
Claude? Just how much danger awaits 
his poet-publisher father, John? And 
what do they all plan for him? Amid the  
looping digressions, their story of mur-
der and betrayal pushes forward at thriller 
speed. 

It’s unclear whether the “Drama of the 
Week” podcast has done Hamlet recently: 
much of the narrator’s language would  
suggest so (he also has Claude misquote 
Lady Macbeth), but he has missed twists 
that its plot might have helped him to see 
coming. 

Even for a more knowing reader, the plot 
still holds surprises, as well as pleasurable 
jolts of recognition. But the rapidity that 
makes it compulsive also means the world 
outside the womb never quite acquires emo-
tionally affecting reality. Nutshell remains a 
splendid lark, in which the narrator’s voice 
—his cross-placental wine connoisseurship, 
his precocious grumpiness about World 
Service theme music—is what will linger in 
the memory.
Peter Robins

More Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box
by Philip Cowley and Robert Ford (Biteback, 
£14.99)

Having voted to “Leave” 
the European Union in 
June, and looking ahead to 
the presidential election in 
the United States, it’s fair to 
say that interest in politics 
and polling is higher than it 
has been for a long time—

the perfect climate for Philip Cowley and 
Robert Ford to publish More Sex, Lies and 
the Ballot Box.

Each of the collection’s 50 1,000-word 
essays (just one of Cowley and Ford’s strict 
criteria), covering politics all over the world 
but predominantly Britain, is written by 
one of today’s best political researchers or 
academics—such as Kingsley Purdam from 
the University of Manchester and Matthew 
Goodwin, professor of politics at the Uni-

versity of Kent—setting out why today’s 
politics looks the way it does.

The essays cover serious subjects such 
as why pollsters couldn’t accurately pre-
dict the result of the 2015 general elec-
tion, and the eye-opening conclusion 
that Muslim candidates suffer consider-
ably more discrimination when stand-
ing at elections than any other minority 
group. There are more light-hearted exam-
ples dotted throughout the book. One 
chapter shows that Scout volunteers are 
22 per cent more likely to vote than non-
Scouts, and another that nearly 25 per cent 
of Americans believe Santa Claus votes 
Democrat.

But there is a serious point to this 
book, just as there was with the first vol-
ume published in 2014. Cowley and Ford 
want the public to discover the valuable 
work that academics are doing because 
they strongly feel we will all be better off 
for our improved understanding. Despite 
the slightly tabloid title, their effort is 
admirable.
Chris Tilbury

Are We Smart Enough to Know 
How Smart Animals Are?
by Frans de Waal (Granta, £14.99)

Many animals are highly 
intelligent—but human 
vanity stops us from appre-
ciating it. This is the central 
claim of primatologist Frans 
de Waal’s new book Are We 
Smart Enough to Know How 
Smart Animals Are?

De Waal argues that to understand an 
animal’s intelligence we must do our best 
to enter its umwelt—this is the animal’s own 
way of seeing the world. Failure to do this 
results in our concluding that animals are 
unable to perform tasks that, in fact, they 
are more than capable of.

It was once thought that elephants 
could not use tools. In experiments, ele-
phants provided with sticks did not use 
them to reach food rewards. But research-
ers were approaching things in the wrong 
way. Elephants did not use these sticks as, 
held in their trunks, it stopped them smell-
ing the food. When later provided with a 
different type of tool, they reached the 
reward without problem. De Waal, hav-
ing decades of experience in the field, has 
seen many similar feats of animal ingenu-
ity first-hand.

Poorly devised tests of animal intel-
ligence are not our only problem.  
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Sometimes, having devised good tests, 
we refuse to accept their results. De Waal 
makes painfully clear how often we have 
insisted on human exceptionalism when, 
on certain matters, we have evidence to the 
contrary. 

But while the history of animal sci-
ence is done wonderfully, the philosophy 
is not so good. The philosophical questions 
De Waal takes on—“Is human conscious-
ness meaningfully different to animal con-
sciousness?”, for example—are handled 
competently, but not dazzlingly. In this 
one respect, the reader is likely to leave a 
bit unsatisfied. 
Alex Dean

The Rookie
by Stephen Moss (Bloomsbury, £18.99)

On which shelf should 
you display a book about 
one man’s valiant but ulti-
mately futile quest to 
become a chess expert? 
Autobiography? Sport? 
Self-improvement?

Journalist Stephen 
Moss’s The Rookie, which captures the 
grim world of amateur chess, should be 
most accurately placed in misery-lit. The 
draughty bed-and-breakfast lodgings, 
the supermarket sandwiches, the bare, 
depressing playing halls, the musty male-
ness, the mental exhaustion, the self-loath-
ing that follows defeat, the humiliation of 
being whipped by a child, the profound 
frustrations of mediocrity.

Moss played chess to an average stand-
ard as a boy. Suffering an existential crisis, 
he returned to the game decades later. His 
aim was to deepen his understanding, to 
enhance his strategic vision, to develop his 
tactical awareness: in short, to get better at 
both chess and at life. Along the way Moss 
immerses himself in chess history: we hear 
about former greats such as Soviet-Latvian 
Mikhail Tal and the only American world 
champion, Bobby Fischer. Moss also seeks 
inspiration from today’s professionals. 
Most struggle to make ends meet, winning 
paltry sums of prize money at weekend 
tournaments. They carry on regardless. 
For a certain sort of man, the complete-
ness of chess, the focus on the board, is a 
comfort and bulwark against the chaos of 
life outside.

Moss nicely depicts disappointment, 
the wretched feelings that follow a clumsy 
oversight or a senseless manoeuvre. But 
amid his setbacks—and they are more 
numerous than his triumphs—we also get a 
glimpse of the unfathomable beauty of the 
game. And, following a dazzling combina-
tion, that wonderfully deluded sensation of 
achieving mastery over the 64 squares.
David Edmonds

The Art of Rivalry
by Sebastian Smee (Profile, £16.99)

In 1868, Degas painted a 
husband-and-wife portrait 
of Édouard and Suzanne 
Manet, he reclining on a 
couch, she playing the piano. 
Degas gave the painting to 
his friend, only for Manet, 
inexplicably, to put a knife 

through it and excise the right-hand third—
including half of Suzanne’s body and all of 
her instrument. On Degas’s death, 50 years 
later, the slashed painting would be found, 
prominently displayed, at his home. This 
is one of many anecdotes told in the highly 
readable new book by art critic Sebas-
tian Smee, on four “friendly rivalries” that 
changed the course of modern art: Henri 
Matisse vs Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock vs 
Willem de Kooning, Francis Bacon vs Lucian 
Freud, and Édouard Manet vs Edgar Degas. 

Smee’s argument is that these relation-
ships didn’t fit the cliché of sworn enemies 
slugging it out for art-world supremacy, 
but instead showed “yielding, intimacy and 
openness to influence” inspiring the respec-
tive parties to great heights. He is a natural 
storyteller, and the tension he generates in 
the Matisse-Picasso chapter in particular— 
jump-cutting between the pair as they cre-
ate masterpiece after masterpiece in Paris, 
from 1907 to 1911—is novelistic. 

The chief problem with the book, 
though, is the reductive similarity he sees 
between all four rivalries: in each case, 
one artist is methodical and technically 
gifted, the other impulsive and instinctive; 
in each case, one is senior, the other play-
ing catch-up. Given the complex—not to 
mention, brilliant—nature of the individu-
als involved, surely things weren’t quite so 
straightforward.
Viviana Mendoza

Television: A Biography
by David Thomson (Thames & Hudson, 
£19.95)

The statement that David 
Thomson is the finest writer 
on cinema alive would find 
few demurrals. Now he has 
turned his attention to tele-
vision. When Thomson was 
born in wartime London, tel-
evision was just a fledgling 

technology, mothballed by the BBC for the 
duration. The cinema then was the global 
medium of mass entertainment, a secular 
church, a communal experience, its creation 
an industry and for some an art-form of vast 
potential. 

But in the last 70 years, its small-screen 
rival has overtaken cinema as the world’s 
primary mass medium. Today it is ubiqui-

tous, almost inescapable. On phones, tab-
lets and any screen anywhere, television is 
now more of a constant environment which 
we all inhabit than a discrete entertainment. 
The possibility of President Donald Trump 
reminds us of its awesome powers to shape 
reality.

Thomson is fascinated by the medium and 
its messages. His book is not an exhaustive 
narrative history but a succession of essays 
of limpid allusive brilliance on aspects of tel-
evision: commercials, talking heads, comedy, 
crime shows, politics, box sets. And through-
out there is a deep engagement with what tel-
evision has done to us and may do: “It’s not 
that there is an elephant in the room—by now 
the elephant has become the room. And tele-
vision is not simply a means of fun, education, 
and art for the world. Our being wired to and 
by screens is the world we have.”
Ian Irvine

Peacock and Vine
by AS Byatt (Chatto & Windus, £14.99)

Reading writers’ estima-
tions of other artists some-
times feels decadent, like 
eating a whole box of choc-
olates in one sitting. Such 
is the sensation of reading 
AS Byatt’s latest volume, 
Peacock and Vine: On Wil-

liam Morris and Mariano Fortuny, in which 
the novelist takes readers into the lives of an 
English designer and a Spanish couturier 
from the 19th century, both of whom have 
intrigued and inspired her. Via this resplend-
ent volume, thick with reproductions of their 
work, Byatt explores the tenuous relationship 
between nature and creation, tradition and 
reinvention. 

Morris’s simple but painstaking textile 
designs embodied his belief that art must 
not simply replicate the natural world but 
invest its chaos with an order that “invents 
the beautiful.” The appeal of this aesthetic 
premise to Byatt the novelist is evident; the 
act of lifting from life, and imposing order to 
create something new, is also a summation 
of the novelist’s craft.

The work of Mariano Fortuny, a Span-
ish couturier who experimented with exotic 
fabrics and dyes in his Venetian studio, bears 
different charms. The meticulous creation 
of a Fortuny scarf, cape or gown is also an 
mélange, the resurrection of ancient patterns 
wed to an iconoclastic abandonment of the 
corseted feminine form of the gowns of the 
era. There is a flirtation with freedom here, 
a suggestion that the endurance of tradition 
is predicated on its reinvention. The charm 
of Peacock and Vine lies in us overhearing a 
writer letting us in on her dialogue with past 
creators, her unravelling of them the inevi-
table material for our unravelling of her.  
Rafia Zakaria 
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Art by Emma Crichton-Miller
Maps and the 20th Century: Drawing the 
Line
British Library, 4th November to  
1st March 2017
The emblem of the United Nations depicts 
a map of the world held in two olive 
branches symbolising peace. It may sound 
uncontroversial, but the first version cen-
tred on the United States and cut off part 
of Argentina; it had to be revised. As this 
exhibition will demonstrate, maps are polit-
ical dynamite.

Maps became potent tools in the 20th 
century, which saw the movement of people 
and the frequent toppling and creation of 
new states. It was also during this century, 
curator Tom Harper suggests, that their use 
became commonplace, rather than the pre-
serve of landowners, scholars and the mili-
tary. The British Library has drawn together 
over 150 maps and related objects, from the 
first one of AA Milne’s Hundred Acre Wood 
to a trench-map of the Somme battlefields.

Victor Pasmore, Towards a New Reality
Djanogly Gallery, Nottingham,  
26th November to 19th February 2017
In the late 1940s, Victor Pasmore, then on 
the cusp of 40 and an accomplished figura-
tive painter, switched tack entirely to work 
in an abstract idiom, leading eventually to 
the striking collages and reliefs that would 
make him famous. This show focuses on 
works from the critical years, between the 

late 1930s and early 1960s, seeking to trace 
what critic Herbert Read dubbed “the most 
revolutionary event in post-war British art.” 

Monica Bonvicini
Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art,  
18th November to 26th February 2017
This artist’s installations examine the rela-
tionship between architecture, sex and 
power. Bonvicini was part of the Italian 
Pavilion that won the Golden Lion at the 
1999 Venice Biennale. Her sculpture for 
London’s Olympic Park consists of nine-
metre high, mirrored letters spelling RUN. 
The Baltic’s survey includes work from 
throughout her career and specially com-
missioned new works, in an environment 
given the unsettling Bonvicini makeover.

Theatre by Michael Coveney
King Lear
Old Vic, 25th October to 3rd December; 
Barbican, 10th November to  
23rd December
Glenda Jackson quit the stage in 1990 with 
a rampageous performance in Bertholt 
Brecht’s Mother Courage. After 23 years as 
a Labour MP, she’s back, aged 80, as King 
Lear. It will be fascinating to see if Jackson’s 
ferocity and faculties are in working order 
before, in character, she loses them in this 
demanding tragedy. Since her neurasthenic 
Ophelia to David Warner’s Hamlet in 1965, 
her Shakespearean roster has been thin.

Still, this is the must-see performance of 
the season, and Antony Sher’s Lear for the 
Royal Shakespeare Company will have to 
dig deep to compete. Sher, who was a mem-
orable Fool to Michael Gambon’s Lear, has 
had strong reviews at Stratford-upon-Avon. 
Jackson’s supporting cast, directed by Deb-
orah Warner, includes Celia Imrie as Gon-
eril, Jane Horrocks as Regan, Rhys Ifans as 
the Fool and Harry Melling as Edgar.

Nice Fish
Harold Pinter Theatre, London,  
15th November to 11th February
Mark Rylance’s international profile has 
risen since filming Bridge of Spies and The 
BFG with Steven Spielberg but he’s not 
above returning to the London stage in a 
quirky play about frostbite and fishing by 
Minnesotan poet Louis Jenkins. You can get 
a free ticket by turning up on the day wear-
ing waterproofs and carrying a fishing rod. 

Strictly Ballroom: the Musical
West Yorkshire Playhouse, Leeds,  
30th November to 21st January 2017
Baz Luhrmann’s joyous movie Strictly Ball-
room (1992) pre-figured Strictly Come Danc-
ing and a host of dance musicals. Along 
with Romeo + Juliet and Moulin Rouge it 
makes up Luhrmann’s Red Curtain trilogy, 
in which dance, poetry and song are used 
as recurring motifs. The Strictly film’s ori-
gins were on the stage in Sydney; director 
and choreographer Drew McOnie returns 
the compliment in Leeds with a cache of 
new songs. 

Classical by Alexandra Coghlan
Joyce DiDonato: In War and Peace
Barbican, 22nd November
America’s favourite mezzo-soprano is back 
with a new programme that returns to the 
baroque repertoire with which she made her 
name. The concert is DiDonato’s response to 
the clamour and chaos of the modern world. 
Faced with so much conflict, she asks, can 
we find peace in music? With the help of 
baroque ensemble Il Pomo D’Oro and arias 
by Handel, Purcell, Jommelli and Mon-
teverdi (including Dido’s Lament and Lascia 
ch’io pianga), she hopes to do just that.

Steve Reich at 80
Barbican, 5th to 6th November
One of the founding fathers of minimalism, 
Steve Reich’s influence on music cannot 
be overestimated. Together with La Monte 
Young, Terry Riley and Philip Glass, Reich 

©
 B

R
IT

IS
H

 L
IB

R
AR

Y

German propaganda map showing western European migrants to America, c. 1939

Recommends 3 col.indd   78 06/10/2016   16:18



WHAT’S ON THIS MONTHPROSPECT NOVEMBER 2016 79

defined the music of the modern city, giving 
it a pulsing soundtrack that still survives.

The Barbican is celebrating Reich’s 80th 
birthday with a weekend dedicated to the 
composer’s music and milieu. It includes 
the European premiere of Pulse by the Brit-
ten Sinfonia and a performance of his early 
masterpiece The Desert Music by the London 
Symphony Orchestra. A study day offers the 
chance to get inside these complex scores. 
Bafta-winning artist Tal Rosner’s video 
installation responding to Reich’s 1981 work 
Tehillim will also be on display. 

Jennifer Johnston, Joseph Middleton: 
Mahler Songs
Clothworks Centenary Concert Hall, Leeds, 
5th November
Mezzo Jennifer Johnston has one of the 
most generous and beautiful voices in the 
business. Here she joins pianist Joseph Mid-
dleton for a recital of two of Gustav Mahl-
er’s most emotionally charged song cycles. 
While the Rückert-Lieder takes the fig-
ure of the poet as its prism, laying bare the 
joys and fears of a creative life, the Kinder-
totenlieder muses on the death of children—
something Mahler, who lost eight siblings in 
childhood, understood all too well. That his 
daughter Maria died a few years after the 
cycle was published adds to its poignancy.

Film by Francine Stock
Napoleon
On release from 11th November
A 50-year rescue mission concludes with 
the theatrical release of Abel Gance’s epic, 
first shown in Paris in 1927, now digitally 
restored to a glorious 330 minutes. Work-
ing with the BFI National Archive, film  
historian Kevin Brownlow has assembled 
the most comprehensive version of this 
rarely seen silent masterpiece. It is accom-
panied by Carl Davis’s score, first per-
formed in 1980. 

Napoleon convinces with the sophisti-
cation of its storytelling, a potent blend of 
artifice and naturalism. The narrative cov-
ers the early years—from the 10-year-old at 
military school masterminding an exercise 
in deep snow to the Commander- in- Chief’s 
electrifying speech to the exhausted Army 
of Italy in 1796. Anchored by the intense 
presence of Albert Dieudonné as the adult 
Bonaparte, every episode brings new won-
ders: the feathery chaos of a dormitory pil-
low fight, the crucible of the Convention in 
Paris and the spectacular military scenes, 
where Gance deployed projection over a 
triptych of screens to convey his own three 
dimensions, physical, mental and emo-
tional. If you can’t get to the live perfor-
mance at the Royal Festival Hall with the 
Philharmonia Orchestra, try to see this 
visionary work on any screen you can. 

Chi-Raq
On release from 4th November
Few adaptations of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata 
are noted for subtlety and this is no excep-
tion. The energy and anger with which 
director Spike Lee infuses this lurid romp 
(in verse, with music) keeps it urgent, even 
when it becomes messy. The place is con-
temporary Chicago where, the opening 
titles inform us, more citizens have been 
murdered this century than US servicemen 
have been killed in Iraq. How to stop the 
gang violence? Peace not pussy, declare the 
sisters, led by the divinely built Lysistrata 
(Teyonah Parris). With Jennifer Hudson as 
a grieving mother, John Cusack speechify-
ing as a priest and Samuel L Jackson riffing 
as a world-weary Chorus in a series of eye-
watering suits.

Paterson
On release from 25th November
Adam Driver is an actor who can embody a 
certain contemporary soulfulness, watchful 
with the suggestion of unexplored profun-
dity, even dark depths. In Jim Jarmusch’s 
feature, he’s a New Jersey bus driver (below) 
finding poetry in the mundane. The film is 
set over a week, giving space to savour its 
wry observations and appreciate the rhythm 
of dreams passing.

Opera by Neil Norman
Les Contes D’Hoffmann
Royal Opera House, 7th November to  
3rd December
Jacques Offenbach’s portmanteau opera 
was a departure from the comic operet-
tas which made his name. Based on a play 
by Jules Barbier and Michel Carre, it knits 
together three of ETA Hoffmann’s fantas-
tical tales in an exploration of the writer’s 
obsessive personality and his search for the 
perfect woman. 

The opera was unfinished when Offen-
bach died in 1880 and as a result, many var-
iations have been produced. Impressed by 
Michael Powell’s 1951 movie, film direc-
tor John Schlesinger created a stage ver-

sion for the Royal Opera House in 1980 that 
has yet to be matched for lavishness. With 
tenor Vittorio Grigòlo sharing the role of 
Hoffmann with Leonardo Capalbo, plus 
William Dudley’s superb set and Maria 
Björnson’s eye-popping costumes, this is a 
major revival of one of the most musically 
fertile and psychologically adroit of Offen-
bach’s works. 

Lulu
English National Opera, 9th to  
19th November
Was there ever a femme more fatale than 
Lulu, the enigmatic woman in Franz Wede-
kind’s plays Earth Spirit and Pandora’s Box? 
Clearly, Alban Berg didn’t think so and he 
was inspired to compose the 20th-century’s 
first great operatic masterpiece. ENO’s new 
production brings together artist/director 
William Kentridge, conductor Mark Wig-
glesworth and a terrific cast in what prom-
ises to be a night of dark sexuality.

La Calisto
English Touring Opera, various venues until 
23rd November
Following its unsuccessful debut in 1651, 
Francesco Cavalli’s baroque tragicomic 
opera lay dormant until it was revived for 
Glyndebourne in 1970 by Raymond Lep-
pard. Entwining two myths—Jupiter’s 
seduction of the nymph Calisto and Diana’s 
pursuit of Endymion—it has one of the most 
charmingly sensual operatic scores ever 
composed. English Touring Opera’s pro-
duction continues its exploration of the mis-
chief and tragedy wrought by the gods and 
mortals of ancient Greece.

Science by Anjana Ahuja
Festival of Social Sciences
Venues across the UK, 5th to 
12th November
This annual event, hosted by the Economic 
and Social Research Council, serves up an 
intellectual menu of astonishing variety. In 
Colchester, you can find out how social sci-
ence experiments are conducted; in Wolla-
ton Hall in Nottingham, researchers are out 
to trick and distract you, to demonstrate the 
fallibility of perception. There is a Blooms-
bury walking tour, plus events on social 
media, teenage diet and whether Britain 
should apologise for its colonial past.

Café Scientifique: Remote Control Healing
The Royal Society, 6-9 Carlton House 
Terrace, 21st November
Dr Alicia El-Haj of Keele University is devel-
oping ways to inject stem cells and guide 
them inside the body to carry out repairs. 
Come and find out more about her work at 
this popular public salon, which encourages 
audience dialogue and discussion. 
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Monday 19th December

The acclaimed 
neuroscientist Susan 
Greenfi eld will join the 
Book Club to discuss A 
Day in the Life of the 
Brain. Greenfi eld asks 
how a tangle of brain 
cells can conjure up a 
rich experience of 
consciousness—what 
really happens in our 

heads when we savour a meal, spend time 
outdoors or stare at a screen? 

This bold new book provides a thought-pro-
voking analysis of universal human experiences.

Monday 21st November

Alan Johnson, the 
former Labour Home 
Secretary, has won 
widespread praise for 
his memoirs about 
growing up in poverty 
in 1950s London. In 
his new volume, The 
Long and Winding 
Road, Johnson 
describes his 

extraordinary political journey from trade 
union leader to becoming an MP in Labour’s 
1997 landslide election victory, and reaching 
one of the highest offi  ces in the land.

Events

Monday 17th October

Timothy Garton Ash 
will discuss his new 
book Free Speech: 
Ten Principles for a 
Connected World, in 
which he off ers 10 
principles that he 
argues would preserve 
the right to expression 
but on agreed common 
ground—the right to 

freedom of information balanced with national 
security, for example. These are vital issues, 
tackled with Garton Ash’s characteristic 
clarity and intelligence.

The Prospect Book Club meets every third Monday of the month at 6.30pm at 
2 Queen Anne’s Gate, London, SW1H 9AA. For more infomation please email 
events@prospect-magazine.co.uk

Kenneth Rogoff in conversation with Tom Clark
On Thursday 24th November at 
6.30pm Kenneth Rogoff, professor of 
Economics at Harvard University will 
join us to discuss his newly published 
book with Tom Clark, Editor of 
Prospect. In The Curse of Cash, Rogoff 
argues that the nature of money itself 
has been called into question after the 
banking crisis and for the sake of 

tackling crime, as well as economic 
stability the time has come to phase 
out paper money.

You can read an edited extract of 
Rogoff ’s book in the October issue 
of Prospect by visiting: 
www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/
features/cash-not-fi t-for-purpose

Entry is open for Think Tanks based in the UK, 
EU and US in the following four categories:
• Economic and fi nancial 
• International Aff airs
• Energy and the environment 
• Social policy 

Entries from Think Tanks based in the UK 
should be for research work published between 
Monday 25th May 2015 and Friday 21st October 2016.

Entries from Think Tanks based in the EU and 
US should be for research work published between 
Monday 27th April 2015 and Friday 21st October 2016.

Think Tanks may enter as many categories as they 
wish from within their geographical region. Entry 
is free.

The Awards ceremony will take place on Monday 
28th November in the State Rooms, Speaker’s 
House, House of Commons.

For an application form please email: thinktankawards@prospect-magazine.co.uk 
stating which region you are from

Brexit debates 

Wednesday 2nd November

Brexit: Whither 
Globalisation?
Is Britain’s lurch away 
from Europe a denial of an 
interconnected world, or an 
early sign of globalisation 
spinning into reverse? 

Our panellists include: 
Wolfgang Münchau, 
Barry Eichengreen, whose 
feature on globalisation is on 
page 44, Duncan Weldon, 
former Economics Editor of 
Newsnight and Ngaire 
Woods, Dean of the Blavatnik 
School of Government, 
Oxford. 

Tom Clark, Editor of Prospect 
will chair the debate which 
will be held at our offi  ces 
from 6.30 to 7.45pm followed 
by drinks.

To register please visit: 
www.prospectmagazine.
co.uk/events/EU

 

Think Tank 
Awards 2016

Closing date for all entries:
Friday 21st

 October 2016
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Life

Experience is hot these days. Hot, hot, hot. 
But it’s had an upgrade. It’s now “lived expe-
rience.” The modifier is as infallible and as 
seemingly redundant as the “furious” that 
precedes “row” or the “explosive” that pre-
cedes “revelations” in middle-market jour-
nalism. If you’ve been following the recent 
twists and turns of liberal identity politics 
you’ll have come across it constantly. It enters 
conversations from the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement to the swerf ‘n’ terf wars over 
sex-work and trans rights, and the campus 
politics of “cultural appropriation.” The for-
mulation has spilled from social media into 
the mainstream press. A recent Telegraph film 
review credited the female lead with making 
“every syllable feel like it springs from lived 
experience”; a Guardian piece on Rachel 
Dolezal argued the term “transracial” had 
been coined to describe the “lived experience 
of children raised in homes that are different 
from their birth.”

When you hear about “lived experience” 
(is there another kind?) it is implicitly touted 
as something giving the experiencer either a 
special or—in the strong case—an exclusive 
authority to speak on a given subject. It is rou-
tinely at risk of being “silenced” or “erased” 
by what in the old days we called hegemonic 
discourse. It has become a shibboleth—a lin-
guistic gesture signifying familiarity with a 
particular ideological tribe. Where Marxists 
used to bang on about “revolutionary con-
sciousness,” “alienation” and “dialectic,” lib-
erals now bang on about “lived experience” 
and “silencing.” The reflex and automatic use 
of the phrase—as a set-phrase—has started to 
make it sound like cant.

This is not to sneer—or not exactly. On 
the one hand it makes obvious moral sense 
to privilege those voices that can tell us what 
something is actually like. It’s enraging to be 
told what your life is like by people who aren’t 
living it; particularly if in a system of inequal-
ity those people benefit from representing 
your life in the way that suits their interests. 

When Bill O’Reilly, a white millionaire, 
announces from the bully-pulpit of Fox News 
and the safe distance of two centuries that the 

slaves who built the White House were “well-
fed and had decent lodgings provided by the 
government,” there arises the desire to make 
him share the “lived experience” of those 
slaves for a bit, to see how he likes it.  

On the other hand, the extreme of the 
position is that “lived experience” trumps 
any sort of abstract or systemic moral reason-
ing: that you literally have no locus standi from 
which to take a view on any number of human 
situations outside your own. That way lies sol-
ipsism—or, as Lionel Shriver argued in her 
controversial keynote at the Sydney Writers’ 
Festival, an end to the imaginative empathy 
that underpins fiction. That way also, more 
subtly, lies a larger pigeonholing: it implies 
(if those with lived experience are to speak on 
behalf of a group) a unitary experience, say, 
of blackness or femaleness or trans-ness or 
homosexuality that is at once homogenous 
and oddly isolated.

These are large debates. But from a purely 
sociolinguistic point of view, where does the 
phrase come from? It sounds odd, doesn’t 
it? It sounds, specifically, like a phrase that 
has been translated from another language. 
It has a whiff of the social sciences about it. 
And it made me wonder: is this, like “inter-
sectionality” or (in the journalistic vulgarism) 
“deconstruct,” a fine-sounding phrase that 
has slipped from the academy into the wider 
public conversation?

Those I’ve consulted on the subject seem 
to suggest so—tracing it loosely back to 
Edmund Husserl’s idea of the Lebenswelt, or 
“life-world” of phenomenology. A philoso-
pher friend wonders if it isn’t an attempt to 
capture the distinction in German between 
Erlebnis and Erfahrung—one denoting the 
texture of a moment-by-moment experience, 
and the other standing for a more general-
ised version of the same. (Erlebnis: you experi-
enced being shot at and hiding in a shell-hole 
with rats gnawing your shoes; Erfahrung: you 
lived through the war.)

It’s theoretically top-heavy, then, for a 
Twitter catchphrase—but pleasingly so. Hav-
ing started out frivolously wondering if Mar-
tin Amis needed to update the title of his 
memoir, Experience, I came away more rather 
than less convinced that it has a place in the 
public conversation.

But my favourite response to my inquiries 
was from an English literature don. “Leavis’s 
repeated references to ‘felt life’,” he mused, 
“always had me thinking of Bagpuss and But-
ton Moon.” The lived experience of an old 
pyjama-bag cat may butter no parsnips, mind 
you, in modern identity politics.

My patient had a dream that turned out, she 
thought, to be a real memory. “I know you 
love dreams,” she laughed, glossy hair, shiny 
shoes, white teeth. I found it quite difficult 
not to cry as she spoke. That, I think, was her 
aim—project the sadness into me and then 
she can carry on pretending everything’s fine. 
This woman is beautiful, mid-twenties, suc-
cessful. She delivers her material as though 
saying: “Pretty gripping stuff, eh? What do 
you make of that, oh therapist”? 

“So, I was about two or three and I wanted 
my cereal out of this pink bowl with yellow 
flowers on it. I was a diva even then—always 
wanted that bowl. If I couldn’t have it I’d go 
nuts.” She mocked herself with a contemptu-
ous tone. “Anyway, I was being such a monu-
mental pain in the arse about it that my mum 
tipped the cereal and milk over my head and 
smashed my bowl on the floor.” She laughed 
now at the hilarity of this story until she 
noticed that I wasn’t laughing. “Oh, come 
on. I was being a nightmare. Actually, I told 
mum I’d remembered this and she said I was 
always pretty demanding as a child.” 

I said it must have been frightening. She 
shrugged and shared another one of her 
mirthless laughs. “Well,” she said. “It’s all 
relative. But that was hardly the most fright-
ening thing that happened at home.” She 
mentioned being repeatedly beaten in the 
car over her choice of music, pushed down-
stairs when she hadn’t tidied her room prop-
erly, being kicked on the sitting room floor 
and other violently abusive incidents she’d 
experienced as a child, but that she still con-
siders normal or, worse, deserved. 

So, here she is today, battling with depres-
sion and anxiety, sleeping very little, una-
ble to understand the catastrophe of her 
relationships, so terrified of offending any-
one that she goes miles out of her way to 
do favours for friends, acquaintances and 
strangers, making endless reparation for 
imaginary crimes with cupcakes and soup. 
Assuming that she has misunderstood some-
thing fundamental about the world, she is in 
therapy in an attempt to grasp what it is she 
is doing wrong—because she must be doing 
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Matters of 
taste
Wendell Steavenson

Vegetables fit for the gods

something wrong. After all, that’s what she’s 
always been told. Bad girl.

Another female patient lives thousands of 
miles away from friends and family, has no 
work, is desperately lonely and her husband 
is a bully. Should she, she wonders, take anti-
depressants? There is something so funda-
mental to the background of women’s mental 
illness here—so often women in awful situa-
tions are pathologised or pathologise them-
selves and are pushed to treat their minds 
(“What’s wrong with you”?) instead of trying 
to change their lives. (See Lisa Appignane-
si’s wonderful book on women and the men-
tal health profession through history—Mad, 
Bad and Sad). 

I quite often find myself thinking; “Well, 
anyone who had been through that would be 
disturbed. It would be amazing if you were 
any different.” My glamorous patient has 
no idea why she’s struggling when, given the 
grim reality of her childhood, it would be 
genuinely incredible if she wasn’t struggling. 
She is doing extremely well, considering. 

Obviously, changing the current circum-
stances of our lives is possible (if extremely 
difficult) and changing the past is impossi-
ble, but there is still something important 
about acknowledging that so much of ill-
ness is a reaction to very real circumstance, 
past or present, rather than being somehow 
comparable to a virus picked up randomly on 
public transport. Therapy is often an exercise 
in acknowledging that the reality of life past 
or present is maddening.

good, cooking with them is very easy. But for 
a great chef it is very difficult. A great chef 
wants to express himself, his personality, his 
ideas and thoughts. It can take them two or 
three years to figure out how to deal with my 
vegetables. They are facing something larger 
than themselves. It is like facing God.”

Yamashita is in his early sixties, long-
ish hair raked back with his fingers, relaxed 
and friendly; he wore an old t-shirt spotted 
with dirt. His garden is less than an acre of 
polytunnels off a path of trodden nettles lit-
tered with coils of hose, buckets and piles of 
wooden stakes. We bent to examine rows of 
edamame, grey green succulent spears of 
onions, small blackish pumpkins, a perfect 
melon, seven varieties of cherry tomatoes 
hanging as bright and shiny as Christmas 
tree baubles, yellow pear shapes nestling 
beneath a vine—“what are those”?

“Ah those are a kind of Japanese melon, 
close to the ancient melon ancestors, small 
and not as sweet as today’s melons are.” A 
row of turnip tops slumped yellow and desic-
cated. “Pests came,” said Yamashita.

“Are you organic”? one of the other guests 
asked. Yamashita shook his head.

“There are two things I don’t like,” he 
said, The first is “ecology” because every-
thing I do, in growing vegetables, is some-
how contrary to nature. And the second is 
“healthy.” He lit a cigarette. “Organic is not 
efficient,” he said.

Yamashita is not given to dogmatics; 
faddy principles are not his thing. The only 
important thing is how the vegetable tastes. 
He has been a boxer, an artist and a bonsai 
tree grower. He did not start to grow vege-
tables until he was in his forties. “You must 
learn by yourself. If you need someone to 
teach you you will not succeed.” From time 
to time he had worked with an apprentice, 
but the vegetables never tasted as good.

“So what makes a vegetable taste so 
good”? I asked. “Soil, climate”?

Yamashita said it was none of these 
things. His garden has a clay soil that bakes 
hard in the sun, goes to mud in the rain and 
needs a lot of digging; it’s at the lowest point 
of the village, last winter it flooded, a series of 
unideal conditions.

“It is the person who makes the differ-
ence.” said Yamashita, “it is like having a 
piano; it doesn’t matter what kind of piano, 
it only matters who is playing it.”

We went into lunch. On weekends 
Yamashita and his wife, Naomi, cook 
meals for a handful of guests. Around the 
table were a French lady and her mother 
and several Japanese living in Paris. “It is 
not sophisticated cuisine,” said Yamash-
ita, “it is the Japanese food we eat every 
day, it is to use our vegetables, not to waste 
the taste.”

Cabbage White butterflies fluttered along 
a row of brassicas, big tough verdigris outer 
leaves, interior shaded milk jade to tender 
neon.

“It is a variety called the petit-vert,” said 
Asafumi Yamashita as he gave us a tour of his 
garden farm on the edge of the Paris suburbs 
at the end of September. “It is a mix between 
kale and brussels sprouts. A Japanese farmer 
created it 20 years ago, but he wouldn’t sell 
his seeds. Eventually I convinced him. They 
are very difficult to cultivate, these are prob-
ably the only ones in Europe.”

Yamashita is an original outlier, a Japa-
nese transplant who has become the most 
famous and celebrated maraîcher, market 
gardener, in all of France. He sells his vegeta-
bles to only seven chefs, all of them Michelin 
starred. “For an average chef,” Yamash-
ita told me, “because my vegetables are so 

A bowl of a spinachy green seasoned with 
tiny slivers of dried anchovy. Small Japanese 
cucumbers dressed with a little sweetened 
miso. A frond of the petit-vert with orange 
carrot and yellow carrot. The carrots were 
ordinary boiled carrots, but not ordinary at 
all. Earthy skin, smooth crumble interior. 
Half a Japanese aubergine spread with miso, 
confit caramel. Roast chicken with green 
beans. Green beans you would kill for. Pods 
of bitter sweet and green, soft slippers of 
beans inside. Flavours of bitter shadows and 
sucrose and green sun, tastes that kept tast-
ing. Dessert was a wobbly orb of glutinous 
rice flour wagashi wrapped around a seg-
ment of dried apricot.

Have you seen the documentary Jiro 
Dreams of Sushi? It is about Jiro Ono, a leg-
endary sushi chef with a ten-seater counter 
restaurant in a Tokyo metro station and three 
Michelin stars. He is in his nineties and still 
making sushi every day. Jiro is the embod-
iment of shokunin, a word that translates as 
artisan, but which connotes, in the original 
Japanese, a spiritual integrity in the effort of 
striving for perfection. “I do the same thing 
over and over, improving bit by bit,” explains 
Jiro. ‘There is always a yearning to achieve 
more. I’ll continue to climb, trying to reach 
the top, but no one knows where it is.”

Our meal at the Yamashita Farm was ele-
gant and extraordinary, not because it was as 
fancy or refined, but because it was a perfect 
expression of Yamashita and Naomi, its crea-
tors. Each bowl, each vegetable, each mouth-
ful, drew a concentration, contemplation and 
reflection. In his own way Yamashita echoed 
Jiro. Their examples are a kind of philoso-
phy, a way of being better. David Gelb, the 
producer of Jiro Dreams of Sushi described 
the process of filmmaking 
to the Washington Post. “If 
we missed something 
we would shoot another 
interview, until we got 
it right. That’s some-
thing we kind of picked up 
from Jiro. Keep doing it over 
and over again until it 
is right.”

phy, a way of being better. David Gelb, the 
producer of Jiro Dreams of Sushi described Jiro Dreams of Sushi described Jiro Dreams of Sushi
the process of filmmaking 
to the Washington Post. “If Washington Post. “If Washington Post
we missed something 
we would shoot another 
interview, until we got 
it right. That’s some-
thing we kind of picked up 
from Jiro. Keep doing it over 
and over again until it 
is right.”
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Grower to the stars: Asafumi Yamashita 
supplies vegetables to only seven chefs 
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Wine
Barry Smith

Secrets of blind tasting

the wine that we thought was in our glass.
In the end, there may be no such thing as 

the unprejudiced tasting. Experienced tast-
ers often try to guess what their hosts have 
given them to try. People are said to pre-
fer Coca Cola to Pepsi when they can see 
the labels on the can, however, reputedly, 
they prefer Pepsi to Coca Cola when blind 
tasted. What matters is the subtle interplay 
between our top-down assumptions—what 
we are expecting of a wine (is it Muscadet or 
Chablis?)—and the bottom-up impressions 
that our senses impart to us. If we are too 
firmly guided by our top-down assumptions 
we will discount the sensory clues. While, 
if we attend solely to the flavours delivered 
through our senses we may not know where 
to start. A key component is having the right 
wine category in mind. I remember being 
told by a waiter that the chef wanted to pre-
sent a bottle of champagne with his com-
pliments. It arrived in my glass without me 
seeing the bottle. At the first sip I winced: this 
is a lousy Champagne, I thought to myself. I 
took another sip and realised: this is an excel-
lent Prosecco. To perform as well as you can 
in blind tasting requires a delicate balancing 
act between considering a number of possi-
bilities and being open to whatever the wine 
is showing you. It’s not for the faint-hearted.

But should we set such store by blind tast-
ing? Surely the goal of tasting a wine is not to 
guess what it is and who made it, but, when 
merited, to appreciate and to celebrate it as 
an achievement.

All this has prompted me to think again 
about one of the UK’s most popular cash 
investments: premium bonds. In the past, 
I’ve not been very keen on them as the prizes 
don’t add up to much of a return (1.25 per 
cent on average since June this year, down 
from 3.4 per cent as recently as May 2008) 
and because inflation has steadily eaten 
away at the value of the £1m jackpot since 
it was introduced in 1994. I used to believe 
people were seduced into low-yielding pre-
mium bonds by misplaced optimism that 
“it might be them.” As a result, they gave 
up the opportunity to earn higher but less 
exciting returns from other sources. Why 
the change of mind? 

If in our 0 per cent world nothing else 
will pay me a small but safe return, then 
premium bonds are a reasonable option. 
They’re guaranteed by the government, tax-
free and they might—just possibly—bring 
me a large cash windfall. My point is that 
in the past, savers who were induced to buy 
premium bonds by the vanishingly small 
prospect of winning £1m paid a penalty 
for their irrational optimism in lost interest 
income. Now they don’t.

I can’t do much better than 1.25 per cent 
a year with instant access anywhere else 
and therefore the penalty for optimistically 
holding premium bonds in order to have 
a chance of a £1m payday has all but van-
ished. To put it in nerdier terms, the price of 
buying an option on the very remote possi-
bility of winning £1m has fallen to zero. In 
those circumstances, why not buy it? 

In fact, why not apply the premium bond 
model more broadly? Now that we live in an 
era when nobody wants to pay savers any 
interest at all, how about a savings account 
that doles out a few big but random wind-
falls each month and gives everyone else 
nothing, instead of paying an equally mean-
ingless rate of interest to everyone? I suspect 
an account like that would attract plenty of 
deposits and that ultimately it would deliver 
virtually free long-term deposit funding to 
the bank. It would certainly be more excit-
ing for the customers.

In a world full of financial oddities this 
is one that, to me at least, has started mak-
ing sense.  

When was the last time you were asked to 
guess what the wine was in your glass? Any-
one who professes some knowledge of wine 
will be familiar with this usually humbling 
challenge. But how much faith should we 
place in blind tasting? And why is it consid-
ered the gold standard of wine expertise? 
After all, we wouldn’t question an art crit-
ic’s ability to respond to, and assess, a paint-
ing when they don’t know who painted it. 
At best, it amounts to checking the bone 
fides of any taster confident enough to pro-
nounce on the quality of a wine; at worst, the 
challenge is pressed with scepticism about 
whether there is any such thing as wine 
expertise. But why is this the right test of 
expertise in the wine world?

The best blind taster I know told me that 
his skill was based mostly on memory. He is 
an experienced taster and writer, and when 
presented with a liquid he has to identify he 
asks himself: have I tasted this wine before? 
If he has, he wonders: “when was that”? In 
this way, he slowly homes in on a specific 
event. This is due to what we call episodic 
memory. However, when put on the spot, he 
goes through the Sherlock Holmes routine 
that people expect. As he swirls the glass and 
sniffs it, he will say things like, “This is a wine 
from the old world: a red wine from a white 
wine area. Good vintage. Lots of ripeness and 
showing development. There are only two 
producers who make wine like this. I would 
say it is a 2005 Domaine Leroy Volnay San-
tenots.” When the bottle is revealed, people 
are astonished. But they have been fooled. 
The wine was correctly identified but our 
expert knew what people wanted to believe 
about his mastery as a blind taster.

Winemakers, wine writers and somme-
liers can benefit from bouts of blind tasting 
without having such remarkable episodic 
memories. When conducted in a spirit of 
inquiry, blind tasting can be illuminating, 
reminding us how good a well-made cru 
Beaujolais can be, and reminding us of the 
need for humility. But it is not the odd suc-
cess in identifying a wine that matters so 
much as coming up with good guesses that 
reflect the character and quality of what’s in 
the glass. Good tasters will rate one another 
on the reasons offered for plumping for a 
Rhône or a Languedoc, say. And at the reveal, 
pourers will say, “I can see why you thought 
it was a Southern Rhône.” By this we learn 
something about the wine in our glass and 

There can be few investment nerds any-
where who are still unaware that $10 trillion 
or more of government bonds now carry 
negative yields—in other words, if you buy 
one the total amount you will get back at 
maturity, including all interest payments, 
will be less than the price you paid. Out of 
this pre-eminent oddity many others flow. 

One is that rarely, if ever, have pundits 
written so frequently about cash, which in 
normal times is regarded as the raw mate-
rial of investment, to be traded gladly for 
something more profitable. Now, instead of 
being seen as a means to an end, cash has 
become an investment in itself. When the 
income from a 10-year German government 
bond and a €100 note are both zero, as Rich-
ard Woolnough of M&G recently pointed 
out, why risk buying a bond that could fall 
in value?

“Our firm never forgets the little investor, 
how do you think we got stinking rich?!!”

Sponsored by
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Has education lost its way?
Yes! “Education” means the induction of youth 

into the heart of the historic classless culture (and 
new, likely-to-endure stuff ). This isn’t happening. 
Most educationalists lean towards the left and 

they confl ate the historic classless culture with the 
current Status Quo—which they hate. The historic 

culture of the UK supports dramatic innovative 
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How to enter
The generalist prize
The winner receives a copy of The Map 
and the Clock. Curated by Carol Ann Duffy 
and Gillian Clarke, this is a celebration 
of 14 centuries of extraordinary verse. 
Beginning with the first writings from the 
old languages of England and Ireland and 
culminating with some of our most recent 
poets.

Enigmas & puzzles prize
The winner receives a copy of Nicholas 
Crane’s The Making of the British Landscape,  
a geographical journey through time 
charting the relationship between Britons 
and the land in which we have lived for the 
last 12 millenia.

Rules
Send your solution to answer@prospect-magazine.co.uk 
or Crossword/Enigmas, Prospect, 2 Queen Anne’s Gate, 
SW1H 9AA. Include your email and postal address. 
Entries must be received by 28th October. Winners 
announced in our December issue.

Last month’s winners
The generalist: Valerie Smith, Buxton
Enigmas & puzzles: Nigel Brumpton, Newark
Download a PDF of this page at www.prospectmagazine.co.uk

Shown are two different kinds of monkey 
arranged on a set of beams. The beams, which 
have negligible weight, are balanced. At each 
position marked “X” and “Y” there is a missing 
single monkey.

What colour monkeys sit at “X” and “Y”?

Last month’s solution
From A–I the digits are: 6, 2, 7, 1, 9, 5, 8, 4, 3.

Since three rows each total 15, the nine digits total 45. For (3), the 
factors of 45 that can be constructed by adding three different 
digits are 9 or 15. The sum A+B+D=15 is not possible because with 
A+B+C=15 then C=D is a repetition. So the sum must be 9 with 
triplet possibilities ABD as (1, 2, 6), (1, 3, 5), or (2, 3, 4). By laying 
out copies of a normal completed magic square in a 9×9 grid, it 
can be seen that the corner A for ABD can be 4, 5, or 6. Trying out 
the possible A, we find that (2) can be satisfied for either A=4, B/
D=2/3, I=1 and F/H=5/6; or A=6, B/D=1/2, I=3, F/H=4/5. Only the 
second allows (1) to be met for G=8, H=4.

 ACROSS

 1   Middle High German epic 
poet who wrote Der arme 
Heinrich (8,3,3)

 8   Location of a 1618 
Defenestration (6)

 13   Long-distance coach company 
sold to Western and Southern 
National in 1934 (5,4)

 14   A servant subservient to two 
others (7-4)

15   The tense of a verb used to 
relate an action in the past (9)

 16   Chief magistrate of an 
Austrian or Flemish town (11)

 17   Cricketers Barry or Viv (8)

 18   Rome (8,4)

 21   Herbivorous creature of the 
Jurassic period (11)

 22   A type of thick embossed 
wallpaper (9)

 24   Shrub of the honeysuckle 
family with pink or white 
flowers (6)

 25   McPartlin’s forename in full 
(7)

 26   In real tennis, the side of the 
court into which the ball is 
served (6)

 30   Surname of the second actor 
to play Doctor Who on BBC 
television (9)

 32   1967 book about homo sapiens 

by ethologist Desmond Morris 
(3,5,3)

 34   The key pest on apples and 
pears in almost all US 
fruit-growing areas (3,4,5)

 36  Hero at the siege of Troy, 
husband of Penelope (8)

 38   Iterative (11)

 40   A formal complaint (9) 

 41   Tribe from Essex and Suffolk 
whose principa centre was 
Caesaromagnus (11)

 42   Examples of figurative 
language in literature (9)

 43   One hundred agorot (6)

 44   Brexit supporters (4-9)

DOWN

 1   A tetramerous plant of the lily 
family (4,5)

 2   ABABCDECDE in Keats’s 
odes (5,6)

 3   The carousing of seamen in 
icebound ships (13)

 4   “You’re my heart’s desire,” 
sentimental ballad by Henry 
W Armstrong (6,4)

 5   A colliery superintendent (6)

 6   Old term for a European who 
has made his fortune in the 
East (5)

 7   Boulevard in Mitte (5,3,6)

 9  English batsman who scored 

174 in the Centenary Test in 
Melbourne in 1977 (7)

 10   In archaeology, scrapers made 
of flint (9)

 11   Area of Antarctica discovered 
by John Biscoe in 1831 (7,4)

 12   A French wine merchant (9)

 19   Shade-loving plant of the 
genus Adoxa, also known as 
Townhall Clock (9)

 20   The eastward policy of 
German expansionists
(5,4,5)

 23   US general-interest family 
magazine founded in1922 by 
DeWitt and Lila Bell Wallace 
(7,6) 

 24   Cloud forming a continuous 
layer at 8,000 to 20,000 feet 
(11)

 27   A member of the Community 
of The Son of Man (11)

 28   District in south-west London 
where Doctor Johnson lived 
from 1766 to 1782 (9)

 29   The hooded crow (10)

 31   A wine connoisseur (9)

 33   Johnson, Lamb, Emerson and 
Christopher Hitchens (9)

 35   A small opening (7)

 37   Constellation lying in the 
Milky Way; its brightest stat is 
Altair (6)

 39   Maki, nigari or shashimi (5)

Last month’s generalist solutions
Across: 1 City of Dreaming Spires, 12 Non placet, 13 Carcassonne, 14 Trompe-l’oeil, 15 Shan State, 16 Trindle, 17 Entia, 18 
Meiosis, 19 Ralline, 20 Xerophthalmia, 23 Uriah Heep, 26 Aigrettes, 31 Karl-Marx-Stadt, 33 Bréveté, 35 Axillae, 37 Verba, 
38 Shinned, 39 Caparison, 40 Cheval-glass, 41 Preachified, 42 Channeler, 43 Welsh Highland Railway
Down: 1 Cunctatory, 2 Tonsorial, 3 Olla podrida, 4 Décolleté, 5 Entre-Deux-Mers, 6 Maculature, 7 Nerissa, 8 Stabat 
Mater, 9 Ipsissima (9&37 Ipsissima verba), 10 Enneads, 11 Petersham, 21 Point d’Alençon, 22 Mee, 24 R.U.R. 25 Harvey 
Smith, 27 The King and I, 28 Skiascope, 29 Parricidal, 30 Lead astray, 32 Millraces, 33 Bessacarr, 34 Eynhallow, 36 
Implete, 37 Venting 

The generalist by Didymus Enigmas & puzzles
Monkey moments
Barry R Clarke
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In the early 1850s immigration to the 
United States rose dramatically. Most 
were Catholics from Ireland and Ger-
many. A movement of nativist reaction 
called “Know Nothings” had consider-
able electoral success. It was hostile to 
wealth, elites and expertise, and deeply 
suspicious of outsiders. An 1855 editorial 
in a Texas newspaper railed:
“It is a notorious fact that the Monarchs of 
Europe and the Pope of Rome are at this 
very moment plotting our destruction and 
threatening the extinction of our political, 
civil and religious institutions. We have the 
best reasons for believing that corruption 
has found its way into our Executive Cham-
ber and that our Executive head is tainted 
with the infectious venom of Catholicism.”

The left-wing US People’s Party founded 
in 1891 drew support from discontented 
farmers in the west and south. It was 
highly critical of capitalism, especially 
banks and railroads, and the gold stand-
ard. It merged with the Democratic Party 
in 1896, supporting William Jennings 
Bryan as its presidential candidate. In 
1895 one of its manifestoes declared:
“A conspiracy was entered into between the 
gold gamblers of Europe and America... 
For nearly 30 years these conspirators have 
kept the people quarrelling over less impor-
tant matters while they have pursued with 
unrelenting zeal their one central purpose... 
Every device of treachery, every resource of 
statecra� and every artifice known to the 

secret cabals of the international gold ring 
are being used to deal a blow to the prosper-
ity of the people and the financial and com-
mercial independence of the country.”

In 1912, Theodore Roosevelt failed to gain 
the Republican presidential nomination. 
He established the Progressive Party and 
ran as a third-party candidate. His aim:
“To destroy this invisible government, to dis-
solve the unholy alliance between corrupt 
business and corrupt politics is the first task 
of the statesmanship of the day. This coun-
try belongs to the people. Its resources, its 
business, its laws, its institutions, should be 
utilised, maintained, or altered in whatever 
manner will best promote the general inter-
est. [The Democrat candidate Woodrow] 
Wilson must know that every monopoly in 
the US opposes the Progressive Party.”

In 1951 Joseph McCarthy addressed the 
Senate: 
“How can we account for our present situa-
tion unless we believe that men high in this 
government are concerting to deliver us to 
disaster? This must be the product of a great 
conspiracy on a scale so immense as to dwarf 
any previous such venture in the history of 
man. A conspiracy of infamy so black that, 
when it is finally exposed, its principals shall 
be forever deserving of the maledictions of 
all honest men... What can be made of this 
unbroken series of decisions and acts con-
tributing to the strategy of defeat? They can-
not be attributed to incompetence.”

In 1964, Barry Goldwater became the 
Republican presidential nominee. A few 
months later the historian Richard Hof-
stadter published “The Paranoid Style 
in American Politics”: 
“American politics has o�en been an arena 
for angry minds. In recent years we have 
seen angry minds at work mainly among 
extreme right-wingers, who have now dem-
onstrated in the Goldwater movement how 
much political leverage can be got out of 
the animosities and passions of a small 
minority. But behind this I believe there 
is a style of mind that is far from new and 
that is not necessarily right-wing. I call it 
the paranoid style simply because no other 
word adequately evokes the sense of heated 
exaggeration, suspiciousness and conspira-
torial fantasy that I have in mind.”

In 1968, George Wallace, former Gov-
ernor of Alabama, ran for president as 
an independent segregationist. Radical 
journalist Jack Newfield described the 
effect of this third-party bid: 
“I cannot recall either [Lyndon B] John-
son in 1964 or [Hubert] Humphrey in 
1968 campaigning on any positive ideas 
that might excite the almost-poor work-
ers, whose votes they took for granted. In 
contrast, Wallace has been sounding like 
William Jennings Bryan as he attacked 
concentrated wealth in his speeches...

“From 1960 to 1968 liberal Democrats 
governed the country. But nothing basic 
got done to make life decisively better for 
the white working man. When he bitched 
about street crime, he was called a Gold-
waterite by liberals who felt secure in the 
suburbs behind high fences and expen-
sive locks. When he complained about 
his daughter being bussed [across town 
to racially integrated schools], he was 
called a racist by liberals who could afford 
to send their own children to private 
schools… Liberal hypocrisy created a lot of  
Wallace votes.”

In 2000, the “paleoconservative” Pat 
Buchanan ran as the Reform Par-
ty’s presidential candidate. Addressing 
unemployed steelworkers in West Vir-
ginia he said:
“One day US workers will wake up and real-
ise that their jobs [and] factory towns have 
been sacrificed—to save the bacon of the 
‘investment community.’ When they do, the 
day of reckoning will be at hand.”  

American populism: the people and their enemies
Extracts from memoirs and diaries, chosen by Ian Irvine

Theodore Roosevelt in a procession along West Jackson Boulevard in Chicago, 1912.

The way we were
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