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Susan Neiman

Woke or
broke

Before she first published her
book Left is Not Woke in March
last year, the philosopher
Susan Neiman expected some
backlash. The French pub-
lisher that had brought out
two of her previous works—to
great success, Neiman tells
me over a video call from her
office in Berlin—refused to
publish this one. The fear was
that her critique of tribalism
on the left could inadvert-
ently boost the right. As she
writes in the second edition,

PEOPLE »

which came out in May: “The
situation is serious, I was told.
‘Marine Le Pen could win our
nextelection.” Neiman went
with abigger publisher.

Given the attendant contro-
versies of taking on “wokeism”,
the 69-year-old had sent the
manuscript to friends. “Criti-
cise as hard asyou can,” she
recalls beseeching them. “I'm
sure 'm gonna get it once the
book comes out.”

Most of us have to live with
our errors, but Neiman was able
to correct hers in this latest edi-
tion. What were the alleged
gaffes? Among other things,
critics said she was “shadow
boxing”, having insufficiently
defined woke in her argument
for auniversalist left. In the
book, she writes that the notori-
ously nebulous concept “begins
with concern for marginalised
persons, and ends by reducing

each to the prism of her mar-
ginalisation”.

Neiman cited far more
examples of “wokeism” in
practice in the latest edition.
But this second chance also
meant she could incorporate
amajor event that seemed to
prove her point: Hamas’s 7th
October attack on Israel, and
the response to it from some
on the more radical left.

“Ididn’t see howI could
ignore it,” she tells me, of the
evident denialism and jus-
tifications for the violence,
“because I felt it has become,
in many ways, such a clear
example of what goes wrong
when you define your politics
tribally, and you do things like
saying that Israel is the global
north and Palestine is the
global south. And Israelis are
white and Palestinians are peo-
ple of colour—all of that stuff,
which just was so demonstra-
blyignorant.”

Born in Atlanta, Georgia
during the civil rights move-
ment, the Jewish-American
philosopher grew up with a
“Jewish universalist tradition
that I cherish”. Neiman has
spent much of her careerin
Germany, serving as director
of the Einstein Forum since
2000. Her 2019 book, Learning

[from the Germans: Race and the
Memory of Evil, looked at how
Germany had reckoned with
its genocidal past.

Neiman is also an Israeli citi-
zen. She moved to the Jewish
state in 1995, the era of post-
Oslo accords optimism, and
left before the Second Intifada.
Sheis “extremely angry” that
the current Israeli government

is trampling on the Jewish val-
ues she holds so dear. “It’'sa
deeply tribal, deeply repres-
sive government that does not
stand for anything I believe in,”
she says—its only interest is per-
petuating itself as representing
an ethno-theocratic state.

However critical she might
be of parts of the left, Neiman
seems at pains to clarify that
she is also “an extremely out-
spoken critic of the occupa-
tion... and increasingly critical
of this [Israeli] government,
and of its horrible waging of
war on Gaza”. In Germany,
where the nation’s history and
relationship to the Jewish state
make for a particularly unwel-
coming environment for such
censure, Neiman has “gotten a
lot of shit” for her views.

What does she make of the
heavy-handed responses of
some universities to campus
protests against the Gaza war?
In the US, a few “quite ugly”
antisemitic statements have
gone viral, she says, but “what
most people on the ground
tell me is that the protests
are peaceful”. Neiman thinks
some administrations fear
being accused of failing to
tackle antisemitism. There
mightbe fear, too, that rowdy
demonstrations will put off
donors.

At atime of extreme polari-
sation, Neiman points out the
futility “of talking about being
pro-Palestine or pro-Israel as
if we were talking about foot-
ball games”. But amid the
cacophony, amid the hard-
eningbinaries, she says, her
rare voice “makes no bloody
difference”. ® Alona Ferber

ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOHN WATSON
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Alex Norris

Ohno!

A pink blob is going about its
day. The word “exists” floats
above its head. “You are so
brave,” interjects an orange
blob to the pink blob. “Ilove
that you are proud to be ugly
and weird.” The pink blob stays
mute. “I admire thatyoudon’t
feel the shame you should be
feeling,” insists the orange blob.
Then the pink blob gives its
immortal punchline, the same
asitisin every strip: “Oh no!”

The online comic series,
literally Webcomic Name, is
the creation of Alex Norris—
who since first publishing this
pared back, three-panel strip
in 2016 has amassed more than
760,000 followers on Insta-
gram. From a studio in Mar-
gate, Norris (who uses they/
them pronouns) tells me they
hit on one of those “oncein a
lifetime, perfect things” with
this series: something crea-
tively fulfilling that happens to
have found a mass audience.

Unfortunately, though,
Norris has been unable to fully
enjoy this rare livelihood: since
2019, they have had to fight to
defend their copyrightina US
federal court.

Back in 2017, Norris signed
acontract with US-based table-
top games-maker Golden Bell
to create aboardgame and

toy based on characters from
Webcomic Name. Golden Bell
argued that this contract meant
Webcomic Name, “Oh No!” and
other aspects of Norris’s work
became the company’s intellec-
tual property, to do with as they
wished; Norris, who had no
intention of handing over their
intellectual property or work-
ingwith Golden Bell outside of
the boardgame, sued.

The case, though still ongo-
ing, has already seen rulings in
Norris’s favour on two counts
in asummaryjudgment. “The
judge has clearly stated that I
own my comics, and that the
other party has infringed on
my copyright,” Norris said of
the rulings back in March.
Now, however, Golden Bell
has opened up a second law-
suit, this time against Norris
and books publisher Andrews

McMeel, who brought out a
collection of Norris’s comics in
2019 despite a cease-and-desist
order from Golden Bell.

The legal battle has dragged
on for five years—more than
halfthe time that Norris has
been publishing Webcomic
Name. “It’s kind of taken over
my whole life,” they tell me.
Norris initially paid their legal
fees with their own money,
butin 2022 had no choice but
to crowdfund the remaining
cash. Having to ask for money
this way felt “very ugly”, Norris
says, but the response has been
heartening: as of this May,
Norris has raised £325,000
from some 16,000 individual
donors. “The comics commu-
nity have rallied around me
because they see it’s the story
you always hear about.”

“I'm not doing this out of

spite or revenge, or even for
justice,” Norris says. “Idon’t
think that’s a good reason to go
through the legal system, unfor-
tunately, because you don’t get
that” The fight, they explain, is
for the right to carry on creat-
ing work on their own terms.

Norris’s main takeaway
from the US legal system is that
it’s “not built for people with-
out much money”. They also
reckon the legalese of “intel-
lectual property” is alienating
for most artists, as it says much
aboutartas acommodity with-
outaword on the person who
created it. “This is something
I've made. How can it exist sep-
arately from me?” Norris asks,
comparing Webcomic Nameto a
work of public art: free for any-
one toread and share online,
without the question of owner-
ship entering the equation.

Norris says that, once the
case is put to bed, they aim to
match the crowdfunding sum
by raising money for charity.
“IfT ever have money in the
future, I really want to focus on
giving it to other people who
are making art as well,” they
tell me, “because that’s the
thing I really care about.” For
now, we can only hope the case
ends on a more upbeat note
than pink blob’s punchline. ¢
David McAllister

(44
Youdon't get
Justicefrom the
legal system
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Huda Ammori &
Richard Barnard

Farewell
toarms

“This is the most ironic place
to have this interview,” quips
activist Richard Barnard.
We’re astone’s throw from
Buckingham Palace, and still
in the shadow of parliament—
both symbols of the establish-
ment he and Huda Ammori
have spent their lives resisting,.

Members of their organi-
sation, Palestine Action, have
been branded “pernicious mil-
itants” by former Labour MP
and life peer John Woodcock,
whose new report argues that
the government should keep
under review “whether Pales-
tine Action meets the criteria
for proscription as a terrorist
entity”. The pair founded Pal-
estine Action in 2020 to take
direct action against Israeli
weapons factories operat-
ingin Britain. Later that year,
along with other activists, they
climbed onto the roof of an
Elbit factory in Staffordshire,
where they spent three nights
causing carnage with ham-
mers and tools, before police
hauled them down in stretch-
ers. Ammori recalls looking
up at awrecked building, glass
windows smashed, red paint
streaked across all sides: “I just
remember saying how beauti-
fulitalllooked.”

Elbit Systems manufactures
85 per cent of Israel’s drone
fleet. Some are equipped with
missiles that are marketed as
“field-tested” once deployed
in Gaza. Ammori argues the

group has to resort to direct
action as politicians won’t
listen to “facts and reason”.
“They already understand the
situation. They’re choosing to
be complicit”

Ammori, 30, is the daugh-
ter of a Palestinian father and
an Iraqi mother. Her great
grandfather was involved in
the 1936 uprising against the
British. With abounty on his
head, he was killed by British
soldiers, and the family’s ances-
tral home was destroyed. It
was rebuilt by the Palestinian
community, butin 1967—with
the Israeli military shooting
atit—her family was forced to
leave. Her father and his young
siblings hid under the table in
their front room and crawled
out the back door. “That was
thelast time he saw his home.”

Barnard, 51, is trickier to
place. Below the sleeves of his
“FC Palestina” shirt, he has
almost 30 tattoos: Benedictine
mottos, Buddhist chants, an
Irish Republican slogan, “free-
dom” in Arabic. In Roman
numerals, 77, the number of
times Jesus says you should
forgive your enemies”. (“Con-
tradicts this one, doesn’t it?”
Ammorilaughs, looking at
another tattoo of the code for
“all cops are bastards”).

Barnard, who tells me he
raised himself Catholic, says
his first tattoo was Aramaic
for “peace”. But his prayer is
matched by radical action. He
recalls “a massive cross” in his
old church depicting the cru-
cifixion. “That idea of sacri-
fice” resonated. Another form-
ative Biblical moment was,
“You know, Jesus going into
the temple and destroyingitin
effect and kicking people out.”

Barnard has broken into
American Airforce bases in
Germany nine times, along-

side some local monks. He
used to be part of a Christian
anarchist group called the
Catholic Worker, which aims
to “comfort the afflicted and
afflict the comfortable”.

“Ultimately, for me, it’s the
beliefin God. When I'm stood
before the Almighty with eve-
ryone else, that’s the legacy I
want,” he says. I ask whether
he’s still a Christian anarchist.
“No, 'm Muslim now.”

Recently the pair were
interrogated under Sched-
ule 7 of the Terrorism Act,
which obligates detainees to
hand over all electronics and
removes their right to silence.
But Ammori is not deterred.
“When you do these types
of actions, you do it with an
understanding that you could
end up in prison.”

She cites South Africa’s
ongoing genocide case against
Israel in the International
Court of Justice. “Our law says
that we should not export arms

ifthere’s arisk of it violating
international law.” And sup-
port from local communities
has increased since the war
began. “General people don’t
want an arms factory on their
doorstep,” Barnard reflects.

Palestine Action’s sustained
disruptions since 2020 have
forced Elbit to permanently
close two of its factories and
abandon its London headquar-
ters. Their protest action also
scuppered a £280m deal with
the Ministry of Defence.

In 2022, artists in Gaza
painted a mural depicting Pal-
estine Action stopping “the
war machine”. An “Elbit”
conveyor belt, stamped with
the British and Israeli flags,
churns out aline of coffins.
Palestine Action is pulling
the “off” lever.

Ammori is optimistic that
the group isn’t going any-
where. “I mean, once you've
gotyour first factory down...” ¢
Imaan Irfan

ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOHN WATSON
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ELECTION SPECIAL

[N JOKE

Rishi Sunak and Keir Starmer are complicit in the puerile performance

that debases every British election campaign. It is a mode of politics by
hopelessly inadequate for the challenges that we face—and the victor RAFAEL BEHR
should break with it
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he circus spirit is strong in Brit-

ish politics. It makes a rowdy the-

atre of parliament and a clown-
car parade of election campaigns. Every
show is different to the extent that no two
candidates are the same, but convention
and a fixed repertoire of plots make for a
familiar experience. There must be farce
(hot microphone broadcasts private con-
versation); slapstick (candidate hides
from TV crew); audience participation
(unscripted encounter with irate voter).

Personality trumps policy. Debate is
lively but parochial. The antagonism is
real but also camp and cartoonish in the
Punch-and-Judy tradition. Many rising
political stars have promised to do things
differently. Allend up joining in, because
itis the only show in town.

The clash of Rishi Sunak’s Conserva-
tives and Keir Starmer’s Labour over the
coming weeks will be sometimes enter-
taining, often irritating and rarely inform-
ative. The spotlight will be trained on the
characters of the two leaders on centre
stage, leaving most questions about the
needs of the country in shadow.

The stakes are high, but the trivialis-
ing tide of British politics can always rise
higher. This was proved by the lack of sus-
tained focus on Brexit’s consequences
during the 2016 referendum, or in either
of the two subsequent general elections.

In 2024, there are strong incentives
for the UK’s two main parties to avoid
candour about the challenges facing the
country. It is hard for Sunak to describe
amess that also happens to be the legacy
he is defending, while Starmer’s clarion
call to change risks being muffled by too
many caveats about intractable problems
and limited resources.

The fog of campaign war is also a
shroud over hard subjects. The list of
issues not being debated is long, but
there are two overarching themes that
would dominate if the election became
an honest conversation about the
nation’s future: what kind of economy
will Britain have; and what role can it
play in the world?

Those questions arise from the
decline of institutions and norms that
once defined what it meant to be part of
the west. They are made more urgent by
Brexit—a misplaced bet that liberal glo-
balisation would last forever and that
geography was irrelevant to a nation’s
economic and political security.

Geopolitics is more dangerous now
than atany time since the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and more fluid than at any
time since 1945. Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine marked the return of a
might-is-right, imperial land-grabbing
statecraft that liberal democracies had
complacently assumed was made obso-
lete by economic interconnectedness.

Conflict in Gaza has brought Israel
and Iran, longtime antagonists by proxy,
to thebrink of all-out war. The apparatus
of laws and treaties on which the postwar
order was founded is challenged within
Europe by resurgent nationalism, and
beyond by the rise of China as a super-
power capable of rivalling US hegemony.

American democracy faces an exis-
tential crisis: Donald Trump possibly
returning to the White House with a
clearer programme for tyranny and a bet-
ter understanding of how to enact it than
he brought to his first term. Even if Joe
Biden holds on, America’s allies have had
their confidence shaken in Washington
as their security underwriter.

“Strategic autonomy” on defence and
trade is the concept dominating con-
versations in the European Union. Pro-
tectionism is on the rise. Disputes over
tariffs, technology transfers, energy sup-
plies and raw materials will play out at the
level of continental blocs, making Brit-
ain’s surrender of aseat at the top table in
Brussels look increasingly unwise.

For decades, Britain’s axiomatic for-
eign policy concept was the transatlantic
bridge. London was Washington’s favour-
ite European capital and Europe’s chan-

It is hard for
Rishi Sunak

to describe a
mess that also
happens to be
the legacy he
is defending
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nel to the White House. Brexit blew that
up. The old relationships are not entirely
lost. Britain is still a major player by Euro-
pean standards: a nuclear power with a
permanent seat on the United Nations
Security Council. But those assets are
harder to leverage from a position of
strategic dislocation, cut off from our
neighbourhood alliance. The challenge
ismade harder by a political culture that
denies there is even a problem.

That denial extends also to the ques-
tion of how domestic economic policy
must adapt to Brexit reality. The Leave
campaign argued that Britain could quit
the single market without cost. Brussels
would bestow special trading favours on
a former member and trade deals fur-
ther afield would make up any short-
fall. Reclaiming regulatory sovereignty
would maximise competitive advantage
atzero cost. This was nonsense.

The economic fiction was rolled into a
fraudulent political bundle. Brexit snake
oil was sold as the remedy to abroad spec-
trum of cultural and social grievances.
Only one perceived ill-immigration via
the free movement of labour—could plau-
sibly be attributed to EU membership.

That strategy was necessary, because
Eurosceptic economic doctrine on its
own couldn’t win a majority. It always
was and still is a niche libertarian propo-
sition: contemptuous of workers’ rights
as a dragon free enterprise, in favour of
relaxed or even zero tariffs, with foreign
competition putting domestic manufac-
turers and subsidy-hungry farmers out
of business. For Brexit’s champions, any
ensuingloss of livelihoods was necessary,
invigorating even—the purgation of inef-
ficiency by forces of creative destruction.

That prospectus has a firm hold on
the Conservative imagination but not
much purchase on British voters. The
electoral coalition that made this dream
theoretically available contained a lot
of people who had not signed up for a
turbo-Thatcherite Brexit. That was espe-
cially true of voters in Labour’s “red wall”
strongholds of northern England and the
Midlands, who went on to back Boris
Johnson in the 2019 general election.

ne of Johnson’s talents is the
ability to assert two incompati-
ble things with equal conviction
while believing neither of them—also
known as having his cake and eating it, or
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cakeism. He was in favour of state inter-
vention and opposed to state meddling;
a disciple of Michael Heseltine and a
devotee of Margaret Thatcher; a liberal
as London mayor, a nationalist for Vote
Leave. He was unfazed by the contradic-
tions intrinsic to Brexit and understood
better than many Eurosceptic ideologues
(and better than Rishi Sunak) that his
“red wall” voters’ allegiance was shallow.
They would need prompt payback for the
votes they had loaned the Tories.

The answer was “levelling up”. This
meant spending more in deprived areas
but, by a feat of fiscal alchemy, avoiding
levying the cost on affluent shires that
had voted Conservative for much longer.

This egalitarian-libertarian chimera
was killed by Covid. The pandemic
response required stratospheric levels
of public borrowing. It also triggered a
chain of events that drove Johnson from
office. Then war in Ukraine sent energy
bills and inflation soaring. Liz Truss
replaced Johnson’s ideological incoher-
ence with a monomaniac free-market
faith so fundamentalist it spooked the
very markets it venerated. By the time
Sunak arrived in Downing Street, there
was a smouldering crater where Britain’s
economic model should have stood.

Nearly two years later, the scene is still
fairly bleak. According to the Institute for
Fiscal Studies, the parliament that was

Amid the meltdown: Liz Truss addresses
reporters in London on 14th October 2022

just dissolved presided over the worst
material growth in living standards since
comparable records began in 1961. Per
capita growth in GDP has lagged behind
the Eurozone average and that of the US.

Real wages have been stagnant for
most of the period that the Tories have
been in power. Research by the Resolu-
tion Foundation thinktank (which shares
a common ownership with Prospect),
shows average earnings only recently
returned to their pre-financial crisis level.

Real wages are on the rise again, the
economy has emerged from a shallow
recession and inflation looks under con-
trol. But that doesn’t translate into much
of a feel-good factor when the public
realm is so palpably decaying for want of
investment. Public spending measured
as a proportion of GDP is 44 per cent for
the current fiscal year—higher than it was
for much of the New Labour era. The tax
burden is high by historical standards,
but people who rely on services don’t feel
they are getting much in return.

In the Punch-and-Judy version of
budget debate, Tories promise tax cuts
(with eye-watering spending cuts sched-
uled in the small print) and bash Labour
for refusing to do the same. Labour curls
into a defensive crouch, agreeing that
taxes must not rise while promising
“reform” as the magic wand that fixes
services without a massive cash infusion.
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Neither will confront the reality that
the Treasury will need new revenue,
either from taxes or borrowing, to meet
even basic public expectations of what
government provides for its citizens.

An ageing population will place
increasing stress on the health service
and expose the woeful state of social care.
At the other end of the demographic
spectrum, an expanded entitlement to
free childcare, promised by Labour and
the Tories, is stymied by a shortage of
nursery places. Schools are struggling
to keep teachers. Among working-age
adults, the prospect of buying ahome—or
affording the rent on a place sufficient to
raise a family—is ever more remote with-
out help from wealthy parents. Opportu-
nity hasbecome a hereditary privilege.

All of these challenges need to be
managed in tandem with the demands
of a transition away from carbon-inten-
sive energy and adaptation to climate
change. This will entail building new
renewable power sources; adapting the
national grid; replacing domestic gas
boilers; insulating homes; installing far
more electric vehicle charging infra-
structure; and on it goes.

And those are the knowable chal-
lenges. A tidal wave of new technology
powered by artificial intelligence is crest-
ing over society, carrying benefits and
dangers of unmeasurable proportion.

ritain is not alone in facing these

issues, nor is it uniquely unpre-

pared. Every nation has its idio-
syncratic political issues. But Brexit con-
tained special follies. It made a fetish of
national sovereignty while depleting the
national state’s capacity to deliver change.
It was a misspent revolution that squan-
dered what political capital was availa-
ble for radical upheaval on a project that
satisfied no one. It mined disaffection
with politics to fuel amachine that could
deliver only further disappointment.

That makes it harder for any subse-
quent government to make a case for col-
lective sacrifice today in expectation of
better times tomorrow. Public patience
and goodwill are spent. The currency of
big promises is debased.

These problems did not suddenly
appear the morning after the referen-
dum. Archaeologists of policy error can
burrow through George Osborne’s auster-
itybudgets, to New Labour complacency
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in advance of the financial crisis, down
to structural inequalities baked in by
Thatcher-era reforms, past the squander-
ing of North Sea oil revenues, going ever
deeper, via Britain’s diagnosis as the sick
man of Europe in the 1970s, all the way
back to the durable observation made in
1962 by Dean Acheson, one-time US sec-
retary of state, that this country had “lost
an Empire but not yet found arole”.

Britain’s next prime minister doesn’t
need to be a historian to grasp the
dimensions of the hole that his country
is in. But he should be able to articulate
some sense of context, some perspective
beyond the two-dimensional stage scen-
ery of acampaign roadshow.

The speech with which Sunak
launched the election is instructive. The
content was lost in the cacophony of jeers
at the dismal spectacle of a sad-looking
man in the rain without an umbrella. But
it wouldn’t have been memorable if the
sun had shone. It was laughably unseri-
ous, even though the prime minister was
explaining how “the world is more dan-
gerous than it has been since the end of
the Cold War”.

Sunak’s narration began with his
record in delivering the furlough scheme
during the pandemic (back when his per-
sonal ratings were high) and continued
on to his proclaimed triumph over infla-
tion (although it is the Bank of England
that decides the pace of monetary tight-
ening). Itamounted to a plea to trust the
Conservatives to stick to a plan that no
one has experienced as anything other
than chaotic improvisation and failure.

The shallowness of Sunak’s prospec-
tus expresses paltry imagination applied
to obsolete ideology. There is no reason
to doubt the many claims by colleagues
and officials that he is intelligent, but
his cleverness is of the computational
kind—he is good at crunching numbers
and retaining detail. He isn’t interested
in ideas. His speeches eschew cultural
references and historical arcs, rarely sus-
taining an analytical argument.

One exception was the address to last
year’s Tory conference, which blamed
Britain’s malaise on “30 years of vested
interests standing in the way of change;
30 years of rhetorical ambition which
achieves little more than a short-term
headline”. It was a bizarre charge when
Sunak’s own party had governed for half
of the period he maligned. The implica-

tion was that the last prime minister of
any merit was Thatcher, and that he was
the one to reignite her flame.

He would say that, wouldn’t he. The
claim to be Thatcher’s rightful heir is a
mandatory boast for Tory leaders and
anyone aspiring to the job. As foreign
secretary, Liz Truss would pose in situ-
ations and costumes that made the gov-
ernment’s official press photographs
look like advertisements for an end-of-
the-pier Thatcher tribute act.

The kitschy cult of the Iron Lady is
symptomatic of intellectual stultification
in a Conservative party that has given up
trying to accommodate its beliefs to the
modern world. Atrophied ideological
muscle was temporarily bulked up with
steroid infusions of populist rage, but the
narcotic hasworn off, revealing an under-
lying sagging unfitness for government.

The Labour counter-offer is also light
on big ideas. Again, that expresses the
leader’s temperament, but it is also a
calculation about the public’s shrunken
appetite for grandiosity. Starmer’s slow-
and-steady method reflects his back-
ground as a public prosecutor and the
style that he was known for deploying as
abarrister. He is a methodical builder of
narrowly focused cases, not a flamboyant
conjuror of convictions.

He and his closest advisers mis-
trust airy abstraction as a rarefied taste
savoured by the kind of leftwing ideal-
ists who lose elections. Dogged pragma-

Rishi Sunak is clever, but he isn’t
interested in ideas
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tism comes naturally to Starmer, but the
absence of visionary ardour is a strategic
choice. The opposition leader sticks to
retail offers he thinks he has a decent
chance of delivering: “6,500 new teach-
ers”; “shorter NHS waiting times”; “anew
Border Security Command”. The pitch is
tailored to an ultra-cynical post-Brexit,
post-Johnson political marketplace
where grandiose claims about the prod-
uct provoke suspicion of the salesman.

The corollary of this calculation is that
shrunken ambition looks unequal to the
task at hand. Change that is overly cave-
ated with incrementalism looks like rose-
branded camouflage on more of the same.

Modesty of ambition and cautious
messaging infuriate Labour’s radical ten-
dency. They also make many moderate
centre-left liberals queasy. Pro-Europe-
ans are dismayed at the way that Starmer
has moulded his electoral offer to the
hard contours of Johnson’s Brexit settle-
ment, ruling out any return to the single
market and customs union. Veterans of
anti-austerity campaigns despair that
Rachel Reeves has signed up to suffocat-
ing spending constraints set by a Con-
servative chancellor who doesn’t expect
to honour them himself.

But those are rational choices given
the task that Starmer faced when he took
over the party. Plotting aroad to Downing
Street through Britain’s electoral system
meant winning in constituencies that
had strongly endorsed Brexit. It meant
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recruiting support from people who had
written off Labour under Jeremy Corbyn
as a party of spendthrift socialist fanatics
led by an unpatriotic crank.

Reassurance and moderation were pre-
conditions for Starmer to gain a cursory
audience with his target voters, let alone
audition to be prime minister (and a fair
hearingis never easy when unhinged Tory
press partisanship sets the tone).

rom the outside, it isn’t easy to
Fdistinguish expedient compro-

mise from an absence of princi-
ple, which is the attack on Starmer that
Tories think islikeliest to dent his polling
advantage. And itis echoed on the left by
people who see the whole enterprise asa
re-enactment of betrayals perpetrated
by New Labour.

The campaign methodology is cer-
tainly Blairite, and the whiff of putres-
cence around Sunak’s Tories—knack-
ered by incumbency—inevitably calls to
mind John Major’s terminal decline in
1997. But the analogy doesn’t usefully go
much further than that.

New Labour surfed the peak of post-
Cold War globalisation. To the extent
that Starmer’s project has a defined eco-
nomic doctrine, it begins with a burial
of that era. Reeves read the last rites in
a lecture earlier this year, arguing that
afragmenting global order, the climate
crisis, energy insecurity and the rise of
ATl all demand an interventionist state.

A Labour government would be more
committed to activist industrial policy
than any administration since the 1970s,
while hoping to avoid the sinkholes of
Whitehall subsidy with which that dec-
ade is unhappily associated. Reeves says
her version would be nimbler, more stra-
tegically focused and privately financed.
That is plausible as an account of the
kind of economy Britain might need in
the 21st century, but naming the desti-
nation isn’t a strategy for getting there.

The inspiration for Reeves is Joe
Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act, which
subsidises Rust Belt renewal and green
investment. But the US president’s flag-
ship programme has awesome financial
heft—hundreds of billions of dollars;
more than a trillion by some estimates.
Britain can’t muster equivalent fiscal
firepower. Labour has already flinched
from a 2021 commitment to spend
£28bn ayear on green industry.

Modest ambition
and cautious
messaging anger
Labour’s radical
tendency and
make centre-left
liberals queasy
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There is also a Europe-shaped prob-
lem on the horizon for Reevonomics. In
theory, Brexit makes activist industrial
policy easier by ending the duty to oper-
ate within EU state aid rules. But any
competitive advantage is likely tobe can-
celled out by the cost of exclusion from
the single market and customs union.
Friction in supply chains and tariffs lurk-
ing in the rules-of-origin small print of
Britain’s trading arrangements will be a
constant disincentive to invest in a coun-
try thatisn’t Brussels-aligned.

Exchanging single market access
for regulatory sovereignty was a bad
deal when the plan was the hard right-
wing, deregulated utopia of Singapore-
on-Thames. It won’t get any better just
because Labour envisages something
closer to European social democracy. A
Starmer government would deal with
Brussels in a more neighbourly spirit,
but good vibes don’t buy concessions.
Whether it is trade or security policy on
the table, the EU will not grant conces-
sions to Britain simply out of relief that
itis nolonger run by Tories.

Neither of the candidates to be prime
minister wants to relitigate the terms of
Brexit in public. But while it is possible
to talk about the many challenges facing
the UK without reference to the epoch-
defining decision that was made in the
referendum, it is hard to do so credibly.
Without that conversation, all the por-
tentous warnings about global volatility,
China’s rise, Russia’s aggression, Al, cli-
mate change and energy security sound
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like the revving of rhetorical enginesin a
strategic cul-de-sac.

There is nothing new about politics
that ducks hard questions. The cam-
paign stump has never been the place
for nuanced disquisitions on geopoliti-
cal doctrine. It’s a sales pitch, not a sem-
inar. But the trivialising idiom of British
campaigns, the repertory performance
of Westminster-on-the-road, feels excep-
tionally inappropriate to the gravity of
the moment this time, and all the more
demoralising because the effect is cumu-
lative across multiple ballots.

Doubling down on a refusal to engage
with the reality of Brexit in successive
general elections created a parallel real-
ity, atheatre of absurd policy where it was
possible for vaudevillians such as John-
son and Truss to own the stage.

Sunak arrived promising “profession-
alism, integrity and accountability”, but
he lacked the courage and authority to
impose those qualities on his party and
lacked the judgement to choose policy
priorities in keeping with the values he
espoused. He shrank to the occasion.

Starmer comes across as the more sub-
stantial figure by default. But the terms
onwhich he feels compelled to campaign
require complicity in fictions that can’t
be sustained for long in government. It
ishard to know for sure whether another
opposition leader could have broken free
from those constraints. The back cata-
logue of Labour defeats suggests not.

But if he becomes prime minister, as
polls indicate is likely, there will be an
opportunity to rewrite the script from a
position of power. And he will have little
choice. There is no way to manage the
challenges Labour would face in office
without confronting the public with hard
truths about the true extent of the predic-
ament. Regime change provides a rare
opportunity for that kind of reckoning.

This election campaign will feel in
many respects like a sequel, another
iteration of the hackneyed set pieces and
predictable storylines that are so wearily
familiar. But it also contains the tanta-
lising possibility that we are nearing the
end of the season—that the show simply
cannot go on; that the longest-running
political pantomime will close; that on
the 4th of July, the curtain will fall.

Rafael Behr is a political columnist
for the Guardian
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OUR ELECTION PANEL

WHAT WE AREN'T
TALKING ABOUT

In the run-up to polling day, Prospect has invited political writers and experts to an election group
chat. We will ask them one question each weekday. Here’s their first: are we missing something?

Matthew d’Ancona

The official non-subject of
the campaign is, of course,
Brexit. But the more signifi-
- cant evasion will concern
the colossal economic growth that is
required to fund the public services of
the 2020s and beyond—not the public
services of a generation ago, but of today.

It is a matter of pragmatic reality
(rather than an ideological claim) that
the state is going to have to do much
more in the years ahead. Any meaning-
ful strategy to deal with climate change
alone will require huge investment. So
will pandemic resilience. And that’s
before we get to the NHS and social care,
and how they are to be funded to support
an ageing population—not to mention
the savage inequalities that mean (for
instance) that 28 per cent of young moth-
ers are missing meals every day.

You will hear many banalities about a
“skills revolution”, “global Britain”, myste-
riously enhanced productivity, economic
stability spurring bountiful investment,

and—when the parties get desperate—
cutting waste in the public sector.

It will almost all be meaningless. Our
prospective prime ministers ought to
explain how exactly they will generate
the growth to pay for the bills that are
coming their way. And—as farashumanly
possible—they will avoid the issue.

Matthew d’Ancona is editor-at-large
at the New European and former editor of
the Spectator

Tim Bale

L We’re only in the early days of
this campaign, sowe can’tbe
certain what the parties will
and won’t talk about. Still, we
can make guesses about the subjects
they’d rathersteer clear of, even if Prospect
and other outlets will be doing their best
to ensure they can’t ignore them.

The biggest elephant in the room, as
others have pointed out—including vet-
eran Tory Michael Heseltine—is Brexit.
Labour doesn’t want to touch it for fear

of alienating “red wall” voters, while the
Conservatives are well aware that Brit-
ain’s departure from the EU has so far
given them little, if anything, to crow
about. In fact, reminding voters of Brexit
risks, on the one hand, encouraging
deeply disappointed Leavers to plump
for Reform, and, on the other, making
Remainers who held their noses and
voted Tory in 2019 switch to the Liberal
Democrats this time round.

The parties can’t forget about educa-
tion but, as per, they’ll focus on main-
stream primary and secondary schools.
Don’t expect to hear much about post-
16 provision (often delivered by colleges
thatalso cater to older learners wanting to
upskill) and special schools, even though
both deserve far more attention—and far
more funding. University finances are also
amess, but neither party looks set to offer
arealistic solution (see Glen O’'Hara, p50).

The same goes, one suspects, when it
comes to the increasingly pressing need
to upgrade the UK’s electricity grid to
provide the power needed, where it’s
needed, to get to net zero.
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And finally, there are the two Ps: pris-
ons and poverty. Sure, they’ll get passing
mentions; but realistic pledges of fund-
ing? Forget it. Far too expensive—and
neither Britain’s 90,000 prisoners, nor
enough of its 14m poor, will be voting on
4th July.

Tim Bale s a politics professor at Queen
Mary, University of London

Nadine Batchelor-Hunt

What parties should be talk-
ing about, while arguablyless
eye-catching than national
service or Ed Davey falling
repeatedly into Lake Windermere, is what
public sectorbudgets are going to look like
after the 2024 to 2025 spending period.

Both Labour and the Conservatives
are making spending pledges, but nei-
ther is truly acknowledging how diffi-
cult it will be for unprotected depart-
mental budgets to meet current levels
of need. As economists have been shout-
ing from the rooftops, the planned 1 per
cent nominal increase in public sector
budgets after 2024-25 is leaving unpro-
tected departments—including the Min-
istry of Justice—facing 20 per cent spend-
ing cuts. After a decade of austerity, and
amid reports that the government is
urging the police to arrest fewer people
because the system simply can’t cope,
these cuts seem detatched from the real-
ity of delivering services.

Both Jeremy Hunt and Rachel Reeves
have pledged to ensure debt falls as a per-
centage of GDP. Economists have said
that the cuts necessary to support both
parties’ spending plans would keep that
debt commitment—but would resemble
the austerity era. Except, this time, there
is nothing substantial left to cut down.
But if Labour and the Tories acknowl-
edge this obvious reality (that econo-
mists from the Institute for Fiscal Stud-
ies [IFS] to the Institute for Public Policy
Research have been warning about) they
have to explain where the money is going
to come from. And given neither major
party wants to raise taxes, and instead
both (in varying degrees) are signalling
they want to cut them, it would point to
borrowing. But, of course, neither party
wants to admit they’ll borrow more,
either. It increasingly feels like there’s a
conspiracy of silence about departmen-

tal spending. Neither party truly wants
to examine the issue—the numbers are
downright scary.

Nadine Batchelor-Hunt is a broadcaster,
actor and political reporter at PoliticsHome

Philip Collins

There isn’talot of policy in
3 this empty election

campaign. The Conserva-

tives have little to say and
Labour has no great incentive to be
more forthcoming. So, in a sense, you
could have chosen any area of policy
and identified it as the most neglected.
But, in the fullness of time, the conspic-
uous absentee from the campaign will
be foreign policy, as it so often is.

RishiSunak opened the campaign with
aspeech in which he described a danger-
ous world, namechecking Ukraine, Rus-
sia and China. There isn’t, though, any
great cleavage over foreign policy. The
defence of Ukraine, the continuation of
the nuclear deterrent, the commitment
to increasing the percentage of national
income on defence—these are all ques-
tions on which the Tories and Labour
have converged. The Labour party is no
longer what it was under Jeremy Corbyn.
Yet foreign policy is the right answer all

the same. It is almost inevitable that Keir
Starmer will be defined by events beyond
the borders of the United Kingdom, as
prime ministers so often are. Tony Blair
is Afghanistan, Iraq and Ireland. David
Cameron is Libya and Brexit. Boris John-
son is Ukraine. Sunak will take time off
from campaigning to attend the G7 in
Italy from 13th to 15th June. Five days
after the election, there is a Nato sum-
mit in Washington DC. The day after the
state opening of parliament on 17th July,
ameeting of the European Political Com-
munity is scheduled for Blenheim Palace.

The Tories

are aware of the
fact that they
really did rather
messitallup
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In 1964, on the day that Harold Wil-
son came to power, Nikita Khruschev
was deposed asleader of the Soviet Union
and China tested its first atomic bomb.
Starmer’s accession might not be as dra-
matic as that, but the attempted assassi-
nation of the Slovakian prime minister
and the death of the Iranian president,
Chinese aggression around Taiwan, let
alone the conflict in Gaza, show that for-
eign policy will soon preoccupy the new
prime minister.

Philip Collins is a former Number 10
speechwriter, founder of the Draft and
columnist at the Evening Standard

Marie Le Conte

What won’t be mentioned
over the next six weeks, even
_ though it ought tobe? That’s

"W an easy question—it begins
with a B and it hides in plain sight, lurk-
ing out of the corner of your eye like a
Doctor Whovillain.

Britain finally left the EU in early
2020, then it fell headfirst into a global
pandemic, meaning there was little time
to think about what had just happened
and what should be happening next.

Brexit fundamentally reshaped the
country’s foreign policy and, if you look
hard enough, probably impacted most
domestic policy in one way or another.
Still, neither party is likely to talk about it
atlength during the election campaign.

The Conservatives are aware of the
fact that they really did rather mess it
allup, and the Labour party has no great
desire to alienate the voters it’s worked
so hard to get back. It is a shame; the
referendum is likely to be remembered
as one of the most important political
moments of the 21st century, but it disap-
peared from view as soon as its outcome
was decided.

On asimilar note, the Covid-19 years
changed us and our societies in amillion
and one ways, but there was a collective
decision at the end of the last lockdown
to sweep it allunder the carpet.

From kids failing to catch up at
school and chronic illnesses to working
and socialising patterns, the pandem-
ic’s effects on our lives can still be felt
everywhere. Politicians should acknowl-
edge this, as the only way to truthfully
talk about the future is to be honest about
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what happened in the recent past, even if
itis uncomfortable for all involved.

Marie Le Conte is a freelance journalist
and author

Zoé Griinewald

While the NHS consistently

tops voter priorities, there is

anationwide cognitive disso-

nance regarding social care.
Doctors and nurses are lauded, but carers
are often paid minimum wage and consid-
ered unskilled. Political focus turns to
reducing waiting times and retaining doc-
tors, while local authorities are blamed for
wider failures in the care system.

In March, MPs reported that the gov-
ernment had brought adult social care
in England “to its knees” through years
of under-funding and a “woefully insuf-
ficient” strategy to fill thousands of staff
vacancies. Funding and reforming the
UK’s social care system has challenged
multiple governments. Both Labour and
the Conservatives have criticised each
other’s plans to fund the system. Labour’s
2009 national care service, funded by a
compulsory levy, was derailed by Tory
claims of a “death tax”. Labour then crit-
icised Theresa May’s 2017 proposal to
assess the elderly’s finances, including
property, to determine care payments.
Boris Johnson’s promised “oven-ready
plan” never materialised, and Rishi
Sunak has largely ignored the issue.
Now, none of the major parties are lead-
ing with a comprehensive plan to trans-
form the system.

The truth is that without social care
reform, the NHS will struggle to recover.
Up to one in three beds at busy hospitals
are occupied by medically fit patients
with nowhere to go, clogging up A&E
and increasing waiting times. The elderly
are also forced into acute care settings
as their conditions worsen without suf-
ficient community support.

Reforming social care is expensive
and ideologically polarising. Forcing
people to pay for their care would divert
funds intended for their children, anon-
starter for conservative-minded families.
Raising taxes to fund health and social
care is equally controversial, risking gen-
erational conflictand a continuous rising
taxburden as the population ages, birth-
rates fall, and legal migration declines.

An ageing population with complex
needs and the cost-of-living crisis exacer-
bate the problem, reducing the capacity
of younger generations to care for their
parents. Politically, the issue is a poisoned
chalice—ignoring it or attempting to fix
it both come with significant risks. But
without addressing social care, no party’s
plan for the NHS can be taken seriously.

Zoé Griinewald is a political journalist
and Westminster editor at the Lead

Peter Hitchens

The thing nobody talks about
is how this country can live
within its means, and what
kind of country we wish it to
be. Almost every problem we face is the
result of delusions about how rich and
advanced we are, plus a complete lack of
interest in moral and social questions.

The NHS is not the envy of the world,
as repeated inquiries have shown. It
responds to its problems by withdraw-
ing from things it cannot do—it simply
refuses to bother with dentistry or the
care of the old, and general practice is
vanishing fast. We thunder like a great
power while our armed forces shrink,
break down and decay. Every major pub-
lic account is in deficit, while private
debtisbeyond control. Our government
machine, once smooth and efficient, is a
jalopy. Thanks to “academies”, nobody
now has much idea what is even hap-
pening in the schools, as academisation
haskilled off accountability, but it is not
good. University expansion has clearly
been an educational disaster.

We appear to have a bipartisan immi-
gration policy aimed at greatly increasing
the population. But nobody will admit to
this, and the social implications of it are
never addressed. Our criminal justice
system is so overwhelmed that we cope

The trackers

of how well off
ordinary people
are all point to
noon on the
Doomsday clock
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with itbyignoring crime in the hope that
it will go away. We address the squalor of
the prisons by allowing increasing num-
bers of dangerous criminals to wander
the streets. The police force appears to
have been abducted en masse, and is
invisible both to the law-abiding and the
law-breaking. We cannot provide ade-
quate public transport outside London,
and our answer to this is a plague of unli-
censed electric motorbikes and a new
ultra-high-speed train service, largely
confined to a tunnel, between nowhere
and nowhere. We are terrifyingly vulner-
able to power cuts, as we rely so heavily on
imported electricity and gas.

The one thing we seem to be good at
is family breakdown and one of the few
statistics in which we can show reliable
growth is the number of abortions tak-
ing place each year. I see no sign of any-
one even thinking about this.

Peter Hitchens is an author, broadcaster
and columnist for the Mail on Sunday

Peter Kellner

The easy bit is listing the
' important decisions that the
new government will have to
el take, and which neither
main party is discussing properly ahead
of the election: how to reverse the damage
that Brexit is doing to Britain’s economy;
along-term plan for financing social care;
restructuring the water industry so that it
stops polluting our rivers and beaches; the
need to raise taxes in order to end poverty,
improve the NHS, repair our creaking
infrastructure and fix our crumbling
courts and prisons... and so on.

But is a general election the right
time for the parties to air all these issues?
When politicians are competing for our
votes, is that when they should set out
their big plans to tackle big problems?

The trouble is that, for this to work,
other things have to happen. The parties
need to be honest not only about them-
selves, but about their rivals. They should
steer clear of slogans and cherry-picked
statistics that inflate their own case and
exaggerate the weakness of their oppo-
nents. Newspapers and all television
stations should approach each election
story with an open mind, acommitment
to truth and a devotion to fairness. Social
media should block lies.
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Until that wonderful day arrives,
parties must operate within a messy,
destructive environment. They have no
alternative but to use any method short
of outright falsehoods to make their case,
and to minimise the opportunity for
their detractors—in politics, the media
and elsewhere—to malign them.

Asaresult,  accept that, the moment
the election was called, serious politics
went on holiday. It will return on 5th
July. The real test of our political lead-
ers is not whether they are candid now,
but whether, behind closed doors, they
have worked out robust plans to tackle
the problems they are currently evading.
Have they? If not, that’s the real scandal.

Peter Kellner s former president of
YouGov and a political analyst and
commentator

Matthew Lesh

Amid the farcical first week-
end of the campaign, the
page-two advert in the Mail
= = on Sunday went largely
unnoticed. But the full-page letter from
Liz Kendall, Labour’s shadow work and
pensions secretary, could hardly be more
significant for the nation’s finances. It
committed a future Labour government
to supporting pensioners, including
maintaining the triple lock.

This is an entirely sensible electoral
strategy. Four in five elderly voters turn
out at elections, compared to around half
of those in their twenties. The Liberal
Democrats have also committed to the
triple lock, while the Conservatives have
announced a so-called “quadruple lock”.
Thiswould mean raising the income tax
threshold just for the elderly, so their
pensions are never taxed.

But this straightforward electoral
calculus does not make the prospect of
an ageing population any less worrying.
The Office for Budget Responsibility
estimates that it will cost an extra 11 per
cent of GDP by 2072 to fund pensions,
social care and healthcare for the over-
65s. That amounts to £285bn in today’s
money, more than is raised by the com-
bination of corporation tax, council tax
and business rates.

Atthe same time, there will be signif-
icantly fewer people working compared
to those in retirement. By 2072, there is

=T

expected tobe 1.9 workers per pensioner,
down from 3.3 today. So comes the toxic
mix of a declining number of workers
expected to pay higher taxes to support
an increasing number of pensioners.

The parties should be talking about
how we can ensure the needs of the
elderly are met without placing undue
tax burdens on younger workers. Ideally
this would be achieved through a large
amount of economic growth, making
the pie big enough so we can afford our
liabilities. It will also likely require bet-
ter targeting of public spending towards
the neediest, alongside the development
of additional fees for the wealthy.

However, with the parties squarely
focused on winning votes in the next five
weeks, we are unlikely to see a difficult
discussion about Britain’s unsustainable
welfare state.

Matthew Lesh s the director of public
policy and communications at the Institute
of Economic Affairs

Moya Lothian-McLean

Politicians aren’t talking
about money—not in an
W honest fashion. Of the two
main contenders, the Con-
servatives are desperately trying to pre-
tend they’ve returned the economy to an
even keel, which might mean all the
measures of “growth” centred around
things such as speculative capital in the
City are broadening out, but the trackers
of how well off ordinary people like you
orme are all point to noon on the Dooms-
day clock. Meanwhile, Labour is promis-
ing various improvements to the likes of
the railways or the NHS, but isn’t backing
up these pledges with the sort of money
that would be needed to really rebuild
the UK’s crumbling infrastructure. Both
of these approaches are misleading to the
general public. One is a lie of obscura-
tion, the other is a lie of omission.

Both parties are bound by chains
of their own making: the “fiscal rules”
that treat the UK economy like a house-
hold budget. Time and time again, this
approach has proved to further impover-
ish the country. But, at this stage, it doesn’t
look as though we’re getting anything else.

Moya Lothian-McLean is a contributing
editor at Novara media andfreelance writer
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Frances Ryan

One of the ironies of a gen-
eral election campaign is
that some of the biggest
issues facing the country
will barely get a mention. Few areas are
going to show that more over the next six
weeks than social care. The sector is cry-
ing out for reform and funding, but the
memory of Theresa May’s “dementia
tax” disaster in 2017 will be a warning to
Sunak and Starmer to treat it less as an
urgent matter to fixand more alandmine
to avoid.

That goes for wider local council fund-
ingtoo. Nearly one in 10 councils in Eng-
land expect to go bankrupt in the next
year. “A long-term funding solution for
local government” isn’t exactly sexy, but,
outside the NHS and schools, these are
the services that affect people most day
to day: from playgrounds for their kids
to regular bin collections. No one—par-
ticularly Starmer—will want to admit
justhowmuch cash isneeded to getlocal
councils back on track.

It may feel very 2010 retro but “aus-
terity” is going to be the unspoken
buzzword of the campaign. Both Labour
and the Conservatives have effectively
signed up to deep cuts in the next parlia-
ment. Yet it’s unlikely either leader will
admit to that. In fact, we’re in the bizarre
situation where the two major parties
will spend the campaign pledging to
improve public services whilst simulta-
neously promising not to hike taxes (or
even claiming they can reduce them).

As Paul Johnson of the IFS put it last
week: “It would be nice to hear from both
parties where [austerity is] going to fall, or
we’re going to see some tax rises to avoid
the cuts.” It would be nice—but don’t hold
your breath.

Frances Ryan is a Guardian columnist
and author
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Phil Tinline
Snap elections can expose

aparty’s problems

4 I \he phrase “snap election” sug-
gests a bold strategic play, as a
prime minister stakes everything

on their knack for reading the nation. Yet
when Rishi Sunak stepped out of Number
10 to spring hisannouncement, he didn’t
look like a psephological Napoleon. More
atetchy, middle-management King Lear,
raging in the rain at an ungrateful coun-
try. The main thing that appeared to have
snapped was his patience.

This is the first election that a prime
minister has called early, without having
to ask for parliament’s blessing, in almost
two decades. In 2019, Boris Johnson’s
repeated attempts at doing so found-
ered on the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
from 2011, and a “snap” election was only
called with the approval of other parties.
Both instances of this gambit are unu-
sual. Normally, the decision is a lonely
but plausible gamble. Past premiers have
used it to try to fatten a thin majority, to
win backing for a new policy turn, or—if
they have taken over mid-parliament—to
win a “personal” mandate.

In theory, Sunak could have called
a much snappier snap election in late
2022, as soon as he became prime min-
ister. But as he took office only because
of the Truss disaster, this was not a via-
ble option. And even if Conservative
support had not been tanking, the party
was haunted by the memory of 2017.
Like Sunak, Theresa May had become
prime minister unopposed. Around 19
per cent ahead in the polls, she surprised
the nation with a snap election—subject,
under the 2011 act, to Labour accepting,
Which it did. May’s poll lead promptly
evaporated and, with it, her majority.

This astonishing blunder reveals a
lesson about snap elections: success
depends not just on timing but on what
the move lays bare about your party. The
bravado of May’s decision to go early was
undermined by indecision over the objec-
tive. One of her influential chiefs of staff,
Nick Timothy, saw the election as a way

to win a mandate for a radically different
programme, and drafted the manifesto
accordingly. But Lynton Crosby, the par-
ty’slead strategist, insisted on promising
continuity. In which case, why hold the
election? The party has never really closed
the divide that May’s decision exposed:
one reason for its predicament today.

In the right circumstances, asking
the electorate for a fresh personal man-
date can work. In 1955, Winston Church-
ill finally stepped down, and after years
of waiting, Anthony Eden took over. He
immediately staked his inheritance on a
snap election—and won, more than tre-
bling the Conservatives’ majority to 60.
When Gordon Brown succeeded Tony
Blair in 2007, he seemed poised to fol-
low Eden’s example, before backing off.
His position never recovered, but not
because he didn’t win his own mandate,
which is not a constitutional require-
ment. The problem was the same as
May’s: his operation looked indecisive.

The other common justification for a
snap election is to bolster a weak major-
ity. Again, the success of this depends in
part on what it reveals. In 1950, Clement
Attlee had seen Labour’s historic 1945
majority cut to almost nothing. Eight-
een months later, he led his weary minis-
ters back before the public, and fell from

In theright
circumstances,
asking the electorate
for a fresh personal
mandate can work

power altogether. But, in 1964, adynamic
Harold Wilson won power with a majority
of three—and ran again after 18 monthsin
Downing Street and bagged alandslide.

Yet the happy-go-lucky 1950s and
1960s have less to tell us about today than
the dilemmas posed by the crises of the
1970s. In the wake of the 1973 oil shock,
faced with a second miners’ strike inside
two years, Edward Heath came under
enormous pressure from his party to call
asnap election for 7th February, to secure
amandate to confront the strikers. Heath
hesitated, finally calling the election for
a few weeks later than advised—and,
very narrowly, lost. More than any other,
that February 1974 election was a snap-
shot of a politics stuck between invidious
options. For a time, Labour seemed to
have replaced picket line confrontation
with its “social contract” with the unions.
By autumn 1978, this last-ditch fix was col-
lapsing, too, with the first stirrings of the
Winter of Discontent.

And that gathering crisis produced
the moment which Sunak’s snap elec-
tion calls most strongly to mind. That
September, prime minister James Cal-
laghan went to address the Trades Union
Congress, and was widely expected to
call an early election—but didn’t. After
months of strikes, his government finally
fell to avote of no confidence. Now many
Conservatives are just as unhappy with
Sunak’s decision to run as Labour peo-
ple were in 1978 with Callaghan’s deci-
sion not to.

But as Callaghan himself remarked
as defeat approached: “There are times,
perhaps once every 30 years, when
there is a sea-change in politics. It then
does not matter what you say or what
you do. There is a shift in what the pub-
lic wants...” Today, Sunak is discovering
that it does not matter how clever he is,
how hard he works or what decisions he
takes—including the date of the election.
No wonder he looked so miserable, out
there on his own in the storm. ¢
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Letters

Spying danger

The methods used by certain newspapers to retrieve the voice-
mail messages of the famous (“The spy papers”, June) now seem
laughably simple in an age when mercenary spyware is used
by foreign powers to surveille their exiled dissidents. Spyware
allows attackers to view everything, including messages on
encrypted apps, as well as to track locations, collect passwords
and harvest information.

Nor do the most advanced attacks have to rely on the vic-
tim clicking on a phishing email, as happened in the Russian
attack on the Democratic National Committee in the run-up
to the 2016 presidential election. Now all that needs to happen
is that the victim receives a message with a malicious attach-
ment that does not even have to be clicked.

Nick Davies has exposed the use of criminal means to spy on
the heart of democracy. We should recognise that this massive
pollution of our domestic information space came from within
our society. It will be bad enough, as major elections approach,
to face the likelihood of hostile states compromising our infor-
mation space with disinformation and AI deepfakes. We do

—
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not need to add to that misuse from within our own society.
The phone-hacking scandal is a tale not only about the past
behaviour of our press, but awarning about the misuse of power.

David Omand, former director of GCHQ

Vacuum of accountability

David Allen Green writes that public
inquiries are now used to get to the bot-
tom of serious state failures because par-
liamentary mechanisms for accountabil-
ityare failing. They have repeatedly strug-
gled to achieve the honesty, insight and
frankness of exchange that might uncover
wrongdoing and failure when there is still
achance to addressit.

In some ways, it is worse even than he
describes. It is not just that information
could have come to light earlier: it often
did but was ignored. As we have seen
in the report from the infected blood
inquiry, politicians, public servants and
others were well aware of what had hap-
pened but did little to alleviate the suffer-
ing of victims and their families, resisting
change, accountability and justice for
decades. This pattern is repeated again
and again: those with power know that

chronic failure is taking place but lack the
resolve to address it. In May, we saw the
fourth report into shocking, systematic
failures in maternity care in adecade. We
know this is happening, but seem incapa-
ble of acting to change it.

Though public inquiries have proved
more effective at uncovering truth—with
their powers of compulsion to force tes-
timony and the release of information
that would otherwise be hidden—they
have found it hard to get the state to act
in response to their findings. Inquiry
reports into healthcare failures are filled
with similar recommendations, decades
apart. Findings from the Lakanal House
fire investigation will likely be repeated
in the final report of the Grenfell Tower
inquiry. Accountability might abhor a
vacuum-—but even public inquiries strug-
gle to force those with power to enact real
change.

Emma Norris, [nstitute for Government

Imperfect protest

There isno hypocrisy in the position Alan
Rusbridger describes (“Campus protes-
tors are being silenced—where are the
‘free speech’ defenders now?”, Prospect
online, May). Campus free speech issues
prior to this have almost always been
abouta group wanting to invite a speaker
(usually from the conservative/right-wing
end of the spectrum) to speak in an audi-
torium, and the speaker being threat-
ened or prevented from speaking by left-
istactivists. No one is preventing the pro-
Palestine side from inviting speakers to
campus to address the community in an
auditorium. What is objectionable is the
settingup of illegal encampments on the
campus grounds.

WFT, via the website

Good on the students for protesting
against a hideous campaign of violence.
But the selectivity is disturbing. US arms
are key to the Saudi air campaign in
Yemen that has killed 15,000 civilians.

The civil war there has claimed nearly
400,000 lives. Where are the student pro-
tests if they care so much about oppres-
sion and human life? Do lives matter more
when people who are Jewish do the killing?
Fairly Accurate, via the website

Putone’shousein order

The trouble with most plans for reforming
the House of Lords is not only that they
risk losing the merits Bill Keller finds in
the present system (“A house of ill repute”,
April), but that they are next to impossible
toimplement. To set up new processes of
election/selection to an entirely newbody
would be an enormous legislative task
requiring far more parliamentary time
than any government will sacrifice.

Yet it is possible, with relatively little
legislative or logistical effort, to make the
Lords (effectively) smaller, (indirectly)
elective and (reasonably) secure against
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government cronyism, while retaining all
the qualities Keller wants to preserve.
Within the existing upper house, a
chamber of 400 should be established
to which all powers of the Lords should
be transferred. After a general election,
three quarters of the seats in this cham-
bershould be assigned to political parties
in the proportion in which they are repre-
sented in the Commons—the remainder
being assigned to crossbenchers. Some
seats might be reserved for elected may-
ors, so ensuring representation of the
country’s regions. Otherwise, individuals
would be elected from the relevant cau-
cusintheentireupperhouse (ratheras the
seats for hereditaries are currently filled).
Hereditaries could stand in such elec-
tions but would not have a vote. Dubious
prime ministerial appointees would be
unlikely to make it through such a com-
petition. Lords not chosen for seats could
still offer expertise as non-voting mem-
bers of committees—and a separate, sim-
ilar, but much smaller Chamber of Lords
Spiritual could deal with church matters.
Governments would thus normally
be able to get their business through
the Lords, but the crossbenchers would
ensure assent was not automatic. The risk
that an elected upper house might claim
constitutional parity with the Commons
would be obviated, while the charge that
the House is undemocratic would lose its
force. And a single bill regulating proce-
dures in “the Other Place” could do it all.
Nicholas Boyle, University of Cambridge

A qualified hope

My heart goes out to Alice Garnettand her
fears over global warming (“OK doomer”,
May). Ishare them and 'm ababyboomer.
For any gen Zer who cares to look, future
prospects must be truly terrifying. Yes,
there are many so-called “solutions”,
though only the high-tech ones seem to
get publicity in the profit-motivated, tech-
oriented economic and political spheres.

The truth is that technology alone will
notrescue aliveable planet. We therefore
need to look with determined realism at
the future—a future that is already upon
those who have suffered major flooding,

drought, storms, wildfire and harvest
failure—and recognise two things. One
is that, in the rich world, we simply have
to live and organise priorities quite dif-
ferently, not just individually but collec-
tively. The other is that we need to plan for
how we can get the most out of life under
the very difficult circumstances that are
on theirway. There are, in fact, many indi-
viduals, groups and networks engaged in
such work, and the more people who join
them the more power they will have.
One of these networks is the Deep
Adaptation Forum, which connects peo-
ple who are experiencing enormous fear
and griefaround climate change and eco-
logical decline to a network of mutual sup-
port, enabling them to adapt emotionally
to the truth they recognise. The stated
purpose of the forum, of “embodying and
enabling loving responses to our predica-
ment”, isunconventional and refreshing.
There are many such forward-thinking
groups. They don’t offer “solutions” in the
conventional sense, but they do offer real-
ism, collaboration, imagination and sup-
port, which together constitute the form
ofhope that is appropriate to the situation
in which we find ourselves.
Teresa Belton, Norwich

Bonds of faith

Andrew Brown’s reference to the Old
Catholic Churches (“Candid Calvin”,
May) is misleading. “Old Catholic” is a
term that includes a number of national
churches that have at various times sepa-
rated from Rome, and is far wider than the
Union of Scranton, with which the Nordic
Catholic Church allies itself.

The term “Old Catholic” primarily
refers to the Union of Utrecht, which
brought together the Old Catholic
Churches of the Netherlands, Germany,
Austria, Switzerland, the Czech Repub-
lic and Poland. These are Churches with
which the CoE and Anglican Commun-
ion have been in full communion since
the Bonn agreement of 1931, and with
whom Anglicans would discern a shared
sacramental and pastoral practice.

Brown’s reference does not dojustice to
therich intellectual, scholarly and liturgi-

cal tradition of Old Catholicism, and nei-
ther is it the case that Old Catholics have
a strong sense of their own infallibility:
indeed, such arrogance would be entirely
alien to their way of life and thought. The
word “Old” notwithstanding, they have a
contemporary and inclusive engagement
with social issues; same-sex marriage has
recently been endorsed and implemented
by the Old Catholic Church in Switzer-
land, for example. Women and men are
ordained as priests and as bishops.
I'write on behalf of the Society of St
Willibrord in Britain and Ireland, which,
under the patronage of one of the first
English missionaries to the Germanic
peoples, has existed for over a century
and continues its work of affirming and
strengthening the cordial relationship
between the Anglican Communion and
the Old Catholic Churches.
Bishop Peter Eagles, Norfolk

Redemption story

The model for genuine apology and
repentance in politics is surely John Pro-
fumo (“In the age of apology, does forgive-
ness mean anything?”, Prospect online,
April). He resigned from the government
and the Commons in total disgrace in
1963 after attempting to deny his affair
with Christine Keeler, but then disap-
peared completely from public life and
devoted himself to working for a charity
in the east end of London.

Stephen Wright, via the website

Downtoascience

ITamaPhDstudentin astronomyand Iam
amazed (in a good way!) at how perceptive
and accurate Marcus Chown’s article is
(“The anomaly hunters”, May). Coverage
of science in the popular press is dire, to
say the least, so it has been great to read
an article by someone who really knows
what they are talking about. More, please!
Ian Kemp, via the website

Crumbling courts

I'was a civil litigation solicitor for nearly
40 years. The county court provided
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access to civil justice for ordinary citizens
and small businesses and was the mainstay
of much of my caseload. I am shocked by
the current state of the system. As David
Allen Green says (“The quiet collapse of
the county court system”, Prospect online,
April), if there is no access to justice or
remedy at thislevel then ordinary people
will lose faith and possibly the compen-
sation they deserve, even their business.

If wrongdoers know they will not face
pursuit to judgment and enforcement, if
debtors know they will not be sanctioned
if they do not pay up, the fabric of civil
society will begin to crumble. Some will
resort to criminal enforcers rather than
thelimbo of a court case...

The problem now is that every aspect
of the state has been ignored, allowed to
decay, leftunderfunded and understaffed.
Each area is crying out for substantial
investment... Both the criminal and the
civiljustice systems are failing the public.
Another serious crisis in the making,
Nigel Day, via the website

Oldschool

Many of us will have read your review
of Charles Spencer’s book with sur-
prise (“You’ll be a man, my son”, June). I
attended both prep and public schools in
the 1950s and 1960s—antediluvian times
to many of your readers. Yet so little from
the review was familiar. I remember no
paedophiles or sadists among the teach-
ing staff. Beatings were fair and relatively
rare—if we got it, we were due it. Iwas a
particularly badly behaved child but can
recall only one such occasion in nine
years, and that was administered by a pre-
fect, not one of the staff.

Yes, there were oddballs, and one prep
school tutor who had the hots for the
school handyman, but he was an excel-
lentand entertaining English teacher and
we loved him. More of a problem was the
quality of the teaching, especially at pub-
lic school, where only our physics master
(an especial oddball) stood out. He was
dedicated to his charges and frankly inspi-
rational. Otherwise, all was drabness.

For sure, I was horribly homesick on
my first night, but there were no tears

and we all adapted quickly. Human beings
are social creatures and by being enthu-
siastic at sports (but never terribly good)
I avoided bullying, and so did almost all
boys. Were we exceptional, or lucky?
John Dyer, Poole

Shit show

Sarah Ogilvie makes an interesting and
pertinent comment (“The joy of lex”, June)
about the problem with the UK’s water
services, butshe does seem to be voting for
the use of the word “poo” when there are
other, “more grown-up” words available.

What she means, and what the prob-
lem actually comes down to, is shit. T use
the word advisedly. The weaker substi-
tute only diminishes the shocking truth of
whatis going on, and infantilises any sen-
sibly angry discussion about the matter.

We have in living memory had many
usable words—faeces, stool—to serve the
same purpose. But the fact is that our
water is not safe. It is, literally, full of shit,
only matched by the shit flowing out of
the mouths of the CEOs of the various
water companies up and down the coun-
try. Any proper democracy would hold
those responsible to account by taking
action, rather than continuing to hold
“dialogue” with these utilities, diminish-
ing the seriousness of their behaviour by
the use of cutesy language.

Aslongas “poo” remains in the lexicon
of the problem, everyone will continue to
be able to talk around that problem and
no one will be happy. Or safe.

Gilbert 0’Brien, St Leonards-on-Sea
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In the UK, one in 200 households live in
temporary accommodation, the highest
figure by far among developed countries.

Financial Times, 17th May 2024/i\

All the eels in Europe were born in the
Sargasso Sea, in the Bermuda Triangle.
Atlas Obscura, 10th May 2024

Ofthe $68bn in military and related
assistance Congress has so far approved for
Ukraine, 90 per cent is being spent in the US.
Washington Post, 18th April 2024
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60 per cent of Britons think that life was
better in the 2000s than it is now, the highest
proportion for any decade from the 1900s on.

YouGov, 12th April 2024
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If current rates continue, by 2050 about
half of the global population will need
corrective lenses for short-sightedness.
Conversation, 24th April 2024 "@
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Sheffield United has broken the record for
the most goals conceded in a Premier League

season, letting in 104 league goals in 2023-24.
Analyst, 19th May 2024
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From 2000 to 2023, the amount of sexual
content in films—judged by the 250
highest-grossing movies in the US each
year—fell by nearly 40 per cent.
Economist, Ist May 2024

Since it opened in 1994, Japan’s Kansai
International Airport haslost no luggage.
Nikkei Asia, 29th April 2024
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In 2023, natural disasters killed over 86,000
people worldwide. More than 70 per cent of
those deaths were caused by earthquakes.
Sustainability by numbers, 25th April 2024

The chancellor is authorised to consume
alcohol during the budget speech to the
Commons; this last happened in 1995, when
Ken Clarke drank from a glass of Scotch.
@PoliticsMoments, 27th April 2024
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CHANGING OF THE GUARD

IS LABOUR
READY?

No opposition party is truly prepared
for government, but the most successful

- . . by
transitions are built on clarity of SAM FREEDMAN
purpose. Does Keir Starmer’s party
know what it wants?
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nthe morning of 12th May 2010,
OI was sitting in a café in parlia-

ment waiting nervously. The
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coali-
tion government had been formed the
previous night and David Cameron was
appointing the cabinet. T had been work-
ingin Cameron’s policy team for the past
year as an education specialist, but had
noidea ifI was going to have a job in gov-
ernment or not.

My best guess was that I would join
the Number 10 policy unit. But unbe-
knownst to me, Cameron and his policy
chief Oliver Letwin had decided to have
amuch diminished unit with just a hand-
ful of advisers.

Then, around 11am, I got a call from
Dominic Cummings, who had been
Michael Gove’s chief adviser in opposi-
tion. “Dwarf, get to the education depart-
ment, there’s no one with Michael.”
Dwarfwas his (mostly) affectionate nick-
name for me, based on my stature.

Gove had gone into Number 10 to be
appointed, as expected, to the job of edu-
cation secretary, but had been informed
that this was conditional on sacking
Cummings. Andy Coulson, Cameron’s
director of communications, had reason-
ably enough identified Dominic as a trou-
blemaker. (Coulson was later sentenced
to 18 months in prison for his role in the
News of the World phone-hacking scandal.
It takes one to know one.)

This meant Gove had no adviser, so
I was dispatched to meet him. When I
arrived at the department, I was greeted
by someone who said they were my pri-
vate secretary, which was curious as no
one had offered me a job yet. They took
me to an office and it turned out I was a
senior policy adviser. I was never formally
offered the job, but I started it anyway.

Such is the confusion in which gov-
ernments are born—a process in which
people like me play very minor parts.
Unlike American presidents, who get
nearly three months of transition time
between winning election and taking
office, the shift in the UK is immediate
and jarring. When the next (almost cer-
tainly) Labour government takes office
injust afewweeks’ time, it will have to be
ready for this.

In opposition there are a handful of
your people in each policy area. Your
primary focus every day is beating the
government. You have no resources,

but you’re nimble and can react to news
immediately. Your policy programme is
high level and only needs to survive con-
tact with journalists, not reality.

In government, you sit atop a vast
machine. We had thousands of civil serv-
ants in education alone. Every day there
are dozens of problems that need deci-
sions, most of which never get any public
exposure and many of which are deeply
obscure. Within hours of starting my job,
I'wasbeing asked my opinion on a highly
technical question about the role of local
authorities in child protection, which I
had never thought about before in my
life. The learning curve is a vertical line.

Your focus changes completely.
Rather than having a single enemy—the
other party—you are now fighting bat-
tles on multiple fronts, not just with the
opposition and the media, but with your
own colleagues in other departments
whose interests have suddenly diverged
from yours. Ministers and advisers spend
vast amounts of their time bogged down
in arguments over spending alloca-
tions or the timings of announcements
with people who are supposedly on the
same side.

Then there’s the civil service. Con-
trary to the popular imagination, civil
servants are not trying to block eve-
rything; indeed, most senior officials
are desperate to ingratiate themselves.
But faced with this huge bureaucratic
machine, there is inevitably a time-sap-
ping need to chase issues and to under-
stand the preoccupations and proce-
dures of your department. As in any
large organisation, you only learn who’s
competent over time. There are a few
“access” meetings between opposition
teams and senior officials before an elec-
tion, and these help, but they only give a
small glimpse of what’s to come. Labour
hasnot had the chance to hold many.

Every prime minister
realises, a few months
into the job, that the
levers they’re pulling
don’t work as expected
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It’'san even harder transition for those
going into Number 10, as they are sup-
posed to be keeping track of what’s going
on across government and imposing stra-
tegic order on it. Every prime minister
realises, a few months into the job, that
the levers they’re pulling don’t work as
expected (or, in Liz Truss’s case, that
they open a trapdoor marked “economic
meltdown”).

One of the great challenges of mod-
ern government is that attempting to
exercise tight control as prime minister
creates a cross-government bottleneck—
this is the mistake Gordon Brown, The-
resa May and Rishi Sunak all walked into.
But equally, giving ministers too much
leeway risks creating uncoordinated
havoc. This is then blamed on the cen-
tre of government, given the presidential
treatment now afforded to prime minis-
ters who are assumed by the media and
public to have total executive power. It
didn’t take long before Cameron decided
that he did need a proper policy unit
after all as, among other things, Andrew
Lansley’s health reforms careened out
of control.

In early July it will, most probably, be
Labour shadow ministers and advisers
moving into the departmental offices
and facing this transition. Can they tame
the machine?

r I \hey will have very little time to
do so, because of the array of pol-
icy problems that will hit them

immediately. One big difference with

the last two transitions is how much of a

mess everythingisin.In 1997, the incom-

ing Labour government faced deteriorat-
ing public services but inherited an econ-
omy that had grown by 2.5 to 4 per cent
every year for the previous four years.

There was space to spend—initially cau-

tiously, and then munificently.

In 2010 the economy was in a mess,
and, even if George Osborne’s austerity
measures had been less drastic, cutbacks
would have been necessary. But services
were largely working well. NHS satisfac-
tion was at an all-time high. Schools were
improving. Child poverty had fallen.
Rough sleeping was, if not quite a thing
of the past, well down on historic levels.
Numbers seeking asylum had dropped.
There was space to make policy, and still
a bit of financial fat in the system that
could be repurposed for new ideas.
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Andin 2024? The economy has hardly
grown in the last five years, and almost
every public sector metric is point-
ing in the wrong direction. As in 1997,
more investment is badly needed, but
the fiscal space is tightly constrained.
And taxes are already rising, even if
they remain lower than the average for
rich countries.

It’s not just about money. There is
also a deficit of ideas. In 1997 the “third
way” was more than aslogan. A tradition-
ally centre-left approach to public sec-
tor investment, particularly in the work-
force, was combined with Thatcherite
approaches to boosting productivity
through the use of accountability targets
and sanctions for failure, together with
greater operational autonomy. There
were big gains to be made from this

approach. Just look at the press cover-
age of state schooling in the late 1990s—
when education was a top three issue for
voters—compared to the late 2000s, or
rates of satisfaction with the NHS.

By 2010 there was still some mileage
in such policies: the more successful
reform programmes, such as in educa-
tion and welfare (including, after a great
deal of pain, the introduction of univer-
sal credit), were ones that most Blairites
would have been happy to support. This
seam, though, has now been exhausted.
The benefits of this kind of approach have
been realised and the weaknesses are now
becoming ever more apparent.

The welfare system is a good example.
‘We have had 30 years of successive gov-
ernments creating more onerous condi-
tions for benefits recipients and increas-
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In 2010, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat
coalition faced an economic mess, but public
services were largely workingwell. In 2024,
almost every public-sector metric is pointing
inthe wrongdirection

ing sanctions on those who fail to meet
them. This may have helped get more
people into work initially, but is now hav-
ing undoubtedly negative effects, creat-
ing ever deeper poverty traps and push-
ing people away from the labour market.

Or take the NHS. Blairite success was
built on substantial investment com-
bined with targets. It reduced waiting
lists and A&E times very successfully,
but it did little to shift resources from
acute to preventative healthcare or build
physical capacity, which has meant pres-
sure has continued to build on the sys-
tem. Successive governments have fre-
quently talked about prevention but felt
unable to let the target-based model go
and embrace decentralisation.

Even if money could be found, there
are policy culs-de-sac all over the place,
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and neither the government nor the
Labour party, to date, have offered a
convincing sense of having an alterna-
tive model for public services in mind.

So Labour, in managing its transi-
tion, faces three questions: how does
it make the machinery of government
work as well as possible; how does it find
the money to do anything; and how does
it deliver public service reform in a way
that doesn’t pursue ever diminishing—or
even negative—returns.

enior figures have given a lot of
thought to the first of these chal-
lenges. Starmer will be the first ex-
senior civil servant tobecome prime min-
ister since Harold Wilson (his former role
as director of public prosecutions was at
permanent secretary level) and his chief

of staff, Sue Gray, worked at the heart of
the Cabinet Office for many years. They
will have a better sense of what’s coming
than most of their predecessors.

Various Labour-associated thinktanks
have been considering how to organise
the centre of government more effec-
tively, such that it can drive ahead on
Labour’s long-term “missions” (a phrase,
it’s fair to say, that has not caught the
public imagination), rather than the
usual day-to-day firefighting. The party
is also likely to appoint anew head of the
civil service—a move intended to boost
morale and encourage many of the tal-
ented officials who have left since Brexit
to return.

Butit’s not clear they’re thinking rad-
ically enough. Over the past 14 years,
Number 10 and the Cabinet Office

Starmer could be the first
ex-senior civil servant to become
prime minister since Harold
Wilson. He and his chief of staff,
Sue Gray, formerly of the cabinet
office, understand what's coming
better than their predecessors

have become progressively less effec-
tive, partly because of prime ministerial
churn, while the Treasury is effectively
all-powerful. It is chancellors, with their
fiscal rules, who have determined gov-
ernment strategy—to the extent there
hasbeen one. Every analysis of the centre
of government highlights this as a major
problem. Will Starmer and Gray be able
to balance a broader policy agenda with
the Treasury’s concerns?

Which goes to the second challenge.
It is not feasible for Labour to stick to
the current government’s fantasy spend-
ing plans, which have been set purely to
allow for pre-election tax cuts. The party
has, though, committed to fiscal rules
similar to the current government’s,
and to not increasing the major revenue
raisers such as income tax or National
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Insurance contributions. They have left
themselves some wiggle room to squeeze
outasmall amount of additional borrow-
ing and to increase second-tier taxes, but
not much.

Maybe they’ll get lucky and economic
forecasts will improve: things do seem
to be getting a little brighter. But they
can just as easily deteriorate, given the
huge range of potential global triggers,
such as widening conflict in the Middle
East or a trade war between the US and
China. The Conservatives have left no
buffer whatsoever.

Moreover, new ministers will have
almost no time to assess the situation
before having to make decisions. Labour
will have to do a spending review this
autumn to set departments’budgets. The
first one will almost certainly be limited
to covering a single year, because it needs
tobe done quickly. But it would still pre-
sent the party with difficult choices. As
things stand, there are no budgets for
any department or public service, except
defence, from April 2025 onwards. This
creates paralysis.

A one-year spending review will allow
alittle space for a more comprehensive
one the following year, but the available
choices still look tricky to say the least.
It would cost over £25bn by 2028/29 just
to avoid the cuts pencilled in by the Con-
servatives while maintaining implied lev-
els of NHS and defence spending. That
would do nothing to deal with any of the
problems that indisputably require more
cash, like the lack of prison space, or
huge maintenance backlogs for schools
and hospitals. Nor would it allow for any
measures to make the welfare system less
brutal, such as ending the two child ben-
efit limit, or for investment in growth-
oriented policy like transport infrastruc-
ture or industrial strategy.

Unless Labour gets lucky with the
economy (and that might happen—fore-
casts from the UK’s fiscal watchdog, the
Office for Budget Responsibility, swing
around often) then it will be left with a
simple choice: change the fiscal rules to
allow more borrowing; increase one or
more of the big taxes; or leave its back-
benchers and their constituents in a state
of fevered unhappiness. Many Labour
candidates work in the public sector or
for charities. They are simply not going
toacceptyears more of the status quo on
spending. While senior Labour figures

are, of course, aware of all this, you get
the sense they are seeing this as a post-
election problem, and are just praying it
will solve itself.

The refusal to engage with the finan-
cial reality has also made it hard to come
up with an alternative approach to public
service reform, because almost anything
likely to help would require upfront
investment. For instance, allowing disa-
bled people to keep more of their bene-
fits if they attempt to get back into work
could see the overall welfare bill reduced
over time, but only after a short-term
increase.

Even policies that seem as if they
shouldn’t cost anything turn out to do
so in practice. For example, we could
make more efficient use of court space
and judicial time to reduce the backlog
of cases, but not unless we fund more
prison spaces to cope with the higher
number of convictions.

Butthere’s an even bigger barrier: the
tactical approach employed by Labour
towin the election actively works against
its ability to engage in serious reform sub-
sequently.

Campaign chiefs have rightly identi-
fied competence as the Conservatives’
main weakness. The summer of 2022,
with Boris Johnson battling to stay in
Downing Street amid multiple scandals,
followed by the Truss calamity, severely
damaged their reputation as a party fit to
govern. This hasbeen true for all kinds of
voters—left, right, socially authoritarian
and liberal, Leave or Remain.

This has allowed Labour to target its
campaign rhetoric at the widest possible
audience, focusing entirely on compe-
tence rather than ideology or the under-
lying validity of policy choices. Which
has worked well in building a com-
manding poll lead, but has also boxed
them in.

Government is
unpredictable —you
have some choice over
priorities, but none over
the crises you’ll be
dealing with
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Criticising the Conservatives for
increasing the tax burden, or pushing
up the disability benefits bill, or not hav-
ing tough enough sentencing policies, or
for paying NHS managers too much, may
appear clever right now. It is broadening
Labour’s appeal to voters who might have
ideological concerns about the party. But
the problem with turning Tory attack
lines back against them is that it affirms
the underlying principle. It is a move
predicated on the assumption that their
policies are just badly implemented, not
wrongheaded.

There is little evidence that Labour is
willing to take on any of the major pol-
icy shibboleths of the past 30 years—
whether it’s ever increasing sentences
for an ever wider range of crimes; or
increasingly aggressive welfare sanc-
tions; or the imbalance between the tax-
ation of income and wealth. Doing so
would require persuading the public that
achieving its desired outcomes might
require a different approach from the
one pursued for the past four decades.

This highlights, perhaps, the core par-
adox of politics over recent decades: that
the more political parties have tried to
pander to public opinion, the less pop-
ular they have all become. There seems
tobelittle understanding that messages
that poll well but lead to worse outcomes
ultimately reduce public trust. Despite
all the talk of “difficult” or “unpopular”
choices, the unwillingness to risk a few
days of negative headlines in return for
a strategy that might work has become
endemic.

It’s possible, if unlikely, that post-elec-
tion there will be a shift to worrying more
about policy than communications. But
even if this happens, the lack of planning
pre-election, plus the current rhetoric,
will make it harder to pivot. There will
be a honeymoon period in which prob-
lems can continue to be blamed on Tory
incompetence, but at some point Labour
will have to commit either to the policy
status quo or anew approach. And either
choice, in every policy area, will risk frac-
turing its voter coalition.

None of this is to say the party offer-
ings are identical. Labour would not
continue with some of the madder
schemes the Conservative right is plot-
ting in order to, ineptly, tackle the
threat from the Reform party to its right.
Starmer will not be threatening to leave
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the European Convention on Human
Rights or scrap the Supreme Court. Both
he and Rachel Reeves are institutional-
ists who see the danger in undermining
the architecture of the state. Nor will
Labour employ such aggressive rhetoric
against various dispossessed groups.

In a couple of carefully chosen areas
like planning and devolution, the party
is offering some differentiation from
the Tories, though in both cases the sub-
stance is less dramatic than the rheto-
ric. Butit’s hard tolook at the state of the
country and think that Labour’s current
policy package, plus more competence
and energy, will be enough.

o opposition party is ever ready
| \ | for government. Back in 2010 I'd
argue our education team did
as much as could have been done with
the resources available: we had a clear
list of things we wanted to do, we’d even
drafted a bill. This was an unusual level
of preparedness. Yet we were still over-
whelmed by the reality of government;
hit with an endless series of problems
we had no way of knowing about or no
opportunity to understand in advance.
Government is inherently unpredict-
able: you have some choice over priori-
ties, but none over the particular set of
crises and screwups you’ll end up spend-
ing most of your time dealing with.
What oppositions can do is develop
core principles that allow them to sur-
vive the storms of power. The only way
for prime ministers to cope in our sys-
tem is for those around them to be so
clear about their beliefs that they can act
on their behalf knowing it will be in line
with expectations. The same applies to
ministers trying to marshal vast depart-
ments and the officials working for them.
The tactical adeptness required in
government flows from strategic clarity.
In opposition, Labour has found that
clarity in a focus on competence. But
this will not translate into government—
competence is a desired outcome, not a
principle. If Labour is to be a successful
government, Keir Starmer and his top
team need to decide—and communi-
cate—what they really believe. There’s
no amount of detailed planning that can
compensate for that. ¢

Sam Freedman s a former senior policy
adviser at the Department for Education
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WATCH

YOUR STEP

Keir Starmer says he has six first steps for change —but like
all the best laid plans, writes Tom Clark, that could all come

back to bite him

any in the Westminster vil-
lage, journalists and politicians
alike, love a winner—and that

reallyis as far as their thinking goes. Now
that Keir Starmer is 20 points ahead in
the polls, some of the same people who
prematurely wrote him off when he
crashed and burned at the 2021 Hartle-
poolbyelection are weirdly entranced by
the workaday “six first steps for change”
with which he prefigured his “stability is
change” general election pitch.

Itis a strangely numbered set of first
steps to take en route to Starmer’s five
“national missions” (if Labour wins the
election). But most Westminster-watch-
ers are less concerned with how it all fits
together than they were impressed with
the fact that he’d etched his six steps on
apledge card. This was deemed to cer-
tify the alchemical transformation of
the mundane (a border force reorgani-
sation, some extra teachers, Asbo-tribute
“respect orders”) into magic. Why?
Because a previous “winner”, Tony Blair,
also had a pledge card.

Fixate on winners, and you’ll attrib-
ute disproportionate power to their cam-
paigning. In reality, all politics is relative,
and the main driver of relative standing

is usually the government, not the oppo-
sition. For all of Blair’s undoubted talents,
the disintegration of John Major’s admin-
istration explained far more of Labour’s
179-seat majority than the five-point
pledge card. And whatever the merits
of today’s 61-year-old Keir Starmer, they
can’t be so different to those already pos-
sessed by his 58-year-old self. It's not some
shift inside the soul of Labour’s leader
that accounts for the extraordinary swing
in his fortunes over the last three years.
Nor is the biggest change any decision
that he’s made. Instead, the difference
is found on the government bench. The
Conservative party has gone from rolling
outvaccines to rolling leadership crises.

Excessive faith in winners clouds
understanding not only of how we got
to where we are, but also about where we
are headed. Boris Johnson was the all-
conquering hero of a realigned political
map in December 2019, but by summer
2022 he was a defenestrated zero. In ret-
rospect, it is obvious that tensions in his
electoral coalition, the incoherence of
his programme and flaws in his charac-
ter were bound to cause the unravelling.
But few saw it coming—the scale of his vic-
tory blinded most commentators.
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Labour’s vast polllead, and its impres-
sive local election results, suggest that
the party is now broad enough—or hazy
enough—to mop up the full range of vot-
ers it needs to win. Inevitably, victory will
be followed by a burst of press coverage
hailing the virtues of being “abit boring”.
But the mania for the dull won’t last.

No matter how spectacular the polling
day arithmetic proves to be, look closely
and you can already spot hairline frac-
tures in the Starmer coalition that could,
in office, threaten the best-laid plans for
steady governance. These splits could
overwhelm any political dividend from
the modest changes Labour is shooting
for. To avoid a repeat of the misread-
ing of Johnson’s fortunes, let me follow
Starmer’s six steps with “six slips”—places
where, within a couple of years, the next
Labour government could trip up.

1. Young, diverse Britain
Amid generally excellent local and
devolved election results there were
striking pockets of trouble for Labour.
This was particularly so in the young
and diverse inner cities, where analyst
Dylan Difford reports that the party’s
vote share plunged by nearly 30 points
from anotional December 2019 baseline.

There is evidence that ethnic minor-
ity voters, alarge proportion of whom are
Muslim, have been turned off the party
by its hesitancy in wholeheartedly con-
demning Israel’s bloody Gaza war. Defec-
tions over the issue saw the party lose
control of some large councils, including
my own in Kirklees. For the most part,
though, the damage is hidden because
Labour votes have recently piled so high
in the cities that it can “afford” substan-
tial losses.

Things could be very different in gov-
ernment. All the more sobecause, as the
Greens' rise to being the largest party on
Bristol City Council underlines, it’s no
longer safe to bank disgruntled anti-Tory
votes. They can go elsewhere.
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2.The grey vote

Where Blair talked up a “vision of a
young country”, ageing demographics
leave Starmer courting an old one. His
acceptance of Brexit, his penchant for
Union Jacks, and now his campaign com-
mitment to a100-day “security sprint”, in
which Britain’s spies and police review
myriad threats, reflect a laser-like focus
on the older patriotic types whom his
strategists have identified as the “hero”
voters for redrawing the political map.

There is an undoubted campaign-
ing logic here—already by 2019, the
median vote cast was by someone well
over 50—but it is alogic that could rap-
idly unravel the government. The one
politically “brave” plank in the Starmer
platform, “bulldozing” through plan-
ning laws, could alienate many older
homeowners the moment this abstract
rhetoric is translated into (literal) con-
crete, obstructing cherished views. West-
minster politics is paralysingly cautious
about “tax bombshells” that have blown
up in past elections, but strangely com-
placent about other potentially explosive
subjects, simply because they haven’t yet
detonated on the national political stage.

Planningis one of these. Tremendous
care is needed to get planning reform
right: a London-dominated political
class has less feel for the issue than those
who regularly knock on doors in middle
England. The dangers of the smallest
missteps are redoubled because oppor-
tunistic Tories, localist Liberal Demo-
crats and conservationist Greens will
ensure that Nimbys of every ideological
hue have somewhere to escape.

3. Working Britain

Labour’s most straightforwardly pro-
gressive “offer” concerns employment
rights. Though the party’s New Deal for
Working People was last year caveated
with consultations and trimmed around
the edges, a show-down with the unions
recently ended with Labour recommit-
ting to the core of its plan. For the mil-
lion on zero-hours contracts, and per-
haps another couple of million who work
unreliable shifts or have other contrac-
tual insecurities, this is good news. The
bulk of the workforce, however, who have
secure jobs but squeezed pay, will not feel
any early relief. This is especially true in
the public sector, where austerity has left
real wages lower than 15 years ago.
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No matter how shrewdly Starmer
manages expectations, the reality is
that the single most important phalanx
of current Labour loyalists are exhausted
public servants hoping for a return to the
better terms they enjoyed when their
party was last in power. These days, more
than half of trade unionists are public
sector, too. If they’re banking on a pay-
rise that Rachel Reeves’s fiscal rules pre-
clude, expect not only industrial strife,
but—given the unions’ internal role
within Labour—political trouble too.

4. Disillusioned dreamers

A retreat from Jeremy Corbyn’s radical-
ism towards centre-ground respectabil-
ity was the obvious, and in some ways
the right, lesson to draw from 2019. But
the impressive 40 per cent notched up
under thisuniquely unsuitable frontman
in 2017 should not be forgotten. Even
2019’s eventual “worst defeat since the
1930s” ranks as such only because of the
vagaries of our electoral system. Labour
attracted a higher vote-share in 2019
than either 2010 or 2015. Indeed, across
his two elections, Corbyn’s Labour aver-
aged 36 per cent of the vote, against
the average 35 per cent it has managed
across all 13 general elections of the last
half-century.

A substantial chunk of the popula-
tion, if rarely a winning one, is drawn to
audacious promises of transformation.
After publicly diluting his own climate
plans, and having hugged the Sunak gov-
ernment so close on Israel that it’s tough
to spot the difference between them,
Starmer’s standing on university cam-
puses and at music festivals is already
akin to that of a pro-Vietnam War cen-
tristin the 1960s (see Tariq Ali, p41). And
ifidealist apathy gives way to idealist ani-
mosity in power, Labour will discover
that there are an awful lot more people
on campuses and at festivals today than
there ever were in the 1960s.

5. Disappearing activists
Disgruntled unions and disillusioned
idealists have already thinned the ranks
of the Labour activists responsible for
on-the-ground campaigns. In a worry-
ing contrast with the mid-1990s, when
membership climbed in the run-up
to victory, the party has recently lost
around 165,000 members, a third of the
total. Labour’s reigning clique dismisses

the deserters as “Trots”, but the numbers
are too big to make that plausible: there’s
never more than a few thousand who get
involved in fringe revolutionary factions.
Parties need a loyal base of foot-soldiers
when the going gets rough. It’s hard to
imagine that activist army being rebuilt
while Labour remains on the wrong
side of the archbishop of Canterbury
on capped children’s benefits, and the
wrong side of the public on uncapped
bankers’ bonuses.

6. Devolved Britain

The burgeoning army of regional may-
ors could create huge headaches for
Starmer. Each has a very personal man-
date. The likes of Labour’s Andy Burn-
ham have retained huge majorities by
making it clear they are not party place-
men, but independent local champi-
ons. In the northeast, Jamie Driscoll
notched up over a quarter of the vote as
an independent running against Lon-
don Labour’s decision to block him.
How much better would he have done
running against a mid-term government
rather than a resurgent opposition?

The script, played masterfully by the
SNP for many years (until the weight of
internal problems caused it to fluff its
lines) is to ignore the local opposition
and run against an alien, metropolitan
capital. Once the unpopular Tories are
ousted from Westminster, some Scot-
tish force or other could relearn the old
trick—and thrive. As may many of the
mayors elected this May, irrespective of
their red rosettes. In time, regional rage
against the Whitehall machine could
rebound on local parliamentary candi-
dates on the government side.

If the Tory response

to defeatis more
infighting and
conspiracy, the force
of revulsion against the
party could be enough
to hold together a
broad Labour vote
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sThave stressed, all politicsis rela-
Ative, so the exact damage done by

these prospective fractures will to
some extent turn on what happens on the
opposition benches. If the Tory response
to defeat is only more infighting, Trus-
sian conspiracy theories, or wilder cul-
ture war rhetoric, the force of revulsion
against the party could be enough to hold
abroad Labour vote together for a while.

But the current campaign is, per-
haps, especially ripe for concealing dan-
gerous contradictions because it is one
in which the country looks set to move
to the left, while both main parties are
almost exclusively focused on their right
flank. Rishi Sunak’s 11th-hour National
Service scheme is all about stemming
Conservative losses to Reform; Starmer’s
firstbig campaign interview was explicit
about his pursuit of “Tory voters in par-
ticular”. Even with the Conservatives still
in power, however, Labour’s progressive
competitors have begun to put a mate-
rial squeeze on the official opposition:
the combined gains of Liberal Demo-
crats, Greens and independents in the
recent local elections easily exceeded
those of Labour. Those advances took
the Greens to more than 800 councillors,
againstjustafew dozen in the 1990s. How
high could their vote share go when it’s
Labour ministers saying “No” to union
pay demands or “Yes” to controversial
housing schemes, and having—in the
nightmare scenario—to maintain a dip-
lomatic pretence that a re-elected Pres-
ident Trump is something other than a
dangerous, chauvinist buffoon.

Those who like to present them-
selves as being—in Starmer’s phrase—
about “power, not protest” brush off the
Greens as a joke. But canny politicians
from across the spectrum—Charles Ken-
nedy and Boris Johnson, as well as Ken
Livingstone—have understood there is
always quite a chunk of the electorate
that is less interested in grappling with
the intricacies of power than in protest-
ing against something or other. Win-
ning once you’re responsible for diffi-
cult times depends on keeping at least
some of them with you. Disregard them
all with an unremitting establishment
pose, and six steps forward could be fol-
lowed by one long slide back.

Tom Clark s a contributing
editor at Prospect
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Diary

Margaret Hodge,
Jormer MP for Barking

decided it was time to leave the House

of Commons shortly after the 2019
election. After nearly 30 years as the MP
for Barking, in east London, it seemed
right to pass the baton to a new gener-
ation. I might have quit sooner, but I
wasn’t willing to let Jeremy Corbyn place
one of his supporters in what is regarded
as a safe Labour seat. So I waited until he
had gone.

But nothing prepared me for the
abruptness of the actual end. On
Wednesday 22nd May, the prime minis-
ter, looking wretched and bedraggled in
his rain-soaked suit, proclaimed the pro-
roguing of this parliament to the sounds
of the New Labour anthem “Things can
only get better”.

On Friday 24th May, I gave my last
speech from the green benches along-
side others leaving parliament. The fol-
lowing Thursday I was locked out of the
office that has been my home for nearly
10 years. This was brutal for me and my
brilliant staff. Like others, we had been
planning for the autumn. If Rishi Sunak
wanted to surprise us, he succeeded.

*00

Suddenly one’s political identity, one’s
status, the structure of each day and
the focus of one’s energy is disrupted
and dismantled. No wonder we all felt
not just weird, but emotional.

Politics is like a drug that is difficult
to give up. I originally stood for Isling-
ton Borough Council in 1973. At the
time I thought it was a temporary role
that would keep me sane while I was
changing my babies’ nappies. All these
years later, I reflect on what a privilege it
has been to spend so much of my life as
a councillor and an MP. I've met amaz-
ing people and listened and responded
to thousands of individual problems.
I've had the opportunity to campaign on
issues thatI care passionately about, and
have managed to make a small contribu-

tion to changing the world for the bet-
ter. There have been difficult lows and
extraordinary highs.

Defeating the British National Party
(BNP) in Barking in 2010 will always be
top of the list of highs. Nick Griffin, the
BNP’s leader, had promised a “political
earthquake”, but he came third in Bark-
ing, where I was re-elected. The BNP
lost every councillor it had on Bark-
ing and Dagenham Council. Not only
did we stop a despicable ideology from
gaining democratic legitimacy, but the
experience transformed the way that I
did politics. I stopped going to ribbon-
cutting events, cut back on Labour
party meetings and ceased talking to
local people about the latest Westmin-
ster bubble obsession. My focus was on
reconnecting with voters and rebuild-
ing trust. Through coffee afternoons,
street meetings, targeted campaigns and
doorstep discussions, we talked directly
with people, listened to their concerns,
responded where we could and commu-
nicated regularly.

It’s not rocket science. Everybody’s
politics starts from the local. It may be
broken pavements or it may be a national
issue that has an impact locally, such as
immigration, but by enabling your vot-

It’snotrocket science.
Everybody’s politics
starts from thelocal

ers to set the agenda, you can listen,
respond and start to build trust. That is
when you will earn their vote.

(X X 2

As I leave the House of Commons,
the lack of trust in politics and pol-
iticians is an enormous challenge for
the new generation of MPs. Over the
last decade there has been a completely
understandable erosion of trust in pol-
itics, with Boris Johnson leading the
charge by regularly lying with impunity;
with money—sometimes dirty money
laundered into the UK by Russian klep-
tocrats—used to buy access to politi-
cians and gain honours; with people
being given jobs and contracts because
of whom they know; with individuals
moving seamlessly from government
jobs to private sector jobs while contin-
uing to exploit their political contacts.

Atthe same time, the government has
systematically weakened the institutions
that provide a check on the executive’s
power, from parliament to the judiciary,
the civil service and even the media.

Rebuilding trust will be a major mis-
sion for the incoming government,
essential in enabling them to tackle all
the problems they face in the economy,
with our depleted public services and
growing child poverty.

Cleaning up politics should be a first
order task for an incoming Labour gov-
ernment. It will involve being more
transparent and accountable in how
we govern and how political parties are
funded. It means giving up executive
power and strengthening the role of par-
liament and local government. And if we
don’tenshrine these changes in law, cov-
ering how ministers are held to account,
how honours and peerages are awarded,
how we control the revolving door and
how we fund our politics, we won’t build
the trust we need to change our country.
So good luck toyou all; I wish you well. ¢
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FRACTURED

MINORITY

With antisemitism at record levels, the war in Gaza is
reshaping Britain’s Jewish community

by
RACHEL SHABI

utside JW3, the Jewish commu-
O nity centre in northwest Lon-

don, the wall is lined with post-
ers. The typographic display, curated by
graphic designer Max Bloom, wentup in
February and features quotes from con-
versations with British Jews. “It’s getting
scarier and scarier tobe a Jew,” reads one.
“I've been avoiding social events because
I'm scared of people speaking to me
about it,” says another.

The posters capture sentiments that
I have heard repeatedly from British
Jews around the country—and across the
political spectrum—since the 7th Octo-
ber attacks and the launching of Israel’s
war on Gaza. They echo the expressions
of isolation and devastation wired into
the conversations that Jews are having as
the onslaught in Gaza continues. Read-
ing them on a recent visit to JW3, I was
reminded of the man in his twenties who
told me that he had friends round to his
flat one day, only to be gut-punched by
their “soft-core denialism” over the bru-
tality of Hamas’s violence. Or the woman
in her early thirties, opposed to Israel’s
war, who said that her identity as a British
Jew had never felt so under threat—from
factors inside and outside the commu-
nity: “I' wasn’t prepared to feel that sense
of abandonment and alienation.”

Amid an alarming spike in antisem-
itism, Britain’s Jewish population, a
minority numbering less than 300,000,
is fearful. British Jews feel overwrought,
over-scrutinised and under pressure.
There is a shared devastation and grief
over the Hamas-led attacks from last
October, in which some 1,200 were

killed and around 250, including chil-
dren, taken hostage. But that might be
where any agreement ends. Across some
two dozen interviews for this piece, and
in the course of speaking with many oth-
ers over several months while research-
ingabook on antisemitism, whatbecame
clearisthatthe Jewish community is frac-
tured. British Jews are “intensely divided,
across differentlines and in new ways,” as
one rabbi put it to me. “People are strug-
gling to talk to each other”

These ruptures cut painfully across
family ties and friendships. They reflect
apolarisation: some are horrified by Isra-
el’s destruction of Gaza; others view the
war as a just and defensive fight—the
stance of the majority of Jewish-Israe-
lis. In London, one young woman told
me she is aware of an “uncomfortable
paradigm”, increasingly common, “that
there are ‘good Jews’ and ‘bad Jews™. Both
inside and beyond the Jewish commu-
nity, she explains, it is your beliefs that
determine which category you are in.

Eighty-five per
cent of the total
population of
Gaza is internally
displaced

Allthisishappening during a particu-
larly horrifying chapter in the decades-
long Israel-Palestine conflict. The war
on Gaza, a narrow strip of land besieged
since 2007, has killed more than 35,700
people. Thousands more are missing,
likely dead, under the rubble of col-
lapsed buildings. Save the Children
estimates that the death toll includes
around 13,000 children, while the
United Nations Children’s Fund spokes-
person James Elder has said this tiny strip
ofland is “the most dangerous place in
the world to be a child”. Thousands have
been orphaned and one in 30 Palestini-
ans have been injured, many with terrible
burns, shrapnel wounds or broken bones.
Around 1.9m Palestinians, 85 per cent of
the total population of Gaza, are inter-
nally displaced, facing starvation and in
dire need of humanitarian support. Gaza
itselfhas been rendered uninhabitable by
Israel’s bombardment. The levels of vio-
lence that Gazans have endured over the
pasteight months—on top of the existing
trauma of several previous wars—will scar
lives for decades to come.

The bombardment followed Hamas’s
rampage on 7th October, in which civil-
ians in southern towns and cities that
border Gaza were gunned down in the
streets, in their homes, in shelters and at
an outdoor rave. Families were burned.
Bodies were found mutilated and with
signs of sexual assault. Some of the
attackers filmed the carnage on body-
cams and phones, the violence on show
to the world in real time. The nature
of the attack, its scale and its imagery,
reminded Jews around the world of the
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darkest days of deadly European anti-
semitism. While more than 100 hostages
were released as part of a short ceasefire
agreement last November, 125 or so are
still in captivity. This too has agonised
Israelis and Jews worldwide.

Eight months on, tens of thousands
of Israeli families are living in hotels or
other temporary accommodation while
evacuated from the northern border with
Lebanon and the southern towns border-
ing Gaza. Atthe JW3 community centre,
the walkway leading to the entrance has
become the Lovelock Hostage Bridge. It
is covered in padlocks bearing messages
of support for those still held in Gaza.

And British Jews are keenly aware of
the antisemitism unleashed by these
horrors. In 2023, of the 4,103 incidents
recorded by the Community Security
Trust (CST), a British charity that moni-
tors antisemitism, two-thirds took place
after 7th October, with 31 instances on
that day. Anti-Jewish abuse was shouted
by random people on Britain’s streets,
mostly from cars. The CST has reported
151 instances of assault, 151 of damage
or vandalism, and 228 threats. In some
cases, stones, bricks and bottles were
thrown at victims. Verbal abuse has spi-
ralled, as has vandalism of Jewish prop-
erty, such as schools, synagogues and
cemeteries. A spokesperson for the CST
explained these incidents could not be
confused with straightforward criticism
ofIsrael, even on the occasions when the
slogans match. For instance, chanting
“Free Palestine” at a demonstration is
clearly about Israel. Butitis not the same
as phoning a synagogue to deliver this
message (as one London rabbi described
tome), or arbitrarily shouting it at Jewish-
looking passers-by.

eactions to the dismaying spike
Rin antisemitism vary, as my inter-

views show. Some British Jews
have taken to removing or hiding Star
of David necklaces; others wear them
more proudly and visibly—*“for defiance,
to stand up for ourselves”, as one woman
in her fifties tells me at JW3. Some Jewish
men refuse, for religious or cultural rea-
sons, to remove kippas (head coverings)
butreportbeing harassed in the street or
“asked about the genocide” in Gaza while
at the pub as a result. Some told me that
the increase in antisemitism strength-
ens the case for Israel’s existence; others

said that they are more preoccupied with
the carnage in Gaza. Still others are worn
down trying to speak out about both.

What is perhaps hardest to discuss—
or unpack—is the attachment that the
majority of British Jews have towards
Israel. According to polling from the
Institute for Jewish Policy Research
(IJPR) conducted in late 2022, 73 per
cent feel very or somewhat attached to
the country. This is higher than in the US,
which has the largest Jewish population
in the world outside of Israel. According
to Pew polling from 2020, 48 per cent of
US Jews under 30 describe themselves as
very or somewhat emotionally attached
to Israel, compared with two-thirds of
those aged 65 and over. The people that I
spoke with described connections rang-
ing from family living in Israel, to hold-
ing the country central to Jewish culture,
religion and identity. This itself is the
result of growing up within Jewish com-
munities—going to synagogue, say, or a
Jewish school or youth group—where Jew-
ish identity was bound to Israel.

This was not always the case. Prior to
Israel’s creation in 1948, you could find
plenty of disagreement across global
communities over Zionism, the Jewish
national movement founded in the late
19th century. In Britain, community bod-
ies worried that the founding of Israel
would adversely affect Jewish communi-
ties, hindering efforts to integrate. But
after the Holocaust and Israel’s founding,
many Jewish community bodies began to
view the new state as a core part of Jew-
ishidentity, and survival. That deepened
in the aftermath of the 1967 Arab-Israeli
War. With tensions escalating between
the Jewish state and neighbouring Arab
countries, Israel launched a pre-emptive
air strike on Egyptian troops mobilised

Verbal abuse

has spiralled,

as has vandalism
of Jewish
property
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on its southern border. Within six days,
it won a ground victory against Egypt,
Syria, Jordan and Iraq. That was the start
of Israel’s occupation of Palestinian East
Jerusalem, the West Bank and Gaza, as
well as the Syrian Golan Heights—for Pal-
estinians the “Naksa” (setback) in which
almost 400,000 were displaced.

While many in the west saw the Israeli
victory as a David and Goliath moment,
nations across the Arab world and the
global south saw in Israel’s conquests
the expansionist hallmarks of a form of
settler colonialism, one that ethnically
cleansed Palestinians from the terri-
tory that now makes up the Israeli state.
Upwards of 700,000 Palestinians had
been displaced, while thousands were
killed, in the war leading to the forma-
tion of Israel in 1948.

But for British Jews, much like their
American co-religionists, the 1967 war
was existential: they believed that, had
Israel lost, it would have meant the end
of the state. The crisis accelerated the
rallying around Israel, the fixing of this
ethnonational state to Jewish prayers and
practices and identity. Theodor Herzl,
the Viennese journalist who was Zion-
ism’s founding father, understood early
on that the symbols of Judaism, and the
spiritual connection to Jerusalem, would
help the movement grow. After the Six
Day War, which also heralded the rise of
messianic settlers in the occupied Pal-
estinian territories, diaspora Jews were
increasingly raised to see Zionism as inte-
gral to being Jewish (with the exception
of certain ultra-Orthodox communities
that tend to anti- or non-Zionism).

The scale of this binding-to-Israel
seemed alien to my family arriving to
Britain in the 1970s—actual Israelis, who
have moved there as refugees from Iraq.
Certainly, many in the Jewish commu-
nity are now questioning it, too. The IJPR
polling found that the proportion of Brit-
ish Jews identifying as “Zionist” dropped
from 72 per cent to 63 per cent over the
decade up to 2022.

hat should non-Jews make
of this attachment? Every-
one can, hopefully, agree

that a connection to Israel should not
make British Jews a target for antisem-
itism, which spikes every time that ten-
sions in the region escalate. We might
also agree not to infer that anyone with a
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On the walkway to the entrance of the JW3 community centre,
padlocks bear messages of support for hostages in Gaza

“connection” to Israel automatically sup-
ports the state’s violent policies towards
the Palestinian people. But from there
on, things get murky. One can passion-
ately disagree with a British Jewish per-
son’s appraisal of the Gaza war as “self-
defence”, but not be motivated by anti-
Jewish hatred. One can be distressed by
the apocalyptic images coming out of
the Palestinian strip and wonder how
anyone might justify such horrors, yet
not be fuelled by antisemitism. But the
different motivations lying behind criti-
cism have been terribly conflated amid
a fearful Jewish minority and its estab-
lished leadership.

Hannah Weisfeld is director of Yachad
(Hebrew for “together”), an organisa-
tion that builds support in the British
Jewish community for a political reso-
lution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
“Where is the line between ‘T am scared
and offended’ and ‘You are being anti-
semitic’?” she asked when we spoke by
phone; “It is almost impossible to dis-
tinguish now.” The rise in antisemitism
is undeniable, Weisfeld noted, but she
added that there is an inability among
some British Jews to hear disagreement.

Still others can’t take offence “with-
out assuming that the person who has
offended you has the worst intentions
that you could possibly imagine”.

The division over the chant “from the
river to the sea, Palestine will be free”, a
popular and longstanding feature at pro-
Palestine demonstrations, is a classic case
study, Weisfeld said. While Palestinians
and their allies explain that this is a call
for freedom and human rights for the
Palestinians who live in the area between
the Jordan river and the Mediterranean
Sea, some people insist that it is an anti-
semitic call for Jewish-Israeli expulsion.
“Thatis a prime example of people mak-
ingadecision that a perspective they pro-
foundly disagree with means: ‘People
want to kill me’,” Weisfeld said.

The Board of Deputies of British Jews
(BoD), which claims to be the largest Jew-
ish communal organisation in the UK, is
lobbying the government to restrict what
itdescribes as London’s “anti-Israel” pro-
tests. In March, the government’s com-
missioner for countering extremism,
Robin Simcox, said that London had
become a “no-go zone for Jews every
weekend”. In February, the current home
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secretary James Cleverly called on the
protesters to stop since they had “made
their point”—his predecessor, Suella
Braverman, had also disparaged them.
That same month prime minister Rishi
Sunak said that he wanted a clampdown
on protest and “mob rule”. Jewish fears of
antisemitism are legitimate. And yet, the
concerns of this minority have been cyni-
cally invoked by a right-wing government
to justify clampdowns on free speech.

I have been to several London pro-
tests but, again, opinions vary. Some Jews
have told me that they do not want to be
in central London while the demonstra-
tions are taking place. Others have said
that, while they agree with the protesters’
aims, they still don’t want to be at those
marches. Others attend either individu-
ally or as part of a growing Jewish bloc. A
24-year-old whom I spoke with at JW3,
explained what he sees as the problem:
“There is a very vocal minority who cross
the line... and you never know if you are
looking at someone who is that vocal
minority, or is the nice majority saying
reasonable, correct and justified things.”
Nobody I spoke with suggested banning
demonstrations.

Yet the impression created by some
of the leaders of communal Jewish bod-
ies, and by the British government, is
that most British Jews want to ban these
marches because of antisemitism. Com-
munity groups are also policing who is
deemed an appropriate representative
of British Jewry on the subject of the
Gaza war. Those vocally opposed to it
have been marginalised. In March, Mark
Gardner, chief executive of the CST, told
BBC Radio 4 that there were two types of
Jews who attend pro-Palestine marches:
ultra-Orthodox Jews who don’t believe
in the state of Israel (a reference to the
Naturei Karta sect, who often attend
pro-Palestinian marches) and revolu-
tionary socialists who were “using their
Jewishness so that people get the impres-
sion this movement is not fundamentally
antisemitic.” In other words, religious
anti-Zionists and useful idiots.

In May, the New North London Syna-
gogue in Finchley, north London, placed
Rabbi Lara Haft Yom-Tovunder internal
investigation after they used the term
“war criminals” to describe Israelileaders
in an essay written around the Passover
holiday. Yom-Tov apologised—although
aweek later the International Criminal
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Court agreed with them, applying for
arrest warrants for Israeli prime minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu and defence
minister Yoav Gallant, alongside three
of Hamas’s leaders, over allegations of
war crimes and crimes against humanity.

Some of the British Jews I interviewed
believe community leadership bodies
do reflect the mainstream Jewish view,
but this elides the fact that there is a
greater mix of opinion over Gaza than
these organisations portray. The chief
rabbi of the UK, Ephraim Mirvis, may
have recently described the Israeli army
as “our heroic soldiers”, but would Brit-
ish Jews uniformly agree that this army
is either “theirs” or “heroic”? The BoD
may have made statements opposing
calls for a Gaza truce, but the New Israel
Fund UK (a branch of a major Israeli
NGO) has called for a ceasefire, a hos-
tage release deal and a return to genuine
negotiations for peace. The Jewish anti-
occupation group Na’amod, which has
nearly doubled its membership in recent
months, is a regular part of the weekly
Gaza marches. In mid-May, 34 British
rabbis signed a letter calling for Israel to
accept a ceasefire and halt its attack on
Rafah in the southern Gaza strip.

The impression from Jewish lead-
ership organisations is that there is an
Israel-right-or-wrong monolith, where
the “correct” view is somewhere on the
right when it comes to Palestinians and
Israel’s military. I have some experience
of this, having been called an “asshole”
on the BoD’s official Twitter account
in March last year—in a hastily deleted
post—for not having the “right” view on
the lessons of the Holocaust.

The framing over Israel’s responsibil-
ity for Gaza’s ruin is “completely myopic”,
and “unrepresentative” of those “who
are quietly embarrassed, or ashamed, or
want to lay low because the whole thing is
ashitshow,” said one woman in her early
forties and in the Jewish mainstream.
Several people that I spoke to men-
tioned efforts—either within the organi-
sational structure itself or through exter-
nal appeals—to tug the Board of Deputies
to more progressive positions, efforts that
have repeatedly failed. In response to my
reporting, the Board stated that its “dem-
ocratic structure makes it the most rep-
resentative organisation in the UK Jew-
ish community”, that its membership
spans a range of “political and religious

affiliation” and that it is “proud of the
diverse range of voices in the community
we encompass”. It also added that “while
there are different perspectives on some
aspects of policy relating to Israel, there
is near unanimity on a few key points:
the need to see the hostages released; the
need to counter the threat of Iran and its
proxies like Hamas; and the desirability
of expanding the Abraham Accords and
promoting peace in the Middle East.”

In May, Na’amod launched a cam-
paign to divest from the BoD, in particu-
lar over its stance on Gaza. A Na’amod
spokesperson told the Jewish Chronicle
that the Board was promoting a dam-
aging agenda—rather than speaking
out against the consequences of Israel’s
actions in Gaza, it has “been complicitin
aright-wing project to repress public out-
cry and calls for an end to the violence”.

ivisions over Gaza are most appar-
ent across the generations. This
is expressed both by young Jews
alienated by the pro-Israel stance of their
community bodies and by their parents’
generation, who worry about young peo-
ple growing distant from the community.
One 22-year-old from Leeds described
how reactions to the Israel-Gaza war
caused him to drift away from the main-
stream. The communities he grewup in
“can’t quite grasp the enormity of it. The
trauma of 7th October looms so large
that even those with the best intentions
can’tgrasp this is a Nakba-level event,” he
said—citing the Arabic word for catastro-
phe, areference to the ethnic cleansing
and dispossession of Palestinians thatled
to the creation of Israel (and which Pales-
tinians say is ongoing).
“Our kids are miles more progressive
than the mainstream congregation in

‘We feel more
Jewish than

ever and our love
of being Jewish
is stronger

than ever’
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our synagogues,” one woman in her fifties
said. She sees a change with younger
Jews, forwhom Israel has become not the
refuge from persecution her generation
was brought up to believe in, but a racist
and ethnonationalist state that oppresses
Palestinians. And she embraces the idea
of them growing up with a different sense
of what Jewishness means: “Maybe for
them it will be about fighting for a bet-
ter world.” This is exactly what some of
the members of Na’amod describe as cen-
tral to their movement. One, in his early
thirties, tells me that “with Na’amod we
feel more Jewish than ever and our love of
being Jewish is stronger than ever”.

Standing with Palestinians in this
moment has left many young people
estranged from the mainstream Jewish
community. But it has enabled a recon-
nection to Jewish values that resonate
with their progressivism, antiracism and
moral compass. And this includes com-
batting antisemitism. Several that I spoke
with worry that accusations of antisem-
itism made against critics of Israel’s vio-
lence in Gaza—from students to celebri-
ties to the UN—is making this an impos-
sible task. “People are so desensitised to
[antisemitism] now, there is no patience
forit,” one young woman who has organ-
ised with Na’amod says. “You don’t feel
protected on either side.”

Might we see the generational shift
over Gaza percolate through the Jew-
ish community? It is possible, as the
younger cohorts take up leadership roles
and become the ones who pay the syna-
gogue fees. One recently retired rabbi
says that the rising generations of leftist
Jews standing with Palestinians could
well herald aswing in that direction more
broadly in the British Jewish community
itself. Combined with the growing pres-
sure from young American Jews who are
increasingly vocal over Israel’s violent
oppression of Palestinians, this swing
might be a force for progressive change,
at least in helping to end the uncondi-
tional support the country enjoys among
western allies, despite routine violations
of international law. “The good thing is
their Jewish engagement,” the retired
rabbi told me. “If they remain engaged as
Jews then of course it is going to change.
There is no question about it”

Rachel Shabi’s “Off- White: The Truth About
Antisemitism” (Oneworld) is out in October
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Tariq Ali

Echoes of Vietham in

istory repeats itself.
Never exactly the
same, but its ech-

oes rarely disappear. As anew
generation grows conscious of
Israel and Palestine, those ech-
oes have got ever louder. But
the times are different.

The period from 1965 to
1975 was marked by an explo-
sion of cultural, political
and anti-imperialist upheav-
als across the globe, a revolt
against capital, against the
sexual norms of the time, for
the liberation of workers and
women. The anti-Vietnam
‘War movement played a sig-
nificant part in helping end
what some people (myself
included) believe was a geno-
cidal conflict—a war which left
two million Vietnamese dead
and millions more injured.
Nearly 60,000 US soldiers per-
ished and almost three times
as many were maimed or disa-
bled. GIs came out in huge
numbers and marched outside
the Pentagon, chanting “Ho,
Ho, Ho Chi Minh, the NLF is
gonna win”—areference to the
Vietnamese communist ene-
mies. They knew. They had
fought there.

In 1968, the ghettos in every
major US city were set on fire
as angry black people (many
of them ex-GIs) fought against
the state that oppressed them.
The depth of hatred shook
white America and forced
reforms on the White House.
US campus occupations were
larger in those days, and the
police on most campuses were
vicious. At Kent State Univer-
sity, the National Guard shot
four students dead in May

the protests over Gaza

1o Street St
-olumbia Unive=s fj
s - 2 sl -

1970, re-igniting the anti-war
movement. “Revolution in the
air”, sang Bob Dylan.

The Vietnamese resistance
triggered pre-revolutionary
unrest in France, Italy and
Portugal. Students in Pakistan
toppled a military dictator-
ship. Fearing a spread of com-
munism in South America,
the USbacked military takeo-
vers in Bolivia, Brazil, Argen-
tina and Chile. In the middle
of the Cold War, not asingle
European country sent troops
to Vietnam. Even the British
Labour prime minister resisted
Washington’s pressure.

That was then. The occupa-
tion of Palestine continued,
through wars and raids and
settlement, but never has the
plight of the Palestinians been
as globally prominent as it is
now. Western media networks
have failed to report crimes
of the worst magnitude, pre-
senting Israeli propaganda as
unvarnished facts, and encour-
aging hysteria about perfectly
legitimate opposition to politi-
cians and their funders. Mass
protests in solidarity with

the Palestinians suggest that,
across the world, many don’t
believe them.

I cannotrecall any target-
ing of the print media or the
CBS and BBC during the Viet-
nam War. Not because they
opposed the war, but because
they made space for dissident
voices and mainstream crit-
ics. Morley Safer’s nightly dis-
patches for CBS were electri-
fying. As cameras revealed
US Marines burning a village,
and women and children on
fire, Safer’s cold anger came
through: “This is what the war
in Vietnam is all about.”

Today, the mainstream
coverage of Gaza is a travesty.
Some of these news sources,
which once proudly published
the Wikileaks revelations, will
never be trusted again. The stu-
dent demonstrators chanting
“New York Times supports geno-
cide” are a case in point. The
Los Angeles Times coverage of
the thuggish attack on UCLA
encampments by masked pro-
Israelis was a complete dis-
grace. Victims were shame-
lessly presented as attackers.

It reminds me of words
my late friend, the US histo-
rian Howard Zinn, spoke at an
anti-Vietnam War rally in 1971:
“And they’ll say that we are dis-
turbing the peace. There is no
peace. Whatbothers them is
that we are disturbing the war.”
When, before one of the huge
pro-Palestinian demos in Lon-
don, a veteran radio journalist
asked me “What do you think
of the home secretary’s [Suella
Braverman’s] charge that these
are ‘hate marches™”, I couldn’t
refrain from replying: “Yes,
they are hate marches. We all
hate her”

With tens of thousands of
Gazans beingkilled in what
many people globally, includ-
ing venerable human rights
organisations and some gov-
ernments, regard as a genocidal
bloodbath (enacted by Israel
and backed by the US and its
allies Germany, the UK and
France) it would have been a
democratic tragedy if US cam-
puses had remained quiet.

The social and ethnic com-
position of the student body
hasbeen transformed since
1968. Today there are many
Palestinian, Arab and African
students. And the most heart-
ening factis that a sizeable
number of young Jews have
discarded Zionism. On their
own they occupied Grand
Central Station. In Britain the
Jewish bloc marching for the
Palestinians gets ever larger.
Politicians and hedge-fund
blackmailers can threaten as
much as they like, but the war
on Palestine has created a gen-
erational shift. This is the only
good news around. ¢
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BALANCE

OF

FEAR

In response to Russian aggression and Chinese ambition, Rishi Sunak committed
to increasing the defence budget, writes Malcolm Chalmers. 7o what ends?

prime minister Rishi Sunak made

an alarming declaration. The world,
hesaid, is “the most dangerous it’s been
since the end of the Cold War”. Just as
during the decades of hostility between
the west and the Soviet Union, prevent-
ing alarge-scale war between Nato and
Russia has taken centre stage in British
and European military planning. This
new urgency has increased calls for more
money. The Ministry of Defence (MoD)’s
past calls for added resources have had
little effect. But the government’s recent,
pre-election, announcement that the UK
would raise military spending to 2.5 per
cent of GDP by 2030 suggests that the

In aspeech in Warsaw on 23rd April,

MoD isbeginning to win that argument—
and notbefore time. Labour has commit-
ted to making the same increase, though
neither party has explained how it will
be funded.

UK parsimony on defence isnot anew
story. In the early days of the Ukraine
war, the UK was one of the countries
which provided the most military sup-
port to Kyiv. But now Britain gives less
military aid than either Germany or
Scandinavia (the US remains the larg-
est single donor to Ukraine, despite
Republican opposition). Since the first
Russian invasion in 2014, UK defence
spending has risen by only 20 per cent
inreal terms, alower percentage increase

than in any other European Nato mem-
ber. The rest of Europe has increased its
military expenditure by some 57 per cent
over the same period.

This record challenges the com-
mon British belief that the UK is still
Europe’s pre-eminent, and most reli-
able, military power. What explains its
shifting commitment? There are three
plausible theories. First, Britain got a
head start and others are catching up.
The UK began the past decade spend-
ing proportionately more of its GDP on
military expenditure than almost all of
its European allies. In 2014, Nato agreed,
at American urging, to require that all
member states aim to spend 2 per cent
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of their GDP on defence—which only
the UK, the US and Greece were already
doing. This put considerable pressure
on countries with defence budgets that
were well below this level, and they are
now responding with big increases. By
the end of 2024, around 20 member
states will have met the target, up from
three in 2014.

Second, the low priority given to mil-
itary spending is part of a wider turn
inwards following the Brexit vote. The
steep cutin the UK’s aid budget—even as
humanitarian needs have intensified in
Ukraine, Gaza and Sudan—is one of the
clearest signs of this isolationist tilt. Suc-
cessive governments have struggled with

the fiscal consequences of low growth,
the Covid pandemic and deteriorating
public services. It has been tough, against
this backdrop, for the MoD to argue for
more money.

There is another, underestimated,
third factor. Unlike most other Euro-
pean countries, the UK’s armed forces
were busier than ever after the end of the
Cold War, fighting in conflicts in the Bal-
kans, the Middle East and Afghanistan.
As recently as 2021, Boris Johnson as
prime minister emphasised the need for
the UK to restore its military role “eve-
rywhere east of Suez”, a commitment
largely abandoned in the early 1970s as
part of the withdrawal from the former

empire. The extent of this Indo-Pacific
tilt, as itbecame known, turned out to be
relatively limited for the MoD. The trans-
fer of two offshore-patrol vessels across
the region was the only significant new
deployment. Even so, after three decades
oflong-range interventions, discussions
about the tilt may have reinforced a sense
that defence was still as much about pro-
jecting an image of global influence as
about combating real threats to the UK.

Perhaps in part because of this per-
ception that current conflicts remain at
adistance from the UK, most of the pub-
lic have not focused on these issues. The
cross-party support for Ukraine, under-
pinned by strong public sympathy, is
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now competing with the crisis in Gaza. In
neither case has humanitarian concern
translated into strong support for more
money for the MoD. In the most recent
Ipsos survey, only 4 per cent of respond-
ents named “defence, foreign affairs and/
or terrorism” as the most important issue
facing the country. After two years of full-
scale war in Europe, the British public’s
priorities are still the economy, inflation,
immigration and the NHS.

The UK’s core defence budget has not
grown in real terms since the full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, but its future com-
mitments have risen sharply. The MoD’s
2023 Defence Command Paper con-
tained a long list of new requirements,
many of them derived from shortcom-
ings exposed by the war. Similarly, the
most recent National Audit Office report,
published in December 2023, showed
a gap between projected equipment
plans and budgets of about £17bn over
10 years—thelargest such gap since 2012.

The government’s timetable for get-
ting to 2.5 per cent will close this gap
and provide additional resources for
new priorities. Meanwhile, MoD officials
are working on a Future Force Design
Review, which should provide ministers
with clear choices on how to spend extra
money (for consideration in the Defence
Review to take place at some point after
the election). As part of this exercise,
whoever is defence secretary will need
to show that the MoD has a plan to focus
its budget on what matters for national
security, and to spend taxpayers’ money
efficiently. This will require an under-
standing of how Britain’s defence got
intoits current state.

t the turn of the century, the UK
Awas the world’s second-high-
est defence spender in abso-
lute terms (not as a percentage of GDP),
behind only the US. The disintegration
of the Soviet Union had left the Russian
military enfeebled and underfunded; it
struggled to put down rebellions in the
breakaway republic of Chechnya. Chi-
na’s total GDP was less than that of the
UK. Its future rise to global superpower
status was a matter of speculation.
‘When the Cold War ended, the need
to prepare for major conflict in Europe
disappeared almost overnight. With
the Army and RAF no longer required
in Germany to deter Soviet aggression,
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The Arab Spring led briefly to a revival of hope for democracy in the region—
and of the viability of military intervention by the west

the UK was able to send around 30,000
troops to the Middle East as part of the
coalition to expel Iraq from Kuwait, after
Saddam Hussein’s invasion in 1990. In
the years that followed, the frequency
with which the UK military was deployed
for operations returned to levels not seen
since the end of empire. Political support
for foreign intervention grew in the first
ten years after the Cold War, buoyed by
early successes in Iraq, Bosnia, Sierra
Leone and Kosovo.

This ambitious turn in UK policy was
encapsulated in Labour’s 1998 review of
military capabilities, which promised
that British defence would be a “force for
good” in the world. After the 9/11 attacks,
Tony Blair set himself the task of becom-
ing the US’s most important ally in the
Global War on Terror. “This isamoment
toseize,” he told the Labour party confer-
ence in October 2001, “The kaleidoscope
hasbeen shaken. The pieces are in flux.
Soon they will settle again. Before they
do, let us re-order this world around us.”

Over the next decade, the UK was the
exception to the European norm. Both
France and Germany were vocal in their

opposition to the 2003 invasion of Iraq
and took no part in the troubled occu-
pation that followed. There was wider
European participation in the coalition
operation in Afghanistan, including by
Nato partner states in northern and east-
ern Europe. But most of these contribu-
tions were modest and largely symbolic,
driven more by the need to show solidar-
ity with the US than the commitment
to secure Afghanistan. The UK, by con-
trast, stood out as by far the largest Euro-
pean contributor to the mission. Britain
deployed around 10,000 troops to Hel-
mand province to pursue along and ulti-
mately unsuccessful effort to suppress
the Taliban insurgency.

The costs were substantial. Between
1998 and 2010, under a Labour govern-
ment, defence spending rose by some 23
per centinreal terms. The UK, asaresult,
remained the largest military spender in
European Nato. In 2010, it devoted some
2.5 per cent of its GDP to defence.

But the high tide of intervention-
ism had begun to recede by the last year
of the Labour government. The wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan turned out to

© GEORGE HENTON / ALAMY
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be strategic failures. In 2011, the Arab
Spring led briefly to a revival of hope
in the possibility of democracy for the
region. During this window of optimism,
David Cameron ordered British forces
to take part in a coalition effort to over-
throw Muammar Gaddafi as leader of
Libya. The country’s elites failed to reach
an agreement on post-conflict govern-
ance and Libya soon descended into a
bitter civil war. More than a decade on,
the country is divided and impoverished.

The Arab Spring countries in which
the west refrained from direct interven-
tion did no better. Parliament’s 2013 vote
against air strikes on Syria, in response to
the Assad regime’s use of chemical weap-
ons, helped persuade Barack Obama to
abandon his own “red line”, and opened
the way for large-scale Russian involve-
ment. Syria became a proving ground
for the brutal tactics and firepower that
Russia subsequently deployed against
Ukraine. Even today, in both Syria and
Yemen—the site of another Arab Spring
revolt—there is little hope of reconcili-
ation between warring parties, far less
national reconstruction.

Among the main beneficiaries of the
Arab Spring’s failure was Islamic State.
The jihadist terrorist group took advan-
tage of the chaos to establish a quasi-state
in eastern Syria and northern Iraq. The
subsequent coalition campaign against
IS was a rare operational success, with
the UK assisting allied forces in retak-
ing territory from the group. That air
campaign was the RAF’s most intense
foreign commitment for more than two
decades, involving more than 1,700 air
strikes. Now, as the British armed forces
turn their attention towards Russia, it is
questionable whether those assets would
be available for acomparable new opera-
tion in the Middle East today.

The UK’s retreat from intervention
came during the aftermath of the 2008
global financial crisis and the decade of
austerity under Cameron. Defence was
not spared the public spending cuts.
Between 2010 and 2016, total defence
spending fell by 13 per cent in real terms.
Personnel numbers fell sharply, and the
decision was made to tolerate gaps in key
capabilities—aircraft carriers and mar-
itime reconnaissance aircraft—on the
assumption that major conflict would
not occur in the next 10 years. British
forces pulled out of Helmand by 2015,

leaving only a limited training presence
in Afghanistan.

y2026 or2027, the UK is set to fall
B to eighth place in the global rank-

ing of defence budgets—down
from second place in the decade after
the Cold War. The most dramatic change
is in relation to China, whose rapid eco-
nomic growth after the financial cri-
sis allowed it to boost defence spend-
ing. In 2024, China’s GDP is five times
that of the UK and its defence budget
is four times the size. Until the onset of
the Ukraine war in 2022, growth in Rus-
sia’s defence budget had been relatively
constrained. But Russia’s spending now
dwarfs that of Britain, and is increasing
rapidly to feed the demands of the war.
It is unlikely to return to pre-war levels
any time soon.

Amid higher rates of growth in the
Middle East and Asia, as well as creeping
geopolitical tensions, states across these
regions have invested more in defence.
The result is that, by 2023, the UK had
fallen to sixth in the global league table of
defence spenders, behind the US, China,
Russia, India and Saudi Arabia.

Over the last two years, a further trend
has emerged that is more surprising, but
potentially of great significance. In 2024,
Germany—despite its decades of anti-
militarism—is due to overtake the UK as
the biggest European defence spender

Humanitarian
concern has not
translated into
strong public
support for
more defence
spending
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in Nato for the first time since the Sec-
ond World War. Japan is also cranking
up its defence budget and aims to spend
2 per cent of its (much larger) GDP by
2027. Their decisions are driven both by
growing worries about their large neigh-
bours—Russia and China respectively—
and by concerns about the reliability of
the US as a security guarantor.

It is in the UK’s interests that two of
its staunchest allies, together with other
smaller northern and eastern European
allies, are rearming. It means, however,
that Britain will have to work harder to
maintain its influence within the west.
The UK’s unique strengths—the special
intelligence and nuclear relationship
with the US, Britain’s membership of the
UN Security Council, its cultural educa-
tional assets, and the global role of the City
of London—will remain. Given the pros-
pectofareduced American commitment
to Europe’s security, especially if Donald
Trump wins a second term as president
this November, the UK will also be more
vital than ever for European defence.

In the wake of Russia’s brutal
onslaught, and the rapid ensuing mili-
tarisation of its society and politics, any
talk of restoring a peaceful relationship
with the country must wait. For the fore-
seeable future, the main objective of the
west’s policy towards Russia must be to
convince its leadership that belligerence
does not pay. This requires every effort to
frustrate Russia’s ambitions in Ukraine.
It also requires a Nato that is strong and
united enough to convince Moscow that
it could only lose by further aggression.

The lack of a clear dividing line
between Nato and Russian spheres of
influence in Europe means that the risks
of escalation are greater than they were
inthe 1970s or 1980s. Today Russia is mil-
itarily weaker than it was then, as the per-
formance of its army against the much
smaller opponent of Ukraine has shown.
But Nato must contend with a problem
of its own—the very real prospect that the
US will not be able to provide the back-
bone of Nato’s defence in Europe, as it
would have done in the past.

ony after 1990, there was a logic to
shaping the UK’s defence priorities
around the “special relationship” with
Washington. In return, Britain gained
privileged access to intelligence assets

In the period of US global hegem-
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and nuclear technology. Such a model
makes less sense as the geographical
interests of the two powers diverge. It is
no longer enough—indeed it never was—
to decide UK defence priorities by ask-
ing: “What would the US want us to do?”

The key questions for next year’s
likely Defence Review should be: what is
needed for defence of the UK homeland?
And how can the UK best work with its
European Nato allies to secure the conti-
nent? America’s supporting role is criti-
cal, butit can nolongerbe relied upon to
always be there.

‘What does this mean for Britain? First,
the nuclear deterrent should be ahigher
priority. In 2006, when the government
decided to buy a new generation of bal-
listic missile submarines, it was assumed
these would begin to enter service in the
early 2020s. But, as part of wider cost-
saving, the 2010 Defence Review delayed
this programme, slowing preparations
for areplacement warhead.

Defence is paying the price for these
delays, with strenuous efforts being
made to maintain continuous patrols.
Meanwhile, the total cost of the nuclear
programme, Trident, has spiralled. The
latest MoD estimate suggests that a
remarkable 38 per cent of total equip-
ment spending over the next decade
will have to be ringfenced for the nuclear
and submarine programmes—a massive
increase from the 25 per cent projected
share of just two years ago.

There is little scope for savings. The
nuclear programme—based on four sub-
marines carrying US-supplied Trident
ballistic missiles armed with UK-built
nuclear warheads—is at the minimum
size necessary to ensure a boat is always
on patrol. Hopes for future nuclear dis-
armament, set out in Obama’s Prague
speech in 2009 and strongly supported
by the UK, have all but disappeared. It
seems inconceivable that Britain will
give up its nuclear arsenal while its most
concerning potential adversaries main-
tain their own.

Butwhat role should the UK’s nuclear
force haver Deterrent threats are most
plausible when directed at preventing
anuclear attack on the UK itself. If Rus-
sia—or any other state—were to destroy
London, it would have to reckon with the
strong probability of a retaliatory strike.
Could the UK nuclear force also provide
protection for Nato’s non-nuclear states

in eastern Europe and elsewhere? This is
less clear. To do this, the UK (and France,
Nato’s only other European nuclear
power) would not need to have an arse-
nal as large as Russia’s, or an ability to
use nuclear weapons in battle. It would
depend on Russia—and Britain’s Euro-
pean allies—believing that Europe’s two
nuclear powers might be willing to take
anuclear risk in a future crisis.

Either way, the UK needs to focus
defence efforts on its most acute threat:
Russian aggression in Europe. The pros-
pect of US disengagement only adds to
the urgency. Given the competing pres-
sures that the US military faces in Asia
and the Middle East, however, even a re-
elected Joe Biden will expect European
states to do more for their own secu-
rity. Recent rises in defence budgets,
and increased awareness of the Russian
threat in northern and eastern Europe,
are signs that this message has been
understood. The UK could play a criti-
cal role in helping build the strong con-
ventional deterrent that is needed.

A further priority is technological
transformation. Both the Ukraine war
and other recent conflicts have dem-
onstrated that effective conventional
defence today requires a much wider
orchestra of capabilities than in the
past. Mass is critical, and the armed
forces need the munitions, spare parts

The need for
a strong UK
commitment
to Europe is
greater than
it has beenin
four decades
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and reserve forces to fight beyond the
first few days. Artillery, which the British
Army has neglected over the last three
decades in favour of infantry, has been
central in the prolonged land battles in
Ukraine. That conflict has also seen the
emergence of new types of uncrewed
aircraft, more sophisticated electronic
warfare and cyber technologies, and new
ways of processing enormous amounts of
battlefield data to maximise the lethality
of frontline forces. The pace of change in
battle is such that the effectiveness of any
new weapon system peaks at the time of
itsintroduction into action. It then often
declines rapidly—within weeks—as the
enemy works out how to counter it.

New, and expensive, ships and crewed
aircraft will be needed. It is a popular car-
icature, especially favoured by armies,
that aircraft carriers are sitting ducks,
ready to be overwhelmed by the drones
and ballistic missiles of even a semi-
competent foe. But most major pow-
ers, including the US and China, invest
heavilyin their surface fleets, along with
the weapons (drones, missiles and lasers)
necessary to make them survivable and
effective. The recent deployment of
Royal Navy warships to the Red Sea to
protect the civilian shipping on which
international trade depends, in the wake
of attacks by the Houthis in Yemen,
proves that the maritime battle matters.

Another lesson from today’s wars is
the importance of defence against air
and missile attack. The ability to shoot
down projectiles that Russia has fired at
ithasbeen vital to Ukraine’s survival. The
erosion of that capability, in large meas-
ure as a result of the recent freezing of
US aid, undermined Kyiv’s ability to pro-
tectits cities. Missile defences are equally
important for Israel in the face of Hezbol-
lah, Hamas and Iranian threats. Yet the
UK, after decades of fighting insurgents,
has relatively little air defence capabil-
ity. This will need to change. If there were
a war, Russian submarines and long-
range aircraft could attack the UK from
the Norwegian Sea. Any ground forces
deployed to eastern Europe or Norway
would need protecting, too.

Despite all the hyperbole about new
tech, people are central to defence. And
they will need to be better paid, and
better treated, if the armed forces are
to attract the brightest and most capa-
ble. Take-home pay for the military has
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The optimistic days of nuclear disarmament—which Barack Obama
set out in his famous Prague speech in 2009—are long gone

declined in real terms since 2010, falling
behind civil comparators, especially in
technical, nuclear and cyber specialisms.

I 4 I \he relationship, and sometimes
tension, between Britain’s posi-
tion in Europe and in the world

hasbeen at the heart of UK foreign pol-

icy since the 16th century. Brexit gave
fresh impetus to those favouring a more
international role, encapsulated by

Boris Johnson’s commitment to an Indo-

Pacific tilt. A future Labour government

seems likely to put more emphasis on

repairing relations with the EU, albeit
without returning to either the single
market or the customs union. No matter
what third-party partnership the UK can
negotiate, however, there will be limits
to its ability to influence EU policy as an
outsider. This could result in a political
temptation to look elsewhere for arenas
where the UK can “make a difference”.
Yet when it comes to defence, too
great an emphasis on global commit-
ments would risk diverting scarce effort
from Europe and its neighbourhood.

This would be dangerous. Given Rus-
sian aggression and US retrenchment,
the need for a strong UK commitment
to the continent’s defence is greater than
it has been in four decades. If Ukraine
loses and American leadership is absent,
Europe’s ability to adopt a coherent
response to aresurgent Russia is far from
assured. Ensuring Europe remains a bul-
wark against Moscow will be a central UK
defence priority as long as the Russian
threat is as acute as it is today.

All this will require more money. In
the Defence Review that will at some
point follow the election, the MoD will
need to prioritise ruthlessly. It will need
to demonstrate that it is improving the
effectiveness with which it spends its
budget. In return, the Treasury will
need to find the resources for a sustained
increase in military expenditure.

The current political debate is too
focused on committing to spending a set
percentage of GDP on defence, whether
2.5 per cent or 3 per cent. But a one-off
uplift of cash would be a recipe for inef-
ficiency and waste. To deliver sustained
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increases in capability, the MoD needs
a steady commitment to real-terms
increases every year for the next decade,
in exchange for a clear strategy and a
commitment to deep reform. The white
paper released by the government this
April, with its pledge to increase military
expenditure at a steady pace until 2030,
with spending growing at a steady pace
between now and then, is therefore a step
in the right direction. If translated into
concrete plans, it should make it possi-
ble for the MoD to plan long term, rather
than rely on injections of unpredicatable
sums every year.

Such a move would give greater con-
fidence to defence companies looking to
invest in the necessary industrial capa-
bilities. Like the rest of the economy, the
defence sector has a public investment
problem. The inability to sustain long-
term investment, glaringly evident with
chaotic major infrastructure projects such
as HS2, makes the sector less attractive to
industryand deters people from investing
in training and longer-term careers.

The UK faces the most challenging
international circumstances since the
1980s, with major conflicts in Europe
and the Middle East, and China com-
mitted to a “no limits” partnership with
an openly revisionist Russia. If Nato can
putin place the defence capabilities it is
promising, and if Ukraine survives and
begins to recover, Russia might abandon
its imperial ambitions. But worse is pos-
sible. A fundamental change in Russian
policy is likely to be years away.

In the meantime, the UK cannot
ignore the more comprehensive, and
growing, challenge China poses to its
interests and those of its closest allies.
The world is probably in the early stages
of adecades-long Cold War between the
US and China. This competition will
shape British foreign and defence policy
for decades to come. The immediate pri-
ority, boosting the role of the UK’s mil-
itary in deterring Russian aggression,
will help us face the emerging multipo-
lar global (dis)order. It will ensure, too,
that international cooperation on key
issues such as climate change and global
health, where it exists, is robust—and that
abalance of fear between the major pow-
ersunderpins it. ¢

Malcolm Chalmers 7s deputy director
general of the Royal United Services Institute
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Ethan Zuckerman
Why I’'m suing

Facebook

mistake Imadeasa
young man has haunt-
ed me for the rest of

my life.

I'was in my early twenties,
working for an internet startup
called Tripod that offered free
homepages—an early precursor
to social media—to anyone who
wanted one. Eventually, more
than 15m people took us up on
our offer, which forced us to
find a way to pay for servers and
bandwidth. Like virtually all
startups in the mid 1990s, we
gravitated to banner ads, gaudy
digital billboards that users
rarely clicked. We told advertis-
ers they were useful for “brand
building” even if they didn’t
lead to transactions.

There was a major problem.
Advertisers liked banner ads
on sites like Wired, the tech-
nology magazine, where they
appeared next to carefully ed-
ited content. But on our site,
ahomepage author mightbe
talking about fringe politics
or sexual fetishes, and our ad-
vertisers told us we were not
“brand safe”. My boss asked
me to figure out a way to “dis-
tance” the ads from our some-
times-sketchy users, and I
came up with an idea: when we
loaded auser’s homepage in-
to a web browser, we would al-
so open another window, inde-
pendent from the page, with
an advertisement in it. Yes,
dearreader, I invented the
pop-up ad.

Before you turn away in
disgust, let me mention two
things. First, I've apologised,
extensively and in print. But
second: you probably haven’t
encountered many pop-up

ads lately. Most modern web
browsers block pop-ups by
default, at least on your lap-
top. (As we’ll discuss in a mo-
ment, it’s another thing entire-
ly on mobile phones.) Even if
the website owner really wants
you to see an ad, your browser
isloyal to you, giving you a de-
gree of control over your on-
line experience that the busi-
ness selling ads wishes you
didn’thave.

This battle between what
users want and what compa-
nies selling ads want has taken
two dramatic turns in the past
dozen years. First, as social me-
dia came to dominate the web,
companies like Facebook and
Twitter got very good at claim-
inglots of users’ attention.
The updates from your friends
turned into an infinite scroll,
and, if your friends didn’t have
enough to say, the algorithm

The Facebook
appisloyal

to Mark
Zuckerberg—
nottoyou

would suggest other content
toyou, paired with an endless
sequence of ads. That had ma-
jor downsides, but if you were
using a web browser and were
tired of seeing promotional
material, you could atleast in-
stall an ad blocker. If you were

worried about developing a de-

pendence, you could install
software to limit the time you
could spend on a social me-
diasite.

The second revolution—
the rise of the mobile phone—
fundamentally shifted the bal-
ance of power. On our laptops,
we interact with the internet
through web browsers, which
we can customise and control.
But on our mobile phones, we
mostly use apps. These apps
are made by the same compa-
nies that run websites like Fa-
cebook or Twitter. While we
might be able to use our loyal
web browser to shape our ex-
perience of Facebook on our
computer, we have no such
freedom with the Facebook
app. The app is loyal to Zuck-
erberg, his ad sales team and
his engagement metrics—not
toyou.

is Barclay came up with a

clever way to make Face-
bookless addictive, even if you
accessed it through the disloy-
al mobile app. He wrote a lit-
tle piece of software called Un-
follow Everything. If you in-
stalled it in your web brows-
eritwould log into Facebook
on your behalfand, well, un-
follow everything. Your algo-
rithmically curated feed of up-
dates from your friends would

In 2021, programmer Lou-

be empty, though you could
check in on any of your friends
by visiting their pages. Barclay
was delighted with his less-ad-
dictive Facebook experience
and made his software free for
anyone to download.

Meta, the parent compa-
ny of Facebook, was not de-
lighted. It deleted Barclay’s ac-
counts on Instagram and Face-
book and banned him for life.
And it threatened a costly legal
battle unless he removed his
software from the web. Barclay
was forced to comply.

It seemed to me that Bar-
clay should have a right to en-
counter Facebook the way he
wanted it, much as you have
the right to block my dreadful
pop-up ads. My friends at the
Knight First Amendment In-
stitute, a nonprofit law and re-
search organisation that ar-
gues cases defending free-
dom of speech in a digital age,
agreed with me, and over the
course of many months we
found alegal argument that
looked promising.

In 1996, the US passed a
piece oflegislation called the
Communications Decency
Act, alaw focused on combat-
ting the perceived threat of ob-
scenity online. Much of the law
hasbeen overturned, but a crit-
ical section has remained—Sec-
tion 230—which American in-
ternet scholars sometimes de-
scribe as “the 26 words that cre-
ated the web”. These words
limit the liability for platforms
such as Facebook by declar-
ing that a user who posts con-
tent—rather than the owner of
the website that hosts it—will
be considered its publisher.
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Businesses like Facebook
would be legally untenable if it
were considered the publisher
of everything its users—in Fa-
cebook’s case, three billion of
them—say. By providing limits
to liability, Section 230 made
businesses like Facebook, and
like Tripod, possible.

But there’s more to Section
230 than those 26 words. Much
of the section concerns the
idea that users have the right
to control what they encoun-
ter online, stating thatitis the
policy of the United States “to
encourage the development of
technologies which maximize
user control over what infor-
mation is received by individ-

uals, families, and schools who
use the Internet and other in-
teractive computer services”.

That sounded alotlike what
Barclay was trying to do with
Unfollow Everything. And so,
on May Day, 2024, [ sued Meta
in US federal court.

The complaint, drafted
by the brilliant lawyers at the
Knight First Amendment In-
stitute, explains that Iwant to
release an updated version of
Barclay’s tool and conduct are-
search study to see whether us-
ers feel more in control of their
Facebook experience when us-
ingit. Because Meta has forced
Barclay to take down his soft-
ware, we are asking for a “de-

claratory judgement” that
what we propose to do is pro-
tected and legal.

It would be great to recreate
Barclay’s software, but there’s
much more at stake. Should
acourt find in our favour, it
might open a path towards lim-
iting the power of the big web
platforms not just through leg-
islation, but through technol-
ogy. My lab at the University
of Massachusetts Amherst has
been building tools that allow
social media users to choose
what algorithms they want sort-
ing posts from their friends. We
can use this technology only
on avery few social networks—
Mastodon, Bluesky, Reddit.

The most popular networks—
X, Facebook and Instagram—
prohibit tools like ours. But a
finding that Section 230 pro-
tects our right to develop tools
to increase user control means
we might be able to force these
powerful companies to coop-
erate.

I made a mistake years ago
when I tried to inflict pop-
up ads on an unwary internet
population. Facebook is mak-
ing a mistake when it insists
that its tools and preferences
are the only ones that count.
It’s possible that a US federal
court will give us a chance to
put control back in the hands
of social media users. ¢
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UNIVERSITIES

S1

versities. Their funding has declined

and will fall further; cuts and closures
are everywhere; their management and
staff are divided as perhaps never before;
they are berated as a key target of the
right’s “culture war”; and they are uncer-
tain as to their very purpose.

Yet they should be a success story.
Theybring in ahuge amount of revenue:
higher education providers across Eng-
land, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scot-
land have a collective income of more
than £48bn ayear. They earn the country
afortune, pulling in nearly £22bn a year
in export earnings—for the most part,
made up of the fees and living expenses of
international students. British research
is strong by any yardstick: the UK has
the third largest share of the world’s aca-
demic publications, after the US and
China. And universities are at the heart
of “levelling up”—efforts by the UK gov-
ernment to address differences between
London and the southeast of England
and the rest. There are 21,000 compa-
nies active that emerged from our uni-
versities, which directly employ 96,000
people. Regional policy is, or should be,
dependent on them: they add more than
£14bn to output in England’s northwest
and northeast combined, as well as sup-
porting more than 100,000 jobs.

Even so, the hallmarks of decline are
both unmistakable and inexorable. One
in four universities is in the red. The sec-
tor’sannual losses stand at £2bn. Almost
every day, news of more job cuts comes
in. Universities of all kinds are slashing
staffing: Coventry, for a while the doyen
and leader of the post-92 “modern”
universities; Goldsmith’s in London;
Kent, which always sold itself as Brit-
ain’s most “European” institution; Lin-
coln, avibrant and apparently success-
ful new university that had been making
abigname foritself. The list goes on and
on: Aberdeen, Brighton, Cardiff, Essex,
Northumbria, Queen Mary (part of the
University of London), Sheffield Hal-
lam, Surrey and more. It begins to look
as though most universities will make
large-scale cuts.

Most of that downsizing is coming,
and will come, through retirements
and voluntary severance schemes—for

It’s a miserable time for Britain’s uni-

GRAGH
bOURSE

The UK’s
universities are among
the best in the world.
So why do many appear
close to collapse?

by
GLEN O’HARA

now, atleast, abloodbath of compulsory
redundancies everywhere seems a way
off. What is more likely is a kind of fading
away or greyout. The facade of the once-
grand university as stately home will
remain, but lots of the rooms will be cor-
doned off, some of the silver will be sold,
dust will fall over everything and the fur-
niture will be allowed to rot. Eventually,
as in the case of lots of those huge houses
that fell into disrepair during England’s
postwar years, the paint will peel and the
floors and ceilings will fall in. We’re not
there yet, but we will get there eventually.

To the wider public, universities will
seem to be trundling along, keeping the
lights on, teaching students, putting on
conferences and pumping out research
findings. But something ineffable, effer-
vescent, will have been lost: perhaps,
indeed, the whole point of a university.
Goodwill, and the sense of being part of a
shared endeavour, is already thin enough,
and industrial relations can only deterio-
rate. Time, that key element in any sec-
tor that relies on its people, will get more
and more pressed: academics are already
losing much of “their” summers to end-
less exam resits and bureaucracy. Original
thought—and that, after all, is what a uni-
versity is for—will be at a steep premium.

Even if most jobs are saved for now,
life inside higher education has become
pretty depressing. Vignettes abound that
are straight out of A Very Peculiar Prac-
tice, a surreal campus TV serial from the
1980s. More and more, day-to-day toil
in our universities feels strangely like
a David Lodge novel, or perhaps a less
upmarket Porterhouse Blue. The heat-
ing is turned down, and then off; lifts
are roped off at a moment’s notice; I'T
start ripping out cable internet connec-
tions in favour of weaker wifi; old com-
puters creak along, endangering online
security because they can’t be updated;
seminar rooms are taken out of use unan-
nounced; hot-desking is brought in and
then everyone stops coming onto cam-
pus. “You couldn’t make it up” is a phrase
on many lips.

In the end, of course, one or more
universities will spectacularly fall apart.
It’s hard to say where that will happen,
exactly, but how it could happen is fairly
clear. Some of them (for instance, Surrey
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or Chichester) are now very indebted,
and notjust to theirbanks, but to arange
of lenders who are starting to get quite
anxious. If news leaks out that one is in
existential trouble, then parents, stu-
dents, creditors, business partners and
suppliers might run for the doors. The
death spiral can be quick. Bankruptcy,
as Ernest Hemingway famously put it,
comes gradually, then suddenly.

What on Earth is going on? Reading
the newspapers, you could be forgiven if
you thought that every issue on campus
was about the culture wars: free speech,
“wokedom”, gender, decolonisation and
race. Far from it. Most academics are too
busy trying to hang onto their jobs, book
travel on impossible-to-navigate third-
party portals, claim their expenses and
fill out endless audits to think about
beguiling young people with danger-
ously radical concepts. Indeed, having
any ideas would be a welcome novelty.

The academy is skewed to the left, of
course, very likely more than it was dur-
ing the second half of the 20th century,
and the wilder shores of theoretical dis-
pute are off-putting for both voters and
their elected representatives. But aca-
demic radicalism and student protest are
notexactly surprising if you recall the sit-
ins, screaming matches and marches of
the 1960s and 1970s. Today’s universities
are remarkably sedate compared with
the days when visiting Conservative min-
isters were harangued before they could
even get inside the campus. Students are
too busy with paid jobs to riot, since even
the maximum loans forliving costs fail to
cover the basics in some areas.

The absurd idea that our universities
are a hotbed of novel ideologies is wors-
ening the situation, because it is divid-
ing the public from their local campuses,
and making lecturers feel as if they are
under constant attack. We need to do
better than these ridiculous caricatures.

The real crisis is buried deep within
the finance and organisation of our
higher education sector. It is a tale of
ideological over-commitment, unex-
pected consequences, economic mis-
fortune and financial blunders. No one
comes out of it with much honour, and
still less credit.

The first problem is just the usual one:
money. In England, undergraduate tui-
tion fees for home students have not
risen significantly since 2012, and not

Tough Tynes: Northumbria university, the
Times Higher Education university of the
yearin 2022, has been rocked by planned cuts

risen at all since 2017. Government fund-
ingin the other three parts of the UK has
also fallen. There’s little else in the world
that hasn’t risen in price, especially since
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and
that’s areal problem for universities “sell-
ing” a fixed-price service in a new world
of unpredictable inflation.

Once you take inflation into account,
nearly 30 per cent of the value of tuition
fees has been stripped away since the
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coali-
tion of 2010 brought them in. A settle-
ment that was generous at the time has
since become miserly. Universities make
aloss of £2,500 on every home student
they take. Funding is still above the level
it collapsed towards in the late 1990s, but
it won’t take many bursts of inflation to
dragitback to that nadir.

All many
universities feel
they candois cut.
So they take on
the mantle of
axe-wielders
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or a while, some vice chancellors
Fcould patch up losses by recruit-

ing more and more students in
the arts, humanities and social sciences:
“seminar-based” subjects that were
cheap to teach and fairly easy to staff,
and the costs of which certainly under-
shot the £9,000 and then the £9,250
paid for them by students every year.
That money could then be used to sub-
sidise the heavy sciences, and everyone
would rub along as long as they didn’t
think too much about the implications of
that cross-subsidy. As chancellor, George
Osborne made all that even easier when
he removed student number caps for
each English institution between 2015
and 2016.

The problem was that this approach
to teaching (say) the humanities was one-
dimensional, as universities stacked the
courses high and sold them cheap, with-
out a thought for the system as awhole—
such as it was by this point. This was a
zero-sum game that took students away
from other providers, abeggar-my-neigh-
bour policy reminiscent of the competi-
tive devaluations and protectionism of
the 1930s that back then helped ruin the
world economy. As in the global Depres-
sion, so in the academic recession Eng-
land’s big guns tried to leave everyone
else in the dust.

That couldn’t continue indefinitely.
Huge redbrick universities with big
names and some kudos with middle-class
parents could drop their grades a little,
allow seminars to get bigger and bigger,
put on overspill rooms for lectures. But
sooner or later everyone would notice
the drop in quality and complain—an
emperor’s new clothes moment once
headteachers, parents and students
began to protest.

A “squeezed middle” also emerged, its
ranks full of traditionally good and well-
regarded universities that reacted to hav-
ing their usual student cohorts drawn
away by desperately dropping their
grade offers and advertising everywhere
they could think of. Many were eventu-
ally forced to pull arts and humanities
courses altogether. If more do the same,
that could leave some areas of the coun-
try completely bereft of such provision:
the far southeast of England, say, or East
Anglia. Thatwould mean thatlow-income
students who want to stay at home can’t
study those subjects. It was this middling

© HUGH WILLIAMSON / ALAMY STOCK PHOTO
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Picking up the tab

Inflation has eaten away at the realvalue of a tuition fee since 2012

. Value of fee Actual value*

|
£8k
£6k
£4k
£2k
2012 ‘16

*Adjusted to consumer price index

‘20 24

stratum of universities whose financial
woes started to become obvious as Covid
made its grim way through the country,
and their complaints have now raised the
alarm about the bad behaviour of a few
running down the many.

Nor could that merry-go-round keep
spinning forever. Some subjects, such
as languages and English, have declined
vertiginously in secondary schools, for
which government ministers’ rhetoric
must take a share of the blame. Eventu-
ally, too, the accounting rationale for hoo-
vering up these students declined as costs
inthe arts, humanities and social sciences
rose above thelevel of home tuition fees or
government funding. Once these subjects
were no longer of financial use, they could
be downgraded or discarded. Some huge
and prestigious Russell Group providers,
such as Bristol, are still trying to expand
further, but this threatens to exhaust the
patience of their home cities, including
local residents and councils. There are,
after all, only so many students you can
fitinto even a vast city.

Universities’ next answer to declining
budgets was foreign students. If capped
home fees covered less and less, perhaps

teaching people from outside the UK
would plug the gap. Fees for these under-
graduates were never limited by statute,
and they are often charged much more
than locals, on average about £22,000
a year and sometimes approaching
£40,000. In 2010, just under a tenth of
UK universities’ revenue came from that
source; by 2022, that number had dou-
bled to nearly a fifth. That, too, was all
very well for a while, but there are prob-
ably limits to how politically acceptable
the numbers are. Nearly half a million
students were given UK study visas in
the academic year that began in autumn
2022, an 86 per cent rise from the year
between 2018 and 2019. All while the gov-
ernment talked about taking back con-
trol of immigration.

The dependence on foreign students
was also a gamble. Their numbers now
seem to be falling, with a 27 per cent fall
in applications for taught postgraduate
places in the academic year starting this
autumn (other, more alarming figures
are also doing the rounds). For a long
time, the Tories seemed quite keen on
bringing in overseas students, setting a
target for 600,000 enrolled on British
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courses that was met easily a decade
early. As prime minister, Boris Johnson
even brought back post-study work visas
in autumn 2020, after Theresa May as
home secretary had abolished them in
2012. Now the government has blocked
access to the UK for students’ depend-
ents, and has even talked about restrict-
ing the right to work after study has fin-
ished to those attending only the “top”
universities. Understandably, students
are beginning to look elsewhere. The
increasingly tarnished reputation of Brit-
ain’s universities, and strong US compe-
tition, are not exactly helping. The gam-
ble looks like a bad one.

oweare atan impasse. The money
S is running out. Mid-ranking and
mid-sized universities are in real
trouble, and a few could eventually go
under if nothing is done. Little more
can be wrung out of the existing struc-
ture. Cross-subsidies across home fees
are now played out, while Russell Group
providers cannot take every student in
the country. The number of foreign stu-
dents is declining. The well is dry. It’s
this dead end that is causing the despair
inside higher education, because only
complex reconstruction can save it.
The problem is that no one knows
what that would look like, or who would
doit. Onceupon atime, the government’s
Higher Education Funding Council
would dole out money on the basis of fixed
student numbers. The future was steady,
dependable, even boring, It ran like clock-
work. Now it has become almost impos-
sible to work out how many students you
will get nextyear, let alone in three or four
years’ time. The result feels like chaos.
All our higher education structures
are based on presumed stability. Around
£2bn of Quality-Related (or QR) research
funding is paid by Research England
to universities every year on the basis
of how well subjects are rated in peri-
odic research audits. The time horizon
for that money actually being paid out
might be six to eight years. Now there’s
no way of knowing if the subjects win-
ning that money will be taught, or the
departments that housed them will
even exist. Large-scale research projects
funded by the seven Research Coun-
cils amount to around another £2.6bn
this year: but if core members of those
projects’ teams were to lose their jobs,
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no one seems sure what will happen to
that research or that money.

The government seems to want Brit-
ish science and its wider research culture
to play a key role in projecting the coun-
try’s “soft power”. But that cannot be con-
ducted in an ecosystem that is getting
harder and harder tounderstand, let alone
govern. The senior management teams
of every university have been forced into
a position where their job, indeed their
responsibility, is to fight tooth and nail
against other universities for every single
extrastudent they can get their hands on.
That makes strategic direction of the sec-
tor impossible. There’s no point patching
itup:itrequires fundamental re-engineer-
ingthat allows for atleast some measure of
command and control.

Universities’ management systems are
not up to that task. They are often made
up of ex-academics who have gradually
learned to be managers—some good, but
othersbad. The quality of university lead-
ership is variegated: the nimble mixed
with the static, the precise blended in
with the clumsy, and the forward-look-
ing cheek-by-jowl with the antediluvian.
Public relations, media management,
advertising and image-making are not
their forte, to say the least. Nor are imag-
inative or novel blends of courses that
mightappeal.

In this situation, all many universi-
ties feel they can do is cut. So they take on
the mantle of axe-wielders as if they were
Gordon Gecko, the archetypal tough-
guy of capitalism, in the 1987 film Wall
Street. The effect can be comic, but it’s
also deeply dangerous. Universities abol-
ish courses, and whole departments, on
the basis that they are not making a big
enough contribution to “the centre”—
that is, not building up enough of a sur-
plus to pay for the services that make a
university run smoothly, from thelibrary
to estates through to payroll and HR. By
sodoing, they graduallyundermine their
own critical mass and income, until there
islittle left.

This disorder and disarray is holding
Britain back. The country actually needs
far more undergraduate places if it is to
merely keep up with the birth boom of two
decades ago: the numbers of 18-year-olds
are rising and will rise further until the
early 2030s. One estimate is that 45,000
more places will be needed every year
by then, which would mean perhaps an

The university of Bristol has a modern
department of biological sciences, and is
building an entirely new campusin the city

First degree burns: Many felt financially
scorched by the 2012 tuition fee hike
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8 per centrise in capacity. In those circum-
stances, slashing departments and cutting
places is nothing more than vandalism.

In the end, the retreat of British higher
education is simple. There’s not enough
money in the system to sustain the high-
quality experience that British and for-
eign students are used to. There’s not
enough planning to juggle student num-
bers, regional policy, urban policy, scien-
tific research and development. Will and
promise are draining away.

British higher education is like the
Titanic after it had hit the iceberg. It is
fatally flawed below the waterline, but
it is still floating, and many passengers
have difficulty believing that it will go
under. Yet the water is pouring in and ris-
ing. Ithas gushed right up past third class,
flowed through second class and is about
tolap atthe doors of first class. During the
next parliament, the lights will go outand
the ship’s keel will break.

Arescue mission is some way off, partly
because Labour as the likely next govern-
ment seems unable to grasp the gravity of
the situation. What universities and poli-
cymakers therefore really need is abreath-
ing space and a pause, so that we can work
out what in the world to do. The next gov-
ernment may be forced to drop in asmall
amount of money, concert a slight rise in
fees (outside Scotland), and perhaps place
acapon English student numbers at “the
top” to bail out the others. It could again
encourage rather than disparage the
post-study work visa. Universities may be
encouraged to merge, though that will be
fiendishly complex. In the end, however,
those are stopgaps, and nothing will stop
the ship going down if it has no directing
mind on the bridge.

Then itwill notjustbe export earnings
and output that are lost. Attracting teach-
ers, doctors and dentists will get much
harder outside London and the southeast.
At an even deeper level, the whole local
ecosystem of life will be disrupted. Uni-
versity drama, theatre, arts, adult learn-
ing, evening classes, school visits, walk-
ing clubs, discussion groups, sports facil-
ities, museums, displays, galleries—they
could all be gone. Everything, in fact, that
makes life worth living. That would be the
unkindest cutofall. ¢

Glen O’Hara is professor of modern and
contemporary history at Oxford Brookes
University
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Sasha Mudd

Philosopher-at-large:

tudent protests against Israel’s war
Sin Gaza—and the violent clashes

they have provoked on campuses in
the US—raise profoundly difficult ques-
tions: when does criticism of Israel cross
into antisemitism? Does hateful antise-
mitic speech ever deserve protection?
How should universities balance respect
for free speech with their obligation to
provide a safe environment for all?

As the political climate continues to
boil, these questions are presented as
though they have clear-cut answers, with
the suggestion being that anyone who
fails to parrot such answers is guilty of
gross moral failure. When the presidents
of Harvard and the University of Penn-
sylvania struggled in front of the US Con-
gress to say unequivocally whether call-
ing for the genocide of Jews violated their
school’s policies, they were excoriated
for their supposed lack of “moral clarity”.
Both replied by saying “it depends”, an
answer that helped cost them their jobs.
But what if the truth is that it does, often,
depend—on context, on circumstance, on
our legal, moral and philosophical start-
ing points? What if that is the more hon-
est, morally sensitive reply to many of the
free speech questions tearing us apart?

While we can all agree antisemitic
hate speech should be treated no differ-
ently than other hate speech, it is much
harder to agree on when sincere politi-
cal speech becomes unacceptably hate-
ful and what to do about it. The problem
is not only that the slogans and symbols
used by the protesters in the UK, US and
elsewhere mean different things to dif-
ferent people, but also that the underly-
ingvalues and principles at play interact
in complex ways, and we have no univer-
sal moral algorithm with which to sort
them out.

There are, of course, points of consen-
sus, for instance that the state may some-
times legitimately restrict harmful speech
without running afoul of free speech val-
ues. Butjust what are these values?

Free speechisnotsimple

For many, the paramount issue is the
individual’s right to self-determination
as a speaker, listener and thinker. From
this perspective, the idea that the state
should get to decide what we are able to
say, hear or consider represents a danger-
ous affront to our basic liberties, the free
exercise of which allows us to figure out
for ourselves what we think is right, good
and fair. For others, the chief problem is
the way that state limitations on speech
hamper our collective pursuit of truth.

But many philosophers go beyond an
appeal to individual autonomy or truth,
arguing that free speech is justified by
the role it plays in democracy. Some
claim free speech promotes the values
democracy is meant to serve (for exam-
ple, tolerance and pluralism); or that it is
vital to citizens’ capacity to hold power to
account. Still others appeal to the demo-
cratic virtues it supposedly instils. If we
are by nature inclined to ostracise those
who think differently, we might need
freedom of speech in order to practise
the respect for difference that fortifies
our commitment to liberal principles.

Drawing on any of these perspec-
tives, one might defend the free speech
absolutism associated with the US First
Amendment. The late US legal philos-
opher Ronald Dworkin argued that, by
banninghateful ideas, the state excludes
those who defend them from democratic
deliberation, undermining democratic
legitimacy. The famed 19th-century free
speech champion John Stuart Mill held
that the best way to neuter dangerous
ideas is through exposing them to pub-
lic scrutiny, while outright legal suppres-
sion can aggravate the danger.

Moral clarity should
not be confused
with black-and-white
certitudes

Of course, governing a campus is
not the same as governing a state. Still,
though, in line with Mill or Dworkin,
many hold that proscriptions on cam-
pus speech should be a last resort and
as narrow as possible. For them, it is bet-
ter for schools to engage pro-Palestin-
ian protesters in dialogue, rather than
prohibiting the use of phrases such as
“From the river to the sea...” But more
proscriptive approaches to hate speech
also have robust philosophical backing,.
The esteemed legal philosopher Jeremy
Waldron argues that hate speech is best
understood as a form of group defama-
tion. He believes the state has a legiti-
mate role in preventing it because it
erodes the rights and equal moral stand-
ing of citizens. For him, the same demo-
cratic values that justify free speech also
determine its rightful limits.

What does this reasonable disagree-
ment on the issues reveal? That you can
stand against hate while holding a variety
of different, reasonable views on the lim-
itsof free speech, on campus or elsewhere.

In this fevered political moment,
there is an understandable desire for
clear principles that gratify our us-versus-
them political passions. But moral clarity
should not be confused with black-and-
white certitudes. What such clarity more
often reveals is a tragically messy world,
where we must weigh competing moral
concerns against each other in the face
of staggering complexity. In that context,
itdoesusall good to appreciate the truth
in that simple, now notorious, phrase: “It
depends” ¢
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Sarah Ogilvie

Thejoy oflex:
Unclubbable

everal hundred members of the
S all-male Garrick Club recently

crowded into a conference room
in central London to vote in favour of
admitting women. Nearly 200 years
after the Garrick was founded for “actors
and men of refinement and education”,
the club has decided that women might
not be as “unclubbable” as originally
thought.

If the language of clubs is anything to
go by, these elite institutions have always
been more about exclusion than inclu-
sion. The word unclubbable, a derogatory
label for those considered too unsocia-
ble for membership, was coined in 1764.
It took several decades for its opposite,
clubbable, to appear. The expression
blackballingwas coined at the same time
as unclubbable, after a voting system in
which club members decide whether to
admit someone new by casting white
or black marbles as ballots. In the final
count often the presence of just one or

two black marbles, which signal dis-
sent, is enough to reject a candidate.
The expression whiteballing never took
off because, in clubland, rejection was
more comment-worthy than acceptance.

Club names alone are cause for lin-
guistic intrigue. Some of the oldest and
most exclusive clubs, still all-male, were
named after men: Garrick (1831), in hon-
our of the actor David Garrick; Boodle’s
(1762) from its head waiter, Edward Boo-
dle; and White’s, which started as a choc-
olate house, gotits name in 1693 from its
founder, Francesco Bianco, an Italian
chef who anglicised his name to Fran-
cis White. Then there is the pompously
named The Club (1764), which famously
excluded Winston Churchill, prompting
him to start his own in 1911, called The
Other Club. Not to forget those names
that win on sheer quirk: the Wednesday
Club (from which the Bank of England
was started) which met on Friday Street
in London during the reign of William

ITI; and Nobody’s Friends (1800),
founded for Anglican clergy of the High
Church tradition, which still exists, now
with female members.

The 19th century was a period when
clubs proliferated, especially on Pall Mall
and the area between Trafalgar Square
and St James’s Palace which became
known as Clubland (1885). Someone who
spent too much time in a clubwas called
a clubmonger (1837); a member of a club
was a clubman (1853); and the term cluboc-
racy (1882) was modelled on “aristocracy”
to refer to the class who are members
of clubs. There was a specific language
within clubs, too: the dining room was
known as the coffee room (a fossilisation
of the fact that clubs emerged from Lon-
don coffee houses in the mid-late 17th
century); a stranger was a guest; and c/ub
tablewas the long table in the coffee room
at which solo members could join oth-
ers for dining and conversation, as in
Oxbridge colleges. ¢
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Conor Gearty
Canlegal power

he application to the
International Crimi-
nal Court (ICC) for the

arrest and trial of Benjamin
Netanyahu, his minister of
defence and three Hamas lead-
ers is ahuge moment for inter-
national law. The prosecutor,
Karim Khan, took the precau-
tion of seeking advice from
eight distinguished experts
(most of whom are based in the
UK) who were unanimously
supportive of his decision to
pursue the individuals for war
crimes and crimes against
humanity. But uncertainty
remains on multiple levels.

Will the warrants be
granted? Approval must be
obtained from the judges of
the pre-trial chamber of the
ICC, and they need to be sat-
isfied that “there are reason-
able grounds to believe thata
person has committed a crime
within the jurisdiction of the
Courtand the arrest of that per-
son appears necessary”. After
areorganisation in March, the
pre-trial division is composed
of six members, with judges
Reine Alapini-Gansou (Benin),
Socorro Flores Liera Mex-
ico) and Iulia Motoc (Roma-
nia) making up the most likely
panel tobe involved. If the
warrants are denied this could
precipitate a crisis within the
whole system, given the evident
care the prosecutor has brought
to framing his case, and the rel-
atively low bar of the “reasona-
ble grounds” stipulation before
warrants can be issued.

There are further procedural
questions. Are the political and
militaryleadership in a state
that has not signed up to the

save Gaza’

ICC—such as Israel—lawfully
tobe treated in this way? The
Court says yes, with Netanyahu
vulnerable on account of an
earlier ruling that Israel’s con-
duct within Palestine brought
itunder the Court’s remit. (Pal-
estine has already signed up.)
Can the currentleader of a gov-
ernment be subject to a warrant
for arrest? Again the Court says
yes, the cases against presidents
al-Bashir of Sudan and Charles
Taylor of Liberia being the legal
authorities (albeit this point
remains controversial).

Then there is the practical
effect of the ICC’s move. If war-
rants are issued, will any of the
five men be arrested? The 124
state parties to the ICC will be
obliged to arrest them if they
turn up in their countries, but
thatleaves quite a few bolt-
holes: the US for the Israelis (as
well as Israel itself of course),
Qatar and Iran for Hamas. And
ifarrested, will any of them be
convicted? The Court oper-
ates on the presumption of
innocence, with proof required
“beyond reasonable doubt” of
which it has tobe “convinced”.

A question thatis often
central to international law is
whether an intervention will
impede the chances of an early
end toviolence in the region.
The Hamas leaders are prob-
ably fairly indifferent to the
ICC, and their strategic posi-
tion is unlikely to be affected by
it. Netanyahu and the govern-
ment he leads are in a differ-
ent, altogether more vulner-
able position. It is possible the
warrants will be a last straw,
leading to the collapse of an
already embattled adminis-

tration—one whose civilised
exterior has been rent asunder
by the cumulative legal conse-
quences of its actions in Gaza.
Netanyahu may be aware that
itis not unusual for those who
end up in ICC custody to have
been turned in by their own
countries, a useful way for new
regimes to mark a break with
the past. Itis no longer only
domestic criminal proceedings
that he has to worry about.

The extraordinary impact
of what is, in one sense, a tech-
nical procedural move can be
seen in the reaction. Joe Biden
denounced the prosecutor for
his “outrageous” implication of
equivalence between Israel and
Hamas, while Netanyahu called
the decision a “moral outrage
of historic proportions”, com-
mitted by one of the “great
antisemites in modern times”.
Like the proceedings under
the entirely separate genocide
convention currently before
the International Court of Jus-
tice (ICJ)—which have now pro-
duced a demand for the imme-
diate cessation of the Israeli
offensive in Rafah—the fact of
court proceedings (or, in the
ICC’s case, the initiation of a
process that might lead to such
proceedings) is a huge event

International
law, long viewed
as the servant
of power, is
developing its
own autonomy

in away thatis quite separate
from whatever the outcomes
mightbe. In a post-truth world,
where assertions are ampli-
fied into supposed facts by the
power of those making them
and what we see with our own
eyes is subverted by distortion,
law stands out as an old-fash-
ioned exception to what has
become the norm. Law retains
acommitment to facts thatis
compelling precisely because
it seems to come from another
era—itisaholdover from a
time when truth mattered, and
when it was not ridiculous to
think it could be established.

Finally, there is the shift-
ingbalance of power. From
itsinception, international
law has been viewed as largely
the servant of power: colonial,
imperial and, more recently,
that of the global north. Those
currently in custody awaiting
trial at the ICC are all African,
and those for whom warrants
have been issued but who have
so far escaped the clutches of
the Courtare also overwhelm-
ingly from that continent.

The current proceed-
ings before the ICC show this
regional focus is no longer
inevitable. International law
hasbeen developing its own
institutional autonomy, its
staffand judges believing in the
global idea that underpins their
mandates. The powerful states
that created these bodies made
the mistake of believing their
universal jurisdiction could
be safely conceded because
itwould never be turned on
them. No more. Law com-
mands its own loyalties to rules,
notrulers. ¢
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England, our England

This election year, the stories we tell ourselves about the United Kingdom's
largest polity are under additional scrutiny—and rightly so

by
PETER HOSKIN

Tom Baldwin and Marc Stears’s Eng-

land: Seven Myths That Changed a
Country starts in Runnymede—though
many people would have us believe that
alot more began there too. The circum-
scription of the powers of kings, for
instance. The protection of the God-
given rights of the people. Democracy.
Liberty. Even England itself.

For Runnymede—a corner of Surrey
that’s now enclosed by the River Thames
and the six-lane M25—was, of course,
the place from where Magna Carta, the
Great Charter, emerged in mid-June
1215. On its own terms, this was a sig-
nificant agreement that sought to spare
the country from an immediate, full-
blown civil war. A group of rebel barons,
unhappy at King John’s rampant unilat-
eralism—particularly when it came to
the raising of taxes—had already seized
control of London. The meeting at Run-
nymede, between monarch and monied
classes, was meant to resolve these ten-
sions. After several days of discussion, a
final list of regal concessions—the char-
ter itself—was drawn up, including such
humdingers as: “All fish-weirs shall be
removed from the Thames, the Medway,
and throughout the whole of England,
except on the sea coast.”

Magna Carta was not mythologised
immediately. How could it have been?
Although King John’s placations were
enough to resecure the barons’ oaths of
homage that June, they did not secure a
lasting peace. Only a few months later,
John sought papal permission to rescind
the charter—and civil war did break out.

It all starts in Runnymede. Or at least

Then, in subsequent years, including
1225and 1297, Magna Carta was reissued
by otherkings in need, and often diluted
in the process. Runnymede became
more water than watershed.

No, as Baldwin and Stears make clear
in the deft opening chapter of theirbook,
the mythologisation of Magna Carta has
happened sporadically over centuries.
It is true that some of its clauses are his-
torically significant: four of the original
63 clauses are on the statute books today,
including the famous pledge that “No free
man shall be seized, imprisoned, dispos-
sessed, outlawed, exiled or ruined in any
way, nor in any way proceeded against,
except by the lawful judgement of his
peers and the law of the land.” But it is
also true that Magna Carta has become
something more than the sum of its pro-
visions: in a large international poll con-
ducted by Ipsos MORI on the occasion of
the charter’s 800th anniversary in 2015,
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over a fifth of British respondents who
were “aware” of its existence reckoned
that it had “helped to guarantee” trial by
jury—when itdid nosuch thing. Much the
same could be said of freedom of speech,
freedom of religion and many other basic
human rights. If you believe that Magna
Cartahelped to guarantee those too, then
British history has a few lessons for you.
The fact that the notion—and it is
mostly anotion—of Magna Carta still res-
onates is at least partly due to its usurpa-
tion by political actors. It was seized upon
by the proponents of the Glorious Revolu-
tion in the late 17th century, who wanted
historic underpinnings for their new
Bill of Rights. It was raised by American-
English colonists in their rebellion against
the motherland in the 18th century. And,
of course, it was brandished during the
Brexit campaign as the ur-example of
Britain’s—England’s—total specialness.
To quote Nigel Farage—who else?—tweet-
ing nineyears ago, “#MagnaCarta is some-
thing we should be immensely proud of”
As its subtitle suggests, Baldwin and
Stears’s book deals with seven stories
that English people have told themselves
(or had told to them) over time—not just
about Magna Carta, but also about the
achievements of William Wilberforce,
the “rivers of blood” that would result
from immigration, and more. It appears
to be a good moment to be in the think-
ing-about-England business. Caroline
Lucas’s Another England: How to Reclaim
Our National Story has also been pub-
lished recently, following Andy Burnham
and Steve Rotherham’s political prospec-
tus for the north of the country (see review
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on p64). There are new novels about how
modern England rewires the minds of its
young men (p68). There are books about
English filmmakers (p66) and architects
(p70). And just wait for all the printed
words that will be expended on the Eng-
lish men’s football team during this sum-
mer’s Euro 2024 tournament.

Perhaps the heightened interest is
because this is the year of a general elec-
tion—now just weeks away—in which
England will play an outsized role. This
is not to knock the other home nations
of the United Kingdom—Wales, Scot-
land and Northern Ireland—nor is it to
make a claim of English exceptionalism.
It’s merely a statement of psephological
fact. In the last general election, in 2019,
England accounted for almost 27m of
the 32m votes cast, or about 84 per cent.
It returned 533 of the 650 seats on offer,
or 82 per cent. Win in England, and you
tend to win overall-which has basically
been the Conservatives’strategy over the
past decade, if not for longer. The Tories
have secured the most English seats in 21
of the 28 general elections since 1918.

And it’s not only general elections. In
2016, famously, England voted to leave

RUNN

YMEDE

the European Union by 53.4 per cent
to 46.6 per cent (or by even more if you
exclude London), which was greater even
than Wales’s 52.5-47.5 split—and worlds
apart from the remain votes in Northern
Ireland and Scotland. But, of course, it
was the sheer weight of one nation’s
votes, all 13m of them, that carried the
day. What England wants, England gets.

This may, in turn, help to explain why
much of the recent thinking about Eng-
land has been done by people on the
political left; they have lost more from
the nation’s dominance, but also, poten-
tially, have more to gain. Baldwin, one of
the mythbusters, is a former Labour party
communications chief and worked on
both the Ed Miliband and People’s Vote
campaigns. Stears, the other, is a politi-
cal academic who also advised Miliband,
though he’s surely best known for being
my tutor at university (what a pleasure it
is to mark his homework for a change).
Meanwhile, Lucas, the author of Another
England, is one of the most exemplary
politicians of the 21st century—for many,
the face of the Greens, which she hasled
on two occasions, and is still its only ever
MP, though she is standing down from

her Brighton Pavilion seat in July’s gen-
eral election.

Lucas’s book also seeks to bust a num-
ber of the myths that have accumulated
around England, though it does so in a
different way. Baldwin and Stears’s E7g-
landis more an act of concerted analysis,
presenting a myth (that Francis Drake
was a jolly good chap, say) and unpicking
ituntil it falls apart (Drake’s piratical pur-
suits included trading in slaves), all while
taking a couple of diversions down (literal)
English byways and speaking to some of
its people, both well-known and not.
Whereas Another England is part memoir,
part manifesto, but also a guided tour of
some of Lucas’s favourite works of English
literature. Its method is more to suggest
how, instead of relying on myths about
Magna Carta and empire and the EU, we
canspy—and aspire towards—a new Eng-
land through the examples offered by the
nation’s novels, poems and other texts.
She quotes the British-Nigerian writer
Ben Okri to the effect that “Nations and
people are largely the stories they feed
themselves.”

This makes Another England not just
anotherbook by another politician; if only
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more departing MPs would write about
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848)
and John Wyndham’s 7%e Kraken Wakes
(1953)! But the emphasis on literature also
makes it a strange book. Yes, there may
be lessons for how we ought to cherish
and protect the English countryside in
the poetry of John Clare—but a different
politician, with different points to make,
could claim that Enid Blyton’s Famous
Five books show how the policing of Eng-
land’s coastlines should simply be left to
groups of pre-teen vigilantes, at much
lower cost than the current arrangements.

Besides, parts of the textual analysis
veers towards blandness—Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein (1818) is invoked, pace cli-
mate change, as an exploration of whether
“humans fully understand the conse-
quences of their untrammelled pursuit
of science and technology”—or just plain
oddness. Show me someone who claims,
as Lucas does, that Robin Hood has never
been transplanted out of England—in the
way, she says, that the film Seven Samurai
(1954) was transplanted out of Japan for
the 1960 western 7%e Magnificent Seven—
and I will show you someone who hasn’t
seen the Sinatra-starring, Chicago gang-
sterland-set Robin and the 7 Hoods (1964).

Lucas’s strength as a writer—and per-
haps also as a politician—is her fierce rea-
sonableness. Despite picking the litera-
ture that makes her points, and despite
clearly yearning for a progressive English
national story, she does not sweep away
other perspectives entirely. Towards the
start of Another England, she lists some
of the “myths, half-remembered frag-
ments of history, nostalgia and outright
misrepresentation” that make up our
national consciousness: England’s vic-
tory in the 1966 World Cup, Dad’s Army,
Dunkirk, the Falklands and more. “The
‘story’ works,” she adds, “because there
is so much in the individual stories from
which it is constructed - the creativity of
the Enigma code-breaking, the courage
thatliberated the Falklands - that is genu-
inely admirable.”

Baldwin and Stears’s book is also at its
best when it is at its most undogmatic.
The chapter about Greenwich in London
takes as its myth not a right-wing hero or

ideal, but the notion of “England shed-
ding history and bypassing time so that
it could stride unburdened into a global
future”—which is, the authors note, “most
obviously associated with Tony Blair and
his New Labour government”. What fol-
lows could hardly be classed as a takedown
of Blair, but rather a firm prodding-away
atour former prime minister’s impatient
desire for an entirely new England, more
futures markets than market towns, more
cyber than Carry On Up the Khyber. Not
only did the great, globalising effort pre-
date New Labour—with Margaret Thatch-
er’s governments laying the groundwork
for the sky-scraping houses of interna-
tional banking that have arisen alongside
Greenwich—but the results of that effort
havebeen patchy, atbest. As Blair himself
predicted, in his 1999 party conference
speech, the “forces of progress” would
have to do battle with the “forces of con-
servatism” in the 21st century, though he
might not have foreseen the outcomes of
each individual encounter. Globalisation,
meet Brexit. Immigrants, meet firmer
borders. Money markets, meet Liz Truss.

So what can be made of it all, of this
England? If there is one new text—a
Magna Carta—for the current century,
then it may be an open letter written
by the English men’s football manager,
Gareth Southgate, under the headline
“Dear England”, in 2021, ahead of his
team’s participation in that year’s Euros. It
was aletter that spoke of Southgate’s own
pride in “Queen and country”, but also
of a younger generation whose “notion

of Englishness is quite different from my
own”. “Tunderstand that on thisisland, we
have a desire to protect our values and tra-
ditions,” he continued, “but that shouldn’t
come at the expense of introspection and
progress.” This letter is referred to, with
approval, in both England: Seven Myths
That Changed a Country and Another Eng-
land. It haslentits name and its author to
aplay by that other great summariser of
modern England, James Graham.

But perhaps “Dear England”, too, is a
myth—or mere comfort. When it comes to
the future, with its persistent challenges
of populism, national fracture and tech-
nological disorder, something more solid
than words is required. Something, per-
haps, like an English parliament? “I don’t
want progressives to fall into the trap of
opposing calls for an English parliament,”
writes Lucas, noting how it is the right—
even the far-right—that has so far led the
calls for such an institution. There cer-
tainly is a positive case tobe made, and not
just for England. The introduction of an
English parliament could result in more
powers being granted to Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland; it could see clearer
boundaries around what counts asa UK
matter to be dealt with in the UK parlia-
ment; it could inspire a rethink of the vot-
ing system so that our representative bod-
ies are more, well, representative. Lucas
quotes John Denham, another figure of
the left who has paid great attention to
Englishness: “Onlywhen England can see
itselfas England will it be possible to chal-
lenge the idea that Britain is England and
allow the other nations to feel like part-
ners of equal status.”

In this respect, we might think of Eng-
land as the thick end of the wedge. If last-
ing change is to be made in the UK as a
whole—the sort that will keep that king-
dom united—then change in England,
the biggest of the home nations by pop-
ulation and political footprint, needs to
be hammered through as hard as possible.
Justlike the final penalty, courtesy of Jude
Bellingham’s right foot, that will win us
the Euros on 14th July. ¢

Peter Hoskin is books & culture editor
at Prospect
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North stars

Two Labour mayors have a plan for rebalancing northern and southern
England, along with the wider UK. Can it become a reality?

by
STU HENNIGAN

of 2024, it’s difficult not to feel
despondent.

Austerity is in its bitter endgame, with
reports that councils nationwide are col-
lectively in debt to the tune of £97.8bn.
Even the bloodbath facing what’s left
of the UK’s public services will do little
to shore up budgets: many authorities
face the prospect of issuing Section 114
notices over the next few years—effec-
tively declaring bankruptcy.

Presiding over this mess from West-
minster, since 2010, we’ve had five prime
ministers—three of them in 2022 alone.
They include Liz Truss, of course, whose
kamikaze economic policies crashed the
financial markets and provoked huge
mortgage hikes for tens of thousands of
homeowners already struggling against
extraordinary inflation and extortionate
energy prices.

What’s more, the ongoing Covid
inquiry is confirming what many already
suspected: that the government’s mis-
handling of the pandemic was feckless
at best and opportunistic, profiteering
and murderous at worst.

Need I go on? I could—the catalogue
of disasters is long and terrible. But the
question that really needs asking is: what
is to be done? Head North—Dbilled as “a
rallying cry for a more equal Britain”—
puts forward some possible answers. The
authors, mayor of Greater Manchester
Andy Burnham and his Labour party col-
league and Liverpool City Region equiv-
alent, Steve Rotheram, propose “a ten-
point plan to rewire the country” and a
“move away from the mindset that West-
minster is the only show in town”.

The book describes itself as “half-
memoir, half-manifesto” and so is
split into two parts: “Our Journey” and
“Our Vision”. In the first, Burnham and

In England, in this election year

Rotheram are in full bloke-down-the-pub
mode, alternately narrating how they,
two working-class lads from the north-
west of England, became MPs before
becoming mayors. They paint a stark
picture of growing up in “Granadaland”
under Thatcher, when “jobs were going
at an alarming rate” and chancellor
Geoffrey Howe recommended a policy
of “managed decline” for Liverpool after
the Toxteth riots of 1981. They establish
the north-south divide at the outset;
Burnham writes explicitly that “England
was in fact two different countries”.

The second part is more urgent, tell-
ing, as it does, of Burnham and Rother-
am’s entries into Westminster—and how
quickly they became disillusioned with a
system that prioritises party dogma over
individual freedom of thought. This, for
them, is encapsulated by the phenome-
non of party whipping, which “disincen-
tivises and disempowers” MPs. When it
comes to voting on legislation, Rotheram
notes, “the decisions have already been
made for [you].”

The extra financial support made
available to London during the pan-
demic is cited as a major driver of their
new vision. “I don’t think any other epi-
sode in our political history has more
starkly exposed the dark truth about
life in Britain,” says Burnham. Another
driver is the decades-long establishment
cover-up around the Hillsborough disas-
ter of 1989, in which 97 Liverpool foot-

5125; Egtrlrn‘gfa"r}n Head North:
ARallying Cryfora
H E A D More Equal Britain
N U H -I- H by Andy Burnham
& Steve Rotheram
A Rallying Cry (Orion, £22)
Equal Britain

ball fans died: “A pivotal example of how
the structures of power in this country do
not work for ordinary people.”

So, again, to that question: what is to
be done? The book’s 10-point plan stems
from a recognition that the London-
centric nature of politics and its cen-
tralised legislative structure has exacer-
bated—some would say, deliberately—
the fiscal and social chasm between the
southeast and the rest of England, as
well as between England and the rest
of the UK. Moving away from this awful
arrangement, Burnham and Rotheram
are keen to emphasise, isn’t a matter of
self-interest on their part—but would
benefit all parts of the country.

What they’re aiming for isn’t quite a
redistribution of wealth, more a rebal-
ancing catalysed by decentralising gov-
ernment and giving more autonomy to
regional authorities. Full devolution is
key: giving elected local leaders pow-
ers over all core domestic policy issues,
along with the capabilities to raise their
own funds, so that policies set by national
leaders could be implemented locally in
different ways according to need.

Hand in hand with this is a Basic
Law, by which each devolved region
must receive equal amounts of fund-
ing. For decades, the Treasury’s Green
Book—effectively its guidance on how
to spend public money—has assessed
potential investments with benefit-cost
ratios (BCRs), which look at how quickly
an investment will make a return. This
means that underdeveloped or deprived
areas are denied cash injections because
returns would be slower, while thriving
places remain perpetually attractive.
Muck to t'midden, as they say round here.

Parliamentary reform is critical to
Burnham and Rotheram’s plans: the
removal of the whip system would give
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MPs the freedom to vote as they see fit,
not as the party dictates, allowing space
for nuance and consensus-building. Vot-
ing reform is key too: the book advocates
for some form of proportional represen-
tation to ensure that outcomes such as
2019’s general election—when the Con-
servatives gained a 7.4 percentage-point
increase in seats with only a 1.3 percent-
age-point increase in their vote, and
14.5m people voted for unelected candi-
dates—become a thing of the past. The
Lords is recognised as an essential safe-
guard in principle, but is in no way rep-
resentative of the people when about 55
per cent of its members live in London,
the southeast and the east of England;
an elected “Senate of the nations and
regions” would replace it, but “there is
clearly alot more detail to be worked out.”

Burnham and Rotheram also recom-
mend opening up new possibilities to

~

the 63 per cent of school leavers in Eng-
land who don’t enter higher education.
Their model, here, appears to be the grow-
ing number of pathways open to 16-year-
olds in Manchester to train in areas such
as design and engineering as an alterna-
tive to the national system, in which non-
academic children are written off early
and class snobbery persists. “I genuinely
believe that someone with a high level
technical qualification, such as an NVQ
level 7, would be looked down on by a pro-
spective employer compared with a grad-
uate with a third-class honours degree
from Cambridge,” says Rotheram—and
he’sright.

None of this, nor any of their other
ideas, which include both “Hillsborough”
and “Grenfell” laws, will be achievable
without the first point: a full, written con-
stitution to “protect the important role
of local government... and codify White-
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hall’s responsibility to ensure that all
councils have sufficient funding to carry
out their statutory functions.” The UK is
one of only a handful of countries—Saudi
Arabia and Israel being two other glaring
examples—not to have such adocument,
afactthat clearly needs to change.
Burnham and Rotheram’s ambitions
are laudable—and, perhaps, achieva-
ble: they detail numerous successful
initiatives where they have already put
some of these ideas into practice. Cru-
cially, though, they don’t claim to have
all the answers. Their aim is more to
work towards “a cross-party and cross-
geography consensus” for overhauling
an archaic, antiquated and utterly bro-
ken system. That they’re looking beyond
the partisan binaries of party politics is
probably the most radical thing of all.

Stu Hennigan is a writer based in Leeds
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Cameraman

A new book sheds light on the civic filmmaker Sam Hanna,
who himself shed light on everyday England

by
SUKHDEV SANDHU

am Hanna was one of the most pro-
S lific English filmmakers of the 20th

century. His work spanned six dec-
ades. He made 270 documentary films.
Have you heard of him?

Born in Burnley in 1903, Hanna left
school at the age of 12 to work in a cotton
mill, turned to furniture design and cab-
inetmaking, and then became a wood-
work teacher. His colleagues looked
down on the subject—too manual, too
vocational—and didn’t let him share
the staff room. But he was a hit with his
pupils after he brought his Pathé 9.5mm
camera into class. He filmed joining and
filing techniques, which he played back
to them, sometimes in slow motion.
“This medium was far better than talk
and chalk,” he later recalled. The work-
ing-class boys knew that it was unusual
for kids of theirilk tobe able to see them-
selves on a screen.

Hanna thought his experiences might
inspire other teachers. He wanted to
show his films to those bigwigs at the
local educational authority who assumed
most pupils were factory fodder and des-
tined to spend their working lives doing
grunt labour. He himself was seen as an
upstart. After all, he’d turned up in a car
on his first day at the technical school. He
had his own camera. (The classroom in
which he taught didn’t have electricity.)
Looked at as more of an entertainer than
a pedagogue, he was barred from show-
casing hisinnovations in hishome town.

Hanna was blessed with an outsid-
er’s persistence and passion. He spent
his weekends and spare time, his some-
times reluctant family alongside him,
travelling across northwest England
and beyond—as far as Scotland, Holland,
Switzerland—documenting the lives
and traditions of the people he met. He
chronicled carnival parades and agricul-

tural shows, made time-lapse films about
pond life, portrayed well-known sculp-
tors, artists and communist priest Hewl-
ett Johnson (whose support of Stalin won
him the nickname “The Red Dean of
Canterbury”). He recorded home mov-
ies, vignettes of daytrippers taking don-
keyrides by the seafront, and, at the invi-
tation of Burnley Football Club, covered
a fixture at Turf Moor against Manches-
ter United that featured the pre-Munich
air disaster Busby Babes.

Perhaps this all sounds rather minor,
just everyday rites and rituals that do
not merit much attention. Look closer,
though—and you can see, in a scene that
would delight the makers of Freddie
Flintoff’s Field of Dreams, city-dwelling
children play cricket in car-free streets.
In the silent short Knocker-Up (1946-49)
a suit-and-tie-wearing older gent paces
Burnley’s cobbled streets, tapping the
windows of terraced homes with a stick
to wake up their inhabitants so they get
to work on time. (The arrival of cheap
alarm clocks rendered this job obsolete.)

A slightly later film records the open-
ing of a self-service Co-op shop, a devel-
opment that, in its way, anticipates the
advent of self-checkouts. Hanna was
attentive to the grain of ordinary life,
to subtle shifts in how we engage with
our surroundings, to the social glue that
makes us more than atomised consum-
ers. He was a civic journalist capturing a
stratum of England that the collapse of

Round Our Way:
Sam Hanna’s
Visual Legacy
by Heather Norris
Nicholson
(Pendle Press &9
Manchester UP, £25)

local journalism has rendered invisible.

Hanna was especially drawn to craft-
speople. His films are a window onto a
mostly disappeared world of skills that
had been handed down from generation
to generation. They show coopers, sad-
dlers, clogblock makers, oak spelk basket
makers, Welsh broth spoon carvers, dry
stone wallers, clay pipe makers, haff net
fishers (who, for the best part of a millen-
nium, caught salmon and trout by stand-
ingin the sea and scooping them up with
framed nets). Here they are, just. Proud
but embattled. Like members of a dying
tribe in ablack-and-white printin an eth-
nographic study. Today, when so many
of us do what David Graeber has called
“bullshit” jobs, jabbing at digital devices,
shunting around globs of information in
soulless environments, such hands-on
creativity is poignant to see.

Heather Norris Nicholson, author
of the newly published Round Our Way,
astudy of Hanna’s legacy, tells me that
she was drawn to the steadiness of his
gaze, his passion for “documenting
rural industries and traditional crafts,
lamenting the demise of products
made from plastic rather than natural
resources, capturing things for poster-
ity that you now only find in museums”.
While he wasn’t a party man, his sym-
pathies were towards the left, his films
imbued with some of the same spirit as
EP Thompson’s The Making of the Eng-
lish Working Class (1963), abook that the
historian hoped might “rescue the poor
stockinger... the ‘obsolete’ hand-loom
weaver, the ‘utopian’ artisan... from the
enormous condescension of posterity”.
(After the Second World War, Thompson
taught adult students in West Riding.)

Hanna was an enterprising self-starter.
He invented devices to help with film edit-
ingand screening, and set up asmall com-
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pany that sold slide projectors and film-
strip projectors. Yet he was also an Eng-
lish amateur, an enthusiast, in thrall to the
lower case. Other countries, particularly
those in eastern Europe, prized theirama-
teur filmmakers as model cine-workers
and for their contributions to the political
project. They were even paid by the state.

Not so in England. Still, there’s a too-
little-known history of English cinema
to be told through—literally—the lens
of amateurism. In the 1920s and 1930s,
hundreds of clubs sprang up (often in the
north), the British Association of Ama-
teur Cinematographers was formed,
and journals such as Amateur Cine World
flourished. This was indie film before
indie film existed. A thriving regional
network, mostly ignored by London,
drew audiences at screenings held in
libraries, factories and municipal halls.
By the 1970s it had waned, as film gave
way to video, and viewing increasingly

took place in living rooms rather than
community centres.

One club that has held out is the Brad-
ford Movie Makers, founded in 1932 and
meeting almost every Monday since then.
(Kim Hopkins’s delightful 2022 film 4
Bunch of Amateurs follows its members as
they struggle on, through Covid and the
deaths of loved ones, bickering over bis-
cuits and tea, still passionate about mak-
ing and watching films together.)

Dorothea Lang, the photojournalist
best known for documenting the social
impact of the Great Depression in the
early 1930s, claimed, “The camera is an
instrument that teaches people how to
see without a camera.” That’s true for
Sherif Dhaimish, whose independent
Pendle Press, in partnership with Man-
chester University Press, has brought out
Nicholson’s book about Hanna. The son
of Hasan “Alsatoor” Dhaimish, a Libyan
artist who spent much of his life satirising

the Gaddafi regime, he grew up in Burn-
ley in the 1990s and early 2000s, a time
when the city seemed long past its prime.
“The landscape was post-industrial. I'm
mixed race and the racism was heavy. It’s
still very heavy in the air,” he says. “l knew
when I was 15 that if I stayed, the place
would get a grip of me. I had to get away
from the close-mindedness.”

Hanna’s films, their peopling and
decency, their liveliness and optimism,
have soaked into him. “Sam’s work made
me more empathetic towards Burnley.
It’'s had a huge impact: the way he cele-
brates and preserves part of its culture,
how he highlights social issues and allows
us to explore them.” Now, online and for
free, they can be seen at the North West
Film Archive. They’re a treasure trove of
England well worth exploring.

Sukhdev Sandhu rus the Colloguium for
Unpopular Culture at New York University
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Unmanaged decline

Two recent novels survey England’s mental landscape.
What is happening to the country’s young mens

by
CHRISTIANA SPENS

[ 4 I \ower blocks. Post offices. Pubs.
Football pitches. Schools. Online
chat forums. The landscape of

modern England is as much mental as
itis physical. How do these places inter-
actwith one another and with the people
who occupy them? What does the whole
network of institutions, history, money,
trends and expectations mean for any
given individual?

In his 2009 book Capitalist Realism,
the late critic and author Mark Fisher
wrote with fierce clarity about his own
depression and the mental health strug-
gles of his students. His argument,
broadly put, was that one person’s men-
tal health crisis rarely emerges in a vac-
uum-—at its root are systemic causes,
too. Though it’s hard to disentangle
environment from genetics, it’s clear
that upbringing and social status play
their part. What’s more, we are all so
enmeshed in our communities that one
person’s breakdown can reverberate in
profound yet unknowable ways.

‘What effects, what reverberations, are
being felt in England today? Two new and
impressive novels grapple with that ques-
tion. One is England Is Mine, by debut
author Nicolas Padamsee; the other,
Keiran Goddard’s I See Buildings Fall Like
Lighting. Neither offers easy answers as
they explore the terrain between mental
illness, crime, identity and violence.

Padamsee’s novel takes as its subject
the lives of two east London teenagers,
David and Hassan. They are both from
immigrant families, both obsessed with
football, gaming and, like so many of
their age and backgrounds, finding ways
to fit in. David’s wrestling with his iden-
tity is more pronounced. His mother is
Iranian, and often recounts the sever-
ity of life under the Islamic Republic;
his father, a former officer in the Brit-

ish Army, is now confined to watching
old TV shows and drinking, sometimes
breaking off to sneer about his ex-wife.
Since the divorce, David has been
shuttled between their homes. At school,
heisbullied after some of the other boys
find his makeup kit; though he was only
trying to improve the appearance of
his oily skin, he is hit with a barrage of
homophobic slurs. David reacts to this
humiliation by focusing his attention on
a charismatic musician, Karl Williams,
who resembles a fusion of Pete Doherty,
Russell Brand and Morrissey. (The nov-
el’stitle alludes toa 2017 film of the same
name that traced the Manchester sing-
er’s life before he formed the Smiths.) In
asense, alongside Reddit forums, Twitter
and Call of Duty, it is this vegan musician
who really radicalises David, and this
dark comedy underlines the escalating
disaster of his teenage personality crisis.
And so he changes his appearance
to match his hero, donning fedora hats,
eyeliner and other symbols of the indie-
sleaze era, in defiance of his bullies. But
when Karl is cancelled over comments
he makes against Islam and immigration,
David faces a painful decision. He chooses

England is Mine
by Nicolas Padamsee
(Serpent’s Tail,
£16.99)

- KEIRAN

GODDARD
ISee Buildings Fall

Like Lighting
by Keiran Goddard
(Abacus, £16.99)

the path of repression. “David wonders
what Karl meant, then puts it out of his
mind. ‘Black Glass’ is a favourite, an early
solo one. ‘You'll pay the price, he sings.”

David’s loyalty isolates him further.
The provocative opinions of his hero, and
then the racist ideas he encounters by
going down online rabbit holes, seem to
splinter his personality. He doesn’t want
the same identity as those who bully him,
but he does want the (imagined) accept-
ance of Karl. And so he suppresses his
heritage and internalises the racism; he
becomes his father’s son rather than his
mother’s; he joins in with the bigots on
social media. For a time, in a superficial
way, it pays off. “A notification flashes up
on his phone. The first like for his tweet.
Rory and Eleanor and the other wokies
who unfollowed him could do one.”

Confusion about identity is at the
heart of David’s plight: he rebrands him-
selfas Aryan, butis considered an Islam-
ist due to his skin colour. He becomes
an embodiment of a disastrous, post-
truth confusion: he thinks he can recre-
ate himself and escape the violence and
isolation he has endured, but, regardless
of the lengths he goes to, he fails to con-
vince anyone else.

Similar things could be said of the nov-
el’sother main character, Hassan. While
heis part of the group thatbullies David,
Hassan also wants to change—by going to
university—but is thwarted by how he is
seen by others. There is a chilling sense
of futility for both boys: they will always
be reduced to their physical appearances
and endure the consequences of being
randomly hated by someone else.

Keiran Goddard’s second novel, I See
Buildings Fall Like Lighting, considers the
lives of a group of childhood friends, this
time from a city that resembles Birming-
ham. Rian has moved to London and
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become rich almost by chance (playing
the stock market online), but the others
are all where they grew up, and Rian still
visits them there, where they reconvene
in a flat-roofed pub out of nostalgia and
habit. Rian used to stay over with Patrick,
a perpetually exhausted delivery driver,
and his girlfriend Shiv, who stays home to
raise their daughters—but recently he has
chosen to stay in a hotel instead, which
makes him feel slightly awkward. Joining
them in the pub is Conor, who is develop-
ing a new housing project, and Oli, who
treats his job on alocal building site as a
side hustle to his drug dealing,.

Each person in this friendship group
works hard in various ways, the assump-
tion being that they must a/ways work
hard to somehow transcend their begin-
nings. Yet it is precisely this mindset
that is so damaging. It’s why Patrick’s
health becomes strained; Oli struggles
to throw off his latent heroin addiction;
and Conor drinks as hard as he labours,
spinning out of control. “When we were
kids, showing off in front of one another,”
Patrick reflects, “we used to say we were
drinkers, not talkers. But we didn’t mean
it. Deep down we were hungry to talk
but just embarrassed to do it. How many
silent ways are there to tell your friends
that you love them or that you’re scared

ek LA Y

to lose them or that you're worried you
might waste your life?... But now, that has
changed. I think we actually a7e drink-
ers and not talkers. Eventually the mask
becomes the face.”

In both of these novels, the sense of
claustrophobia builds. These people
cannot be themselves because the world
around them will not allow for it without
firstshaming or punishing them. As Shiv
says, “Your life was probably fine, but it
wasn’t what it could have been. You were
never quite yourself, but you never quite
managed to escape yourself either.”

Eventually, this build-up spills over
in cataclysmic ways. Violent actions are
shown to be desperate attempts to take
control and channel endemic frustra-
tion into... well, something. But, even in
extremis, the characters cannot and do
not communicate either who they are or
who they want to be. In England Is Mine,
David’s identity has been misunderstood
and dismissed for such a long time that
he takes solace in an invented, fantasti-
cal avatar of himself—blurring into a digi-
tal figure and dehumanising himself fur-
ther. In / See Buildings Fall Like Lightning,
the ambition to escape the constraints
of the past inspires both a risky develop-
ment project and various forms of addic-
tion. All are compulsive, apt to fall in on

themselves. “You can sense that the race
is over. But there is no flag and no thun-
der. Or not that I can see from here.”

These are not merely trauma plots,
then, but explorations of how the politi-
calis deeply personal, how society—Eng-
lish society—inflects the expectations,
desires and actions of the people within
it. Both books also consider political
violence, and what even counts as such.
An act of terrorism may seem obviously
political; an act of domestic abuse or sui-
cide, less so. But each share a common
origin in wider, structural inequalities.
The worth that we give ourselves and
to each other determines how violence
escalates; only common humanity and
mutual respect can prevent it.

Goddard and Padamsee elegantly
pinpoint how people are dehumanised
in modern England—first by other peo-
ple and then by themselves. Their char-
acters lose their words, they are damned
unfairly, they are so overworked they
can barely think straight; they lose real
connection and imagine the simula-
tions offered to them are genuine. And
from this breakdown in care emerges vio-
lence—the first expression of pain that
can only perpetuate more of it. ¢

Christiana Spens s a writer and artist




70

PROSPECT / JULY 2024

[HE GULTURE >

Books

Building backwards

The interwar period was a fascinating time to be an architect
in England—provided you ignored what the masses wanted

by
DAVID MCALLISTER

against their predecessors, then archi-
tects want to rewrite history. It is not
enough to just build good buildings. We
must also call out what is bad, erase what
is bad until there is no evidence left of
thebad, so that room can be made in this
finite world for more of the good. Or at
least this is my lasting impression of the
dogma of architects between the world
wars, after reading this fascinating new
survey of the era by Gavin Stamp.
Perhaps more than any other period
in history, the interwar period truly can
be summarised by old historiographi-
cal chestnuts. Yes, it was indeed a time

If artists are in constant rebellion

of great change and of great strides in
technology; yes, it was a time of soul-
searching and transition. It was also a
time, judging by Stamp’s meticulous
research, when architects and archi-
tecture enthusiasts were unrelentingly
cruel. “Lacks wit”; “dreariest disaster”;
“an act of vandalism”; “too big for their
boots”; “tiresome”; “a trifle pretentious”;
“incongruous, ignorant”; “really dull”; “a
wicked building”; “glorified gin-palace”;
“villas like sewage farms”; “like an aero-
plane falling through a garage”; “a fan-
tasy created in an opium den by a retired
colonel”. And that’s just for starters. Pity

the English city dweller of the early 20th

century, for surely they looked upon a
landscape Jleaden with affronts to the
eye! After the opening of the Shakespeare
Memorial Theatre in Stratford, in 1932,
the composer Edward Elgar puffed that
itwas “unspeakably ugly and wrong”; he
refused to even go inside. Nowadays, the
theatre is Grade I listed.

The intensity of this arch mudslinging
was perhaps merely indicative of what
was at stake. In the aftermath of the First
World War, with British society bearing
the brunt of an unprecedented loss of
life and the collective trauma that this
engendered, a new order simply /zad to
emerge—but what shape that order might
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take was still very much up for debate.
The dividing lines were many, but chief
among them was that between the young,
who had gone to fight, and the old, who
had sent them. In the architectural pro-
fession, there seemed few among the
young surviving architects who looked
on the good old days with much fond-
ness, for it was precisely those days that
had dropped them in the trenches. The
old, for their part, were not quite pre-
pared to pass the baton just yet, for that
was tantamount to conceding that their
days were now over.

Inintellectual terms, this push and pull
between young and old morphed into a
clash between traditionalism and mod-
ernism, or what then was more commonly
called the “Modern Movement”. The tra-
ditionalists saw the role of architecture
as one of historical deference, to perfect
the standards and motifs first born in bet-
ter times: “Greco, Roman, Renaissance,
Byzantine”. (To that list you could also
add Neo-Georgian, a callback to a more
specifically British jolly good time.) As a
term, traditionalism might suggest a kind
of stuck-in-the-mud conservatism, but it
was more about insisting that architecture
existed along a continuum, constantly
made anew but fundamentally stretching
back through the aeons. Erratic left turns
didn’t get us anywhere: learning from
and building on the lessons of old was the
thing. It was in this mentality that the tra-
ditionalists differed most sharply from the
modernists, who wanted nothing if not a
clean break with the past.

But, like the traditionalists, modern-
ism was not really about “modernity” or
“being modern”. It was more about meet-
ing rapid technological change with a
new kind of mysticism: the machine
will change humanity for good, and it
will do so in ways beyond our imagina-
tion. It is little surprise that its applica-
tion was most common in the two genres
of building that had no direct historical
antecedents: the mass-production fac-
tory and the cinema.

A survey of another European country
might make a lot of fanfare about mod-
ernism’s strides during this period, butin
England the reality was that it remained

ahard sell: an exhibition of English mod-
ernism, held at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York in 1937, struggled to
cough up more than a meagre 49 exem-
plary buildings. In any case, modernism
as an architectural “style” imbibed with
artistic values akin to those found in clas-
sical antiquity was unfathomable to most
English architects. “Nudity needs no
excuse in France,” the design writer John
Gloagwrote in 1931, “but for the benefit of
English decorum it is carefully explained
that we are being presented to a scientific
discovery, notan artistic one.” A discovery
of this sort might indeed be intriguing at
first, but it certainly wasn’t something to
stir the emotions. Perhaps, to some ears,
to say you had “fallen in love” with your
modernist pile was a bit like saying you
had fallen in love with your butler.

Yet as the MoMA’s dilemma suggests,
there was a wider disparity between
architectural thought and application
going on here—and one that implicated
both traditionalists and modernists alike.
The truth is that the arguments about
the merits of Corinthian columns over
reinforced concrete were, by and large,
quite removed from ordinary people. At
a time when the population increased
by only 10 per cent but the number of
houses being built by 30 per cent, the
real character of English architecture—
the character which most of its inhabit-
ants experienced every day of their lives—
was to be found in the suburbs. And in
the suburbs, what the “Englishman and
his wife” wanted had nothing to do with
either modernism’s self-righteous mach-
inations or traditionalism’s highfalutin
snobbery. What they wanted was Henry
VIII. Or, more specifically, a Tudor house.

We all know the type: a half-timber
frame, the slats painted black and white,
with a thatch roof. Perhaps sitting at a

s wor
ightiocture Interwar: British
Architecture
1919-39
by Gavin Stamp
(Profile, £40)

skewed angle, surrounded by oak trees
and hedgerows. Lots of charming nooks
and crannies. How quaint! Just about
every architect despised it.

Traditionalists hated it because it was
pure pastiche, with no actual grounding
in history, not even the Tudor period.
Modernists hated it because it was an
overt rejection of the machine, a regres-
sion in favour of deluded agrarian ideals.
It was to this genre of suburban develop-
ment that both camps, together, reserved
their most inventive scorn: “Stockbro-
ker Tudor”; “By-pass variegated”; “Dun-
roamin” houses. “In ye olde villages and
ye newe imitations of ye olde villages,
struggling gentlefolk are busy travesty-
ing Morris,” the architect writer Lionel
Cuffe scoffed.

That is, of course, if they mentioned
itat all, which was seldom. Stamp notes
that, despite its runaway success, no com-
prehensive survey of this particularbrand
of suburban “semidetached Tudor” was
made at the time. Most architect critics
tried to silence it out of existence; even
today, little has been written on it. And
yet, built in their millions, often to the
same handful of anonymously designed
templates (perhaps not quite what Le Cor-
busier had in mind when he beseeched
architects to embrace the “spirit of mass
production”), they were and remain,
argues Stamp, “all but emblematic of Eng-
land between the wars.”

‘Which brings us to a much more per-
tinent set of questions. At what point
does aestheticism become plain-and-
simple elitism? When do we give the peo-
ple what theywant as opposed to what we
think they ought towant? Architecture still
wrestles with these questions today, but
perhaps the playwright JB Priestly had
already distilled the argument to its blunt-
est essence back in 1927: “We should be
content to make the whole country hide-
ous if we know for certain that by doing so
we could also make the people in it mod-
erately happy.” Is that a sacrifice any of
our vaunted architects would be willing
to make? The record speaks for itself. ¢

David McAllister 7s production
& associate editor at Prospect
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Still going

A new exhibition demonstrates that still-life
painting has always had much to offer—in the

past and for the future

by FRANCESCA PEACOCK

ed his attentions to a tange-

rine. Barely nine centime-
tres square—and now dwarfed
by its red velvet and gilt frame—
the resulting painting is a testa-
ment to the possibilities of still
life. The fruitis green, unripe
and dimpled with pockmarks.
Three leaves are attached, two
on the same stem and one un-
furling from beneath. Itsits on
ablue-white surface that slopes
totherightandisagainsta
darker grey-blue background.
Everything seems to have both

In 1946, Lucian Freud devot-

ahalo—ameniscus of bright
white against the dark—and a
corresponding shadow: blue-
black fingerprints beneath
the stretches of the leaves, the
dome of the sphere.

Unripe Tangerine s, truly,
wonderful. Its size doesn’t
stop it from shining in “The
Shape of Things”, a new exhibi-
tion of 100 still lives at Pallant
House Gallery in Chichester.
Freud’s attention to detail—his
unflinching ability to record
the texture of the fruit’s skin,
its unready-roughness—almost

constitutes a manifesto for
the still-life genre: explora-
tion, vehicle for figurative
experimentation, represen-
tation that slips away from
mimesis. Despite its tangible
texture, there’s a sense that
the fruit doesn’t quite exist:
it’s more colour than form,
more abstraction than real-
ism. Though placed on aslope,
itwouldn’t roll if pushed but,
instead, disintegrate.

Freud painted his tangerine
justafter the end of the Second
‘World War. As soon as travel
restrictions were lifted, he and
his fellow artist John Craxton
travelled to Greece in search
of bright, Mediterranean light.
But the light that Freud found
was decidedly more northerly.
The quiet blues of his paint-
ing pay homage to Dutch still
lives: Adriaen Coorte’s study
of ahandful of asparagus,
say, or any of Willem Claesz’s
decaying scenes. (Amusingly,
Freud reverses the tradition
of paintings of rotting fruit as
memento mori. The disquiet
in his depiction stems from
its pallid, anaemic qualities,
rather than over-ripeness.)

The exhibition’s subtitle,
“Still Life in Britain”, seems,
initially, to be an odd group-
ing. From its Dutch origins in
symbolic flower paintings and
vanitas arrangements com-
plete with pale skulls to its
French apotheosis in works
by Cézanne and the other
post-impressionists, still life
as agenre has never seemed
particularly British. Nor is it,
historically, a genre that has
received much acclaim in this
country. From the 16th century
onwards, the French Acade-
my’s formal hierarchy of gen-
res—also adopted in Britain—
ranked history painting first
and still life last.

The genre’s unassuming
status wasn’t helped by the
fact that it had distinctly femi-
nine associations. Given that
women couldn’t paint history
scenes—they were prohibited
from studying the nude—they
turned to still lives and flower
paintings. Itis no accident that
one of the two founding mem-
bers of the Royal Academy,
Mary Moser, painted highly
studied floral arrangements.

In recent years, however,
something has changed. If
you visited the Royal Acade-
my’s Summer Exhibition last
year, you might have walked
into aroom of 200 still lives,
curated by the artist Clare
Woods. Woods also has a work
in the Pallant House show, a
study of a 19th-century mocha-
ware jug that was owned—and
painted—by both William and
Ben Nicholson. Woods joins
anumber of British contem-
porary artists who are build-
ing their careers on still lives:
see, for instance, Poppy Jones’s
ghostly quiet scenes painted
on suede or Lotta Teale’s jewel-
like snapshots of domestic life.

This contemporary profu-
sion raises a deceptively simple
question. What exactly zsa still
life? Is it as straightforward as a
collection of fruit, a grouping
of pottery, or adomestic scene?
The Liverpool-born painter
Christopher Wood didn’t think
so.Ina 1922 letter to his mother
thatis quoted at the begin-
ning of the Pallant House cata-
logue, the artist dwelled on the
psychology of the genre: the
“ruffled, wrinkled” tablecloth
“troubled with dark shadows”
that suggests the “world that
these lemonslive in”. Even
broader definitions falter. The
original Dutch term stillleven,
meaning “motionless life”, is
troubled by Severed Breast, Lee

WILSON LOAN / © THE LUCIAN FREUD ARCHIVE. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 2024 / BRIDGEMAN IMAGES
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COURTESTY LOTTA TEALE

Miller’s 1929 still-life photo-
graph of her friend’s ampu-
tated breasts placed on white
crockery, still bleeding after a
mastectomy.

The still lives in the Pallant
House exhibition—and those of
other modern and contempo-
rary artists—show something
else that seems to mark the
genre. It’s an art that takes unas-
suming, everyday objects as its
subject, but refuses to be con-
fined or limited by expectations
of domesticity. As Lotta Teale
told me, women were initially
“embracing the very restric-
tions which stopped them from
being artists” by painting the
domestic. Now, the rise in the
status of still life is, she thinks,
“very connected with the
change of women in society”.

Lee Miller’s photo provoc-
atively plays with domestic
expectations: the two breasts
are presented as a pair of steaks,
aperverted dinner for a hus-
band and wife. What about else-
where? The surrealist Eileen
Agarused domestic detritus
in her T%e Object Lesson: a doll
sits in front of a wicker rack
that could have recently been
snatched from a kitchen. Wini-
fred Nicholson’s still lives—
flowers in vases, orchids in
pots—are often placed in front
of windows, a mix of still life
and landscape, that seems to
hint at aworld beyond the jug
and the coffee pot, outside the
cloistered world of a kitchen.

There’s a knowing artifici-
ality to astill life: it has tobe
setup and painted before real
life requires the kettle tobe
used, the oranges to be eaten.
Eric Ravilious understood this.
His Ironbridge Interior 1941)—
painted while he was working
as awar artist and justa year
before his untimely death—
is completed by his addition

The domestic disquiet: a still life by Lotta Teale

of a painting of the very same
scene hanging on the wall. His
mise-en-scene is not just clever
play: it highlights how false the
still life is, how it is only ever an
artistic representation, rather
than real life.

There’s another realisa-
tion in Ravilious’s painting,
too. From flower paintings to
Freud’s tangerine, the genre
is an exploration of paint, of
shapes, of materiality and
abstraction. Butit’s also,ina
meaningful sense, a political
genre. Its canvases ask: what
does it mean for women to be
confined to painting domes-

ticity? To continue to paint
still lives, even when other
genres have opened up? What
does it mean to paint interior
scenes in a time of war—when
houses are beingbombed, or
soldiers are away from home?
These questions reverber-
ate around the Pallant House
exhibition, from Claude
Cahun’s dissections of the
female form to Ben Nichol-
son’s decision to add a Union
Flagto a scene of white crock-
ery in his painting 1943-45 (St
Ives, Cornwall). They’re also
questions I discussed with
Teale, who lives and paints in

Jerusalem. Earlier this year, it
became impossible for her to
paint her still lives—asparagus
on white dishcloths, oranges
against blue pottery—against
the threat of missile attacks.

Reflecting on the genre,
Teale sees still life as paintings
that can connect with their
viewers, even those who may
not know the circumstances
in which they were produced,
works that “leave the viewer
space to imagine themselves
in the painting, in a differ-
ent world.” A world, in some
cases, of pallid tangerines, yet
toripen. ¢
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Cummings shots

Can Dominic Cummings, video star, manage
to capture people’s hearts and minds?

by IMOGEN WEST-KNIGHTS

e’ve seen alot less
of Dominic Cum-
mings since that in-

famous 2020 press conference
from the rose garden of Num-
ber 10, where he attempted to
justify breaking quarantine
rules and visiting Barnard Cas-
tle. But he hasn’t disappeared.
He moved to Substack, the
newsletter-cum-blogging plat-
form that’s popular with jour-
nalists who want a more di-
rectline to their readers—and
to earn subscription fees from
that relationship. Cummings
started his Substack in June
2021, charging £10 amonth to
his subscribers, who apparent-
ly number in the tens of thou-
sands. Before this, he blogged
on his personal website, clock-
ingup more than a million
words railing against Boris
Johnson and more or less eve-
ry other member of the Tory
party; detailing his experienc-
es giving evidence at the Cov-
id Inquiry; as well as delivering
his various thoughts on AI, de-

mocracy, education, the evils
of social science and whatever
else caught his eye.

Atthe end of April, Cum-
mings announced a new ven-
ture on his Substack, called
“Breaking Kayfabe”. Kay-
fabe, for those uninitiated in
WWE, is the wrestling world’s
convention of maintaining
theillusion that the sport is
not staged. The conceit with
Breaking Kayfabe, then, is
that Cummings is going to cut
through and reveal the fak-
ery he sees in the mainstream
news media and in govern-
ment communications to the
public. The odd thing about
Breaking Kayfabe is that, for
the first time, Cummings is
making a foray into video,
rather than written, con-
tent. The videos will be short,
around 60 seconds in length,
and offer nuggets of Cum-
mings’s personal brand of no-
bullshit, anti-establishment
opinion to the world.

Why? Cummings doesn’t

leave it to us to guess: “SEND
THIS VIDEO TO YOUR
FRIENDS ON WHATSAPP
ETC!” it says in slightly threat-
ening capitals directly beneath
the video. In an accompa-
nyingblog post, Cummings
laments that “it’s impossible
to live a normal life and spend
hours combing the internet
to figure out which randoms
are actually accurate” on cur-
rent affairs. So, he writes, “I'm
going to experiment with
super short and simple video
that focuses on what’s impor-
tant. I'm also interested to see
how people share these, given
short videos are taking over
from text.”

Indeed they are. It remains
unimaginable, however, that
Cummings would do any-
thing so gauche as launching
aTikTok account. So this is
away for him to experiment
with other methods for break-
ing out of Substack and into a
position of greater influence.
He wants to be in your family
group chat, shareable, digest-
ible. He says fewer than 200
words. This is not the Cum-
mings who routinely writes
rambling screeds on Tolstoy,
Bismarck and the sorry state of
the contemporary Tory party.

So what have we got with
this first instalment of Break-
ing Kayfabe? It is titled, “How
to summarise as much as pos-
sible about how politics really
works in 60 seconds?” In it,
Cummings delineates what he
calls his “five Golden Rules”
forunderstanding politics and
government. These include:
how we must remember that
there are virtually no people in
the civil service with a talent
for “building things”, and that
MPs are mostly seeking pro-
motion, rather than working
towin elections or do a good

job for their constituents. So
far, so Cummings.

Butit’s the content of the
episode, besides the words
themselves, that interests me.
Breaking Kayfabe has the look
of avideo that abackpacker
might send home to his fam-
ily to update them on hislong
recovery from malaria. Cum-
mings, wan and flatly lit, sits
artlessly framed by an anony-
mous wooden doorway on one
side and alight switch on the
other, wearing a cap and with
his polo shirt collar folded
up on itself. He’s shot him-
self from below and at a slight
angle, as though recording ad
hoconalaptop. Itisnodoubta
laptop, because you can see his
eyes flitting back and forth to
apointjust below the camera,
where his notes are presum-
ably written. He speaksina
characterless drone as he reels
off his rules. He does blink, but
T'had to rewatch it to be sure.

Itis some of the most
uncharismatic footage [ have
ever seen. Itis anti-aesthetic,
low-rent, no setdressing and,
of course, very short. And this
is surely intentional: Cum-
mings wants viewers to see
him as real, where other news
sources and pundits are not.

It may prove to be a smart
move. As Cummings himself
notes, this is the way people
consume their news more and
more: via a talking-head video
on their phone, not by read-
ing, well, anything. Butifhe’s
going to be filming them like
this, with all the charm and
élan of car park CCTV foot-
age, 'm not sure he’s going to
be able to get enough atten-
tion. It’s a world where people
watch alot of videos, yes, but
they are accustomed to watch-
ingvideos thatlook a lot better
than this.

© SUBSTACK
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Class act

The French filmmaker Laurent Cantet, who died in
April, was a master at diagnosing modern anxieties

by SUKHDEV SANDHU

ummer 2024 and many
S eyes are on France. Par-

is, spruced up with new
Metro stations and bike paths
ahead of the Olympics, is look-
ing glorious, a poster child
for a forward-thinking na-
tion. But outside the capital,
across the countryside and in
small towns, the picture is less
rosy. What'’s ailing the French?
The cost of living, for sure, but
most of all, both keenly and
abstractly, a sense of insecuri-
ty that is cultural and social as
much as economic. No film-
maker humanised these anx-
ieties more thoughtfully or
enthrallingly than Laurent
Cantet, who died—from can-
cer, at the dismayingly young
age of 63—in April.

Cantet started out in televi-
sion: Un été a Beyrouth (1990)
explores the Lebanese civil
war as seen through the eyes of
achild. Later, he worked with
the great Marcel Ophuls on

Veilées darmes (1994) about the
1992 siege of Sarajevo. Human
Resources (1999), his first the-
atrical feature, anticipated
many of the debates around
the gilets jaunes (yellow jackets)
protests that broke out across
France in 2018. Franck (played
by Jalil Lespert) is ayoung
man on the move, a university-
educated idealist who returns
to hishometown in Normandy
to take up a summer intern-
ship at the same factory where
his father has worked for 30
years. His task is to help imple-
ment a 35-hour working week
that, he believes, will give the
employees (all of them non-
professional actors) more flex-
ibility, but which their union
reps, always distrustful of man-
agement, believe is a ruse.
Franck could be out of
a1950s Angry Young Man
drama. He comes from blue-
collar stock, but is now sus-
pected of belonging to the

boss class. He’s accused of
being a snooty Parisian who
looks down on the local yokels.
He protests, but we sense his
estrangement. How can his
former schoolfriends put up
with such dulling toil? Is the
solidarity of which they speak
that of prisoners? Why is his
father so reluctant to shake
things up? It takes a while for
him to realise he’sbeing used
by his own managers, and that,
ifthere’s one thing human
resource departments tend
not to care about, it’s humans.
Cold enlightenment indeed.
The film ends with him ask-
ing a question to which Cantet
returned throughout his
career: “Where is your place?”
Time Out (2001) is a con-
temporary ghost story about
Vincent (Aurélien Recoing), a
middle-aged consultant who
can’t face telling his wife and
children that he’s been fired
from his job. He dresses as nor-
mal, pretends to go to work
each day, sleeps in a car, gets
involved in a crooked scheme.
He’s bluff, brazen, full of plau-
sible bullshit. Is that a reflec-
tion of him—or of the mana-
gerial elites among whom he
has always worked? Interna-
tional commerce—especially
in Africa—is meant to be Vin-
cent’s area of expertise. Is that
sphere as bloodlessly banal as
it's made out here? Through
fog and snow he drives, across
France and Switzerland, dis-
solving geographies. Within

afew years, there was a global
financial crisis. Millions of
people grappled with life after
work. Many are still doing so.

The French name for 7The
Class, Cantet’s best known
film and a Palme d’Or winner
at Cannes in 2008, is Entre les
murs—“Between the Walls”.
Any carceral connotations
are entirely intentional. It fol-
lows young teacher Francgois
(Frangois Marin) as he begins
anew job at a Parisian school
most of whose students are the
adolescent sons and daughters
of working-class immigrants.
They’re a handful: slumped,
lippy, quick to mock him for
being too old and too bourgie.
He thinks of himself as being
on their side, but their inso-
lence is trying. One morning,
a fresh-faced colleague storms
into the staff room: “They’re
nothing. They know nothing.
They look through you when
you try to teach them... They
can stay in their shit. 'm not
going to help them.”

The classroom is a micro-
cosm of Paris, France and
many major European cities.
Some viewers may be alarmed
by that notion. They may see
what goes on there as dys-
topic—education where disci-
pline and deference are almost
impossible to sustain, where
anational culture is on the
wane. Cantet uses lots of close-
ups and mid-shots to create
amood of intimacy that also
veers towards clamminess: we
could hug these pupils or, just
as often, shake them. School
films can often be sentimen-
tal. Behold! A charismatic
eccentric connecting with
troubled teenagers! There’s no
such schmaltz here. It shows,
with bracing clarity, Frangois’s
struggle to work out what his—
and his students’—place is. ¢
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Wherefore art thou?

A Tom Holland-starring production of ‘Romeo
and Juliet’ has gone global—with terrible results

by KATE MALTBY

his April, Frances-
ca Amewudah-Rivers
was cast as Julietina

new West End adaptation of
Romeo and Juliet, built around
Hollywood star Tom Holland.
Within days, the company felt
obliged to publicly condemn
“abarrage of deplorable racist
abuse” targeting Amewudah-
Rivers, who is black.

My initial reaction was sur-
prise. Not, I hope, because
I'm naive about the levels of
racism still experienced by
black people in the UK. But
because, as someone who lives
and breathes British theatre,
Ithought this battle had been
won. It is more than 20 years
since David Oyelowo became
the first black actor to play one
of Shakespeare’s English kings,
Henry VI, at the Royal Shake-
speare Company.

My mistake, of course, was
tounderestimate the gulfin
global reaction to your average

piece of London theatre versus
aproduction starring cine-
maticjuggernaut Holland, bet-
ter known as Spider-Man from
the Marvel Cinematic Uni-
verse, object of desire to mil-
lions and boyfriend of the even
more famous Zendaya.

I'should have remembered
the last time British theatre
was the subject of interna-
tional frenzy. When casting
was announced in 2015 for the
first production of Harry Pot-
ter and the Cursed Child, the
world went crazy to learn that
Hermione Granger would be
played by the black actress
Noma Dumezweni.

The Harry Potter fans who
trolled Dumezweni in 2015
made the same mistake—
beyond the racism—as those
who went after Amewudah-
Rivers this year. Both groups
were unable to distinguish
between a piece of storytell-
ing in London, responsive to

the immediate environment
of British theatre, and the pre-
existing norms of a major intel-
lectual property franchise.

Hermione must be white,
insisted the trolls, because
Emma Watson, who played
her in the movies, is white.
Juliet must be white because
she was played, in Baz Luhr-
mann’s 1996 movie, by Clare
Danes. Yes, really. It didn’t
help that director Jamie Lloyd
had knowingly pitched his
production as a response to
the movie, titling his adapta-
tion Romeo + Juliet, with a plus-
sign instead of an “and”, as did
Luhrmann.

Unlike Luhrmann, his ver-
sion of Shakespeare is short on
spectacle, with barely any sets.
Butboth share a fascination
with street culture, and Lloyd’s
show is littered with refer-
ences to Luhrmann’s film.

Joshua-Alexander Wil-
liams’s Mercutio delivers
the Queen Mab speech with
awide-eyed terror reminis-
cent of Harold Perrineau in
the role, even if the references
to the dark power of drugs
are less explicit. The prince
of Verona, incensed by the
city’s brawling youths, arrives
like Luhrmann’s “governor”
tobreak up fights under the
whirr of helicopter blades.

Meanwhile, Holland’s per-
formance is pure Spider-Man.
His Romeo is the same goofy,
teenage everyman that fans of
the Marvel universe will know
and love, breaking into hero-
ism when the going gets tough.

This sets up Holland for
aone-note performance.
There is no variety between
his breathy, slo-mo speeches
of infatuation for his first love,
Rosaline, and his reverence for
“true” love Juliet 30 minutes
later. By contrast, Amewudah-

Rivers shines. Unlike Holland,
she earned her role in the audi-
tion room, and it shows.

Lloyd’s production is critic-
proof at the box office. In his
influential weekly newslet-
ter, the theatre writer Fergus
Morgan mocked the struggle
for relevance felt by my own
colleagues when he summed
up the opening night: “Isn’t
it funny to think of London’s
theatre critics all sitting in the
same room as Zendaya? Isn't it
nice when theatre is culturally
relevant for a week?”

But most of the people
engaged with this production
will never see it in situ. While
we took our seats inside the
theatre, 200 fans lined the bar-
riers outside the stage door to
snap the best photo of Holland
when he left two hours later.
Video from inside the audito-
rium is forbidden, but video
of Holland walking to his car
is shared thousands of times
online. How else can a Mar-
vel fan in Indiana feel like she
iswith him in London? The
shared space for the commu-
nity built by this production is
notin the theatre, but online.

Celebrity casting is not new
to London theatre and Hol-
land, a former Billy Elliot, is no
newcomer to the stage. There
is arisk to theatre, however,
when the experience between
audience and actor is relegated
toaminor role within a global
social media show. For much of
Holland’s performance, he and
Lloyd seemed to be gesturing
to something far outside the
auditorium—at one point, even
cutting to footage from the
theatre roof, as though we’re
watching a Spider-Man movie.

Like politics, all theatre is
local. British theatre loses out
when it becomes a footnote to
aglobal culture war. ¢

© MARC BRENNER
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Bigtime resonance

Eighties hit ‘Smalltown Boy’is reaching across the
decades to grip the hearts of young people today

by LAURA BARTON

here is a certain sweet-

ness to the latest Tik-

Tok trend: off-camera,
youngsters play a song for their
parents and ask them to dance
however they would’ve danced
toitin the 1980s. On screen,
hips coil, arms swing, faces lift;
the delight of bodies finding
themselves again.

The song is Bronski Beat’s
“Smalltown Boy”, which turns
40 this year. The story of a
young gay man leaving home
for the big city, it reached
number three in the UK, and
topped the US Dance Club
chart, launching the career of
vocalist Jimmy Somerville.

Tobe aboy in a small Brit-
ish town in 1984 was a com-
plicated matter. While the
decade broadly embraced a
form of heteronormativity
and hypermasculinity, there
was a musical counterbalance
in the form of acts such as the
Smiths, Wham!, Culture Club

and the lingering flickers of
New Romanticism. With it,
there came a fluidity in gen-
der, sexuality and dress that
was challenging to many, par-
ticularly outside the major
conurbations.

“Smalltown Boy” spoke
directly to this tension. Its
success came alongside that
of “Relax” by Frankie Goes to
Hollywood, which reached
number one and spent 42
weeks in the Top 40, despite
beingbanned by the BBC for
its overtly sexual lyrics.

Something was changing,
but progress was slow. In April
that year, Customs and Excise
raided gay and lesbian book-
shop Gay’s the Word, seizing
hundreds of books deemed
obscene. As awareness of HIV/
Aids spread, stigma and sus-
picion towards the gay com-
munity grew. Other inequali-
ties stood fast: in the autumn,
Bronski Beat released their

debut album, T%e Age of Con-

sent—its title a reference to the
fact that, in the UK, the age of
consent for gay sex stood at 21.

But the song found a
broader appeal, too. The idea
of restrictive smalltown life—
that ayoung person has to
leave home to form an inde-
pendent identity—was a uni-
versal one, and familiar in rock
and pop—it’s there in The Bea-
tles’ “She’s Leaving Home” and
Springsteen’s “Born to Run”
and Dylan’s “I Was Young
WhenILeft Home”.

That idea had also pro-
pelled much of the punk and
New Wave movements, the
rejection of suburbia and
conformity, the bucking of
social norms and niceties. In
writing “Smalltown Boy”, the
three members of Bronski
Beathad reached back a few
years to this time—the band’s
Larry Steinbachek once said
the song had arisen out of an
attempt to play a cover of the
Sex Pistols’s “Pretty Vacant”.

According to the Pistols’s
Glen Matlock, “Pretty Vacant”
was itself a rough grasp in the
direction of “SOS” by ABBA,
released a few years earlier.
Although its context was more
personal, “SOS” was similarly a
song of absence and rejection.
Matlock took both its melan-

To be aboy
inasmall
British town
in 1984 was a
complicated
matter

choly and its melodic charm
and infused it with the energy
0f 1977, with Richard Hell’s
Blank Generation, the three-
day week, IRA bombings. It
was, he said, “a primal scream
kind of thing: we don’t know
what we’re gonna do, but we're
gonnado it anyway.”

“Smalltown Boy” begins
in a similar emotional space:
“Toyour soul, cry, cry cry,”
Somerville sings. And though
his voice is more countertenor
than scream, the impulse is
much the same. In its open-
ing scene, our hero stands
alone on a railway platform
with everything he owns in
asmall black case, his depar-
ture spurred by the knowledge
that “the answers you seek will
never be found athome”. He
doesn’t know where he’s going,
but he’s going anyway.

It’s interesting to think
of where the UK was at that
moment—miners’ strikes,
Thatcherism, unemployment
atarecord high. The sense that
the country itself was begin-
ning to fracture; its small com-
munities and the industries
that had bound them in peril.
The rejection expressed in the
plaintive call and discordant
notes of Bronski Beat’s song
chimed not only with those
who identified with its spe-
cific story, but with a feeling of
exclusion and impotence felt
more widely across society.

How strange to hear it again
today, to consider the things
that have changed and those
that have not over the course
of 40 years. In these days of
rising unemployment, ris-
ing LGBTQ+hate crime, the
young fleeing small towns for
cities, in a new era of exclusion
and impotence... to wonder
just how differentitistobea
smalltown boy. ¢
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Dial O for
obsession

by IAN BOSTRIDGE

give the impression of a

slight obsession with some
pieces. I've performed Benja-
min Britten’s War Requiem 96
times so far, and I'm writinga
book about and around it, so
that’s one obsession for sure.
And some years ago [ wrote a
book about Schubert’s Winter-
reise song cycle, with the Rob-
ert Burton-aping subtitle Anaz-
omy of an Obsession. It’s a piece
Ireturn to again and again: not
justin straightforward recitals
for voice and piano, but also in
aTV film (1997) and two thea-
tre pieces, one of the piano cy-
cle staged at Florence’s Mag-
gio Musicale by the film direc-
tor Roberto Ando, and one a
zany Hans Zender orchestra-
tion directed by Netia Jones,
which we took from London
to California to Shanghai. I
spent parts of last month in de-
tailed rehearsals with two old
friends and colleagues, Debo-
rah Warner and Julius Drake,
staging the unadulterated
song cycle again for Bath’s Us-
tinov Studio. It’s surely a sign
of a peerless masterpiece that
it can bear so many reinter-
pretations, and extraordinary
that so much dramatic intent
and dramatic structure can
be drawn out of a set of songs
originally written to be sung
around the piano athome. We
open this June.

Ithink I must sometimes

You may have noticed a
more general obsession with
Britten, beyond the War Reg-
uiem.'ve already written here
about his song cycle for voice
and strings Les [lluminations,
with words by the enfant ter-
rible of French poetry, Arthur
Rimbaud. A couple of weeks
ago I was singingityet again,
with the City of Birmigham
Symphony Orchestra (CBSO),
in the city’s Symphony Hall.
This is an orchestra—and,

for that matter, a hall—with
which I've had a long associa-
tion. I'll never forget a Spring
Symphony (copyright: B Brit-
ten) with Simon Rattle on the
night of the 1997 election.
Bliss was it in that dawn to be
alive, singing a piece about
renewal and rejuvenation, and

returning home in the car lis-
tening to the first results come
in. And here I was, back in Bir-
mingham to sing one of my
favourite pieces: great orches-
tra, great conductor (Gergely
Madaras), great venue.

‘00

he opening of Les [llumi-

nations, with its string
fanfares oscillating between
two starkly opposing keys, is
always thrilling and charges
me up for the helter-skelter,
expressionist-cum-cabaret
spirit of the piece, with its
mixture of humour, eroticism,
chaos and wartime forebod-
ing (it was finished in Octo-
ber 1939). But as we set out on
the second number—“Villes”,
with its conjuration of the
urban melee which Rimbaud
and his lover, Paul Verlaine,
experienced in London in the
1870s—I noticed an elderly
man, stage right, holding up
his mobile phone.

This happens occasionally
in concerts. In smaller venues,
I've been known to strike out
into the audience and ask the
offender to stop. Other times,
I'try to glare them out as part
of the performance. This time,
that wasn’t working; and the
opportunity to suck up fuel
for the aggression sometimes
required by Rimbaud and Brit-
ten was overwhelmed by sim-
ple distraction. It’s difficult to
draw people into a piece that,
atits best, takes you and your
audience into another world,
aworld created by sounds and
words, when someone is so
clearly indicating that they are
not really paying attention.
I'tried to carry on, but the
spell had been broken. When
another member of the audi-
ence on the other side started
up with her phone, I paused

after the third song and tes-
tily asked them to stop. Cue
aburst of applause from the
audience at large.

Ithought not much more
about it after the concert,
but the following day a storm
started brewing. It turned out
that the CBSO had introduced
apolicy to allow audience
members to film during con-
certs, and my action has been
interpreted by some as a “pro-
test” against said policy. The
story travelled far and wide. I
went on to Radio 4’s Front Row
arts magazine to explain why
Ithought phones in concert
halls were abad idea. Then, a
couple of days later, I was on
the 7oday programme and the
8am news. All in all, the com-
mentary continued for at least
two weeks, almost all of it,
from journalists and practi-
tioners and audience mem-
bers, supporting my stance.
Birmingham now recom-
mends that people save their
filming for the applause, a
small victory.

Why did such a trivial event
provoke so much comment?I
can offer all sorts of reasons for
my stance on phones in clas-
sical concerts, though I don’t
really want to go into them
again. I could quote Britten’s—
yes, him again—Aspen Award
lecture in which he talks of the
holy triangle between com-
poser, performer and listener
and asks for it not to be dis-
rupted. You might find that
precious or pretentious. But,
in an age in which mobile
phones are ubiquitous, and in
which so many of us, young
and old, are complaining
about the way in which they
have colonised our brains and
come to dominate our lives,
surely a space without phones
mightbe ablessed relief. ¢
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Farminglife

Atragic
choice

by Tom Martin

It was a Monday evening in lambing sea-
son, and we had a handful of sheep still
waiting to give birth. In the preceding
weeks the ewes had been kept in a small
field without too much grass, to prevent
their lambs growing too big, which can
create problems in labour. We checked
them almost hourly, and noted changes
in their mood, activity and location in the
field and within the flock. One sheep had
been named the busybody, as she wanted
to get involved whenever another ewe
had its lambs. The busybody had been
nosing around for days, and generally
got in our way throughout the lambing.

That Monday evening, the busybody
displayed all the classic signs of a ewe
goinginto labour. She scratched the soil,
almost like she was making a nest. She
ground her teeth and stretched, walk-
ing around in small circles as though she
was mightily uncomfortable. She lay on
the floor and strained, going through the
motions of giving birth, but when I care-
fully inspected her, there was still no sign
of alamb.

When an animal is in this level of pain,
the good shepherd intervenes. Speaking
gently and slowly, as I always do with the

sheep—they know my voice—I carefully
put my hand inside the ewe’s birthing
canal to check whether she was dilated
and if I could feel the lamb.

Immediately there was a gas release,
and I knew all was not well. This is the
classic sign of alamb having died inside
the mother. I tried to coax the large,
single lamb out, working with the ewe
as she strained in her contractions. On
my knees, I toiled for some time. It was
already dark, and at midnight, having
given her afewbreaks to catch herbreath,
I called it off for the evening. The ewe got
up and walked around, and I thought it
best not to stress her further.

I returned at first light—4.45am—to
find her once again on the floor in the
throes of her contractions. For another
half an hour, this time in the pouring
rain, I tried to help her give birth. I think
I knew even before I got to her that morn-
ing that my efforts would be futile. ButI
had to try, for her sake, and for my own,
to avoid the haunting thought: “Could I
have done more?”

At 5.30am, I made my decision. After
whispering gentle reassurances to the
ewe, I trudged to my house to collect my
gun. I wish my wife or my parents had
been there, but with everyone asleep I
had to make the decision alone. It would
be hours before the vet would be at the
surgery, so it was down to me, and it was
my responsibility to do the best thing for
her.Thad to put an end to her suffering.

I've been forced to make this decision
in the past for different animals, but
never before with a sheep. Itis not some-
thing I want to repeat. I returned to the
field with my shotgun, the heaviest shot
cartridge selected, and extra rounds in
my pocketin case it wasn’t an instant kill.
I once again spoke gently, and took aim,
her eyes looking back at me. I squeezed
the trigger. I heard the report of the gun:
I had struck the back of the skull, the
base of the spine, and it was over. Blood
poured from her head, and she stiff-

ened and kicked, but she was gone. No
more pain. While this is standard, rec-
ommended practice in this situation, it
didn’t feel normal to me.

I moped back to the house, the rain
now pouring, and I met my wife at the
door. Shelooked at me, looked at the gun,
and looked back at me.

“It was no good,” I said, “I couldn’t do
any more for her.” I saw my own sadness
reflected in my wife’s eyes, in the slump
of her shoulders. We had both known
this sheep since she was a lamb and had
birthed her two years previously from
another favourite ewe.

Asthe days passed, I reassured myself,
and was reassured by others that I had
done the right thing. I know I gave the
ewe everything, as a good shepherd
should. But I will remember this always.
We ensure on our farm that every day is
the best day possible for our livestock,
including their last day, whatever the
circumstances. Our responsibility con-
tinues in sickness and in health, at any
time of the day or night, every day of the
year. ¢
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Longlife

For shame!
by Sheila Hancock

!

I'have visited and performed in many pris-
onssince the 1980s. That was when I'went
to HMP Long Lartin, one of the toughest
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jails in the country, to do a poetry read-
ing with a team of actors from the Royal
Shakespeare Company. I confess tobeing
unconvinced that an audience of mainly
lifers would appreciate our choices, espe-
cially a poem by TS Eliot that I didn’t
understand myself. But they did and were
spellbound. Since then, I have feebly cam-
paigned for reform of our prisons. There is
alittle of “there but for the grace of God”
in my interest.

As an eight-year-old child, when I was
evacuated during the war, I was amember
of a gang of mostly older kids called the
Vaccies. We fought with the locals. When
cornered I was a vicious fighter, and if
knives had been the modus operandi,
then—with my childish rage against the
frightening wartime world—I can’t swear
Iwouldn’t have carried one. I was also a
prolific shoplifter. I was blessed by having
teachers and parents who eventually led
me down abetter path.

The political parties fight over who
is toughest on crime. Yet a punitive
approach isn’t succeeding. Almost 50 per
cent of prisoners reoffend within a year of
leaving prison and over 50 per cent come
outbarely literate, ill-equipped to make
an honest living. Punishment is consid-
ered preferable to seizing an opportunity
to educate and turn around chaotic lives.
It costs nearly £50,000 ayear to imprison
someone—all that money to teach an
offender an encyclopaedic knowledge of
drugs and additional criminal expertise.

In April, Iwent to ameeting organised
by aremarkable Wandsworth Quaker, Liz
Bridge. She’d been sacked from her vol-
untary job of chaplain in the local prison
for giving a few quid to an inmate who was
about to be dumped onto the street out-
side with nothingbut his leaving grant of
£89.52.

Liz, who is one of those wonderful mid-
dle-aged, middle-class women who gets
things done, decided that if she could no
longer help the men thatshe had learned
to love during her seven years of volun-

teering, she would reveal the truth about
what was going on inside jails.

She and her fellow Quakers set up a
meeting in a church in the area, with sev-
eral ex-offenders and families of inmates.
The church was packed with locals and
people like me, many of whom were
reduced to tears of shame at the stories
that unfolded. I have visited many prisons
but have seldom been allowed onto the
worst wings, so [ have a sanitised view of
what prison is like. And God knows what
I've seen is bad enough.

Imagine what it would be like to be
locked up for 23 hours a day, in a cell built
in 1851 for one person, but which you must
share with a stranger. Perhaps the stran-
ger has amental or physical illness that is
out of control because of the frequent non-
delivery of medication.

The cell has two bunkbeds, aledge for
atable and, in full view, a frequently out-
of-order toilet. There is only room for
one chair, so you have to eat the appall-
ing food crouched on the lower bunk or
sitting on the lavatory. There is no work
or study to occupy your mind, apart from
in the kitchen, where the rats and cock-
roaches arebetter fed than the prisoners.
(Pentonville prison kitchen has at long
last been closed down to deal with the
vermin, so God knows what my friends
there are eating.)

At the meeting, the ex-offenders tell
us that Wandsworth is lawless. Assaults
on the young and inexperienced screws
are frequent. Being a guard is a danger-
ous and depressing job, so it’s no wonder
that there is half the required number in
Wandsworth. Drugs are uncontrolled. I
personallywould grab anything to deaden
the pain of facing this existence for an
indefinite period. One man told us he
came out of Wandsworth mentally dead.
Having shared a cell with self-harming,
suicidal men, he had learned to squash
any fruitless sympathy. One of the best
ways to help a miscreant is to use media-
tion to teach them empathy for the vic-

tim. Prison causes the opposite—a hard-
ening of the spirit.

There will always be people who need
tobe kept in prison for their own and soci-
ety’s safety, but surely we cannot consider
ourselves civilised if we treat any of our fel-
low human beings in this way.

Since I finished my first draft of this
article, the news has broken of the
results of chief prison inspector Charlie
Taylor’s report. On 9th May, he issued a
notification to the Ministry of Justice,
asking for Wandsworth to be placed
into emergency measures to deal with
the “cramped and squalid conditions™.
The Quakers’ campaigning had borne
fruit. The beleaguered governor has
also resigned. Now the pressure must be
applied, to make sure the prisoners really
do have better conditions, so that they,
and consequentially we, are kept safe. ¢

Mindful life
Locked out
by Sarah Collins

One morning a few weeks ago, I woke
up around 4am unable to breathe. Con-
fused, I gasped for air as the room spun
into view. I know what you're thinking:
“Mental health columnist—she must’ve
been having a panic attack.” But while I
am prone to dramatic hyperventilation,
on this occasion my chest tightness had
abiological cause: asthma.
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I'sat up and took puff after puff of my
blue inhaler, trying not to panic, and
when that didn’t work I took an antihista-
mine to deal with the pollen that triggers
my asthma. When my breathing finally
returned to normal, a familiar annual
worry came back: the advent of pollen
season means thatasthma symptoms are
soon to become my constant companion.

I didn’t know, however, on that par-
ticular morning, just how big an impact
thisyear’s pollen season would have on my
mental health. The cause of this outsized
effect was an NHS admin error which
meant that, justas I needed urgent health-
care, [ was deregistered from my GP prac-
tice. I couldn’t access my prescription for
inhalers and other medications, nor could
I'see a doctor. I was locked out of the sys-
tem, asituation that took me hours to fully
resolve over a timeframe of weeks.

The experience—during which I
behaved in an erratic and overwhelmed
manner befitting of my various mental
health diagnoses—led me to reflect on
the relationship between chronic physi-
cal illness and the mental variety.

More than 15m people in England
have one or more long-term physical con-
ditions, and while this is most common in
people over 60 (58 per cent are affected),
14 per cent of those of us under 40 also
suffer from a chronic condition. I have
several, including an unusual form of
eczemawhich is exacerbated by sunlight,
moderate asthma and a coterie of aller-
gies, including to nuts. I require a com-
bination of medications to control these
conditions and many interactions with
doctors and nurses to resolve flare-ups.

The link between these kinds of con-
ditions and common mental illnesses
such as anxiety and depression are well
documented—research from the Mental
Health Foundation suggests that people
with chronic physical conditions are twice

JustasIneeded
urgent healthcare,
I'was deregistered
from my GP practice

as likely to develop mental ill health. The
crossover is so marked that some scientists
have hypothesised that common chronic
physical and mental illnesses might have
ashared biological cause: a malfunction
in the immune system.

Anecdotally, this is a theory I can get
behind. When I was prescribed an immu-
nosuppressant steroid called predniso-
lone for my asthma, I felt almost manic
with joy, confidence and wellbeing. Dur-
ingthe week I took the drug, myusual neg-
ative thoughts about myself were replaced
with positive ones about my appearance,
my social skills and my creativity.

Sadly, you can’t take prednisolone full-
time (I begged!). And even if there is no
biological link, the stress alone of having
tomanage along-term physical condition
in asociety geared towards the pathologi-
callywell, is enough to trigger anxieties. It
isnotsomuch the pain, itching or breath-
ing problems themselves thatbug me, but
the administrative and financial burden.

That NHS mix-up made me think
about all the other admin headaches
that come with the territory. For exam-
ple: I have to buy the only suncream that
works for my eczema from overseas, at sig-
nificant personal expense. If I go abroad,
I need to arrive at the airport early and
armed with paperwork or I risk not being
allowed to take my oversized eczema
creams on the plane. I must keep apply-
ing for a prepayment certificate to make
my repeat prescriptions even close to
affordable.

Every morning, I have to remember
to take all the right pills, and it is hard
to relax when you have to be eternally
vigilant about the whereabouts of your
blue inhaler and EpiPen. In my 10 years
of adult life, weeks have been spent on
hold to NHS 111, to my GP or standing
in pharmacy queues waiting to find the
right cream.

Each little administrative problem or
niggling symptom may seem minor on
its own. But collectively these issues cre-
ate a continuous low-level stress, such that
chronic physical illness becomes a tax, not
only on my finances but on my wellbeing.
I guess the moral of the story is: pollen is
the devil! ¢

Sex life

Age gaps

by Tilly Lawless

Throughout my life I've always dated
“up”, from the girlfriend who was a year
older than me in my teens (seemingly a
huge gap at that age) to the one who was
12 years older than me when I was in my
early twenties. I'm accustomed to and
comfortable with being the younger, less
experienced partner in the relationship.
If anything, I have enjoyed hearing them
reminisce about decades in which Ididn’t
even exist. [ find it a turn on; I'm always
hungry for history, and dating older peo-
ple has felt like a link to the past.

Sydney’s queer community is remark-
ably intergenerational, partly because it
has along history as a queer hub but also
because it wasn’t devastated by AIDS
to the same degree as many other cities
around the world. Unusually, the govern-
ment implemented an incredible public
health response to the AIDS pandemic,
sought advice from the communities most
affected by the virus (gay men, sex work-
ers and intravenous drugusers) and intro-
duced harm-reduction measures such as
condom vending machines and needle
and syringe exchange programmes. As a
result, I am often partying and socialising
with people between 18 and 78 .

Age gap relationships are common
and are generally not viewed as scathingly
within the community as heterosexual
relationships with similar gaps are by the
world atlarge. I think this is partly because
gendered and financial power dynamics,
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which we see replicated again and again
with relationships between older rich
men and younger women, don’t trans-
fer in the same way. If you are earning the
same amount and living the same lifestyle
as someone in their forties when you are
inyour twenties, the age and power gap is
notso glaring,.

It was perhaps inevitable, then, that I
would eventually date someone younger
than me. I'm not surprised that it’s hap-
pened, butlam surprised by my own reac-
tion to being on the other side of the age
gap. At 30, I am seeing someone seven
years younger than me and, though I
have no ethical issues with that (at her
age [ was in a committed relationship
with a woman over a decade older than
me) and it doesn’t make me feel old, I do
find myselffiltering my relationship with
her through my own memories ofbeinga
woman her age.

I recently read Annie Ernaux’s 7%e
Young Man, in which she writes about
having a romantic relationship with a
man in his twenties when she was in her
fifties. She says that dating him was an act
of reliving and remembering all her past
relationships. Moments that feel unique
and fresh to him are layered for her with
every intimate moment that has come
before. My experience is slightly different
to Ernaux’s—instead of returning to recol-
lections of previous relationships, I find
myself reliving and remembering how
I felt within myself at my partner’s age.
Annie Ernaux saw her lover as a mirror
of all the boyfriends she’d had before; in
dating someone of the same gender who
is passing through an age I have already
traversed,  am finding a mirror of myself.

In spite of the fact that we are very dif-
ferent, and that perhaps she feels nothing
like I did then, I can’t help but be acutely
aware of how it feels to be the age she is. I
imagine myself then, poised on the edge
of alife-changing relationship, simulta-
neously naive and courageous. The older
sister desire in me to protect women who
are younger than me—and probably to ret-
roactively protect my past self—clashes at
times with my own desire to be with her;
because doesn’t being with someone inev-
itably expose them to potential hurt and

heartache? How could I lead her down
that path?

Intellectually I know that being the
older partner does not necessarily mean
thatIam the oneleading, butitishard to
shake the sense of carefulness that I feel,
a reluctance and responsibility that I
have never felt when dating people older
than me. Maybe this is how all romantic
relationships should be entered into:
with conscious choice and considera-
tion. ¢

Clerical life

The world’s
astage

by Alice Goodman

Because I was a librettist before I was a
priest, I find myself occasionally on stage
taking a bow. The performers will have
bowed first: the singers and dancers, then
the principals in front by themselves.
Then they’ll go offstage into the wings,
and return for asecond bow. That’s when
the director, choreographer and conduc-
tor join the curtain call, and then the
composer and I run onstage. Look right
and left. Bow from the waist. Applaud the
orchestra. Bow again.

I spent a lot of time thinking about
theatre. My old colleague Peter Sellars
has always been a little unusual among
directors in his attention to ritual ges-
tures. Why do you notice that man put-
ting his hand on that other man’s shoul-
deratacertain pointin the performance?
Something in the unfolding of all that
has happened onstage up to this point

has focused your mind on this moment.

In church there are similar rituals.
How do you hold your hands when you
pray? Pointy fingers with thumbs crossed,
or the more relaxed Cuddesdon clasp?
‘When and how do you bow? What do you
wear? The vestments I wear do the same
work as a Commedia dell’arte costume: in
them Ibecome “the priest at mass”. You'd
be mistaken if you thought that ritual
only features in High Church shacks. All
churches have ritual. When do you raise
your hands? How does a Quaker meet-
ing end? How do you stage an altar call?
When do you speak in tongues?

Listen and watch. On 25th April, I got
up at an ungodly hour to catch a train to
London and another to Canterbury. By
the time we left St Pancras we were some-
thing of a party, all going to the consecra-
tion of the new bishop of Edmonton, the
suffragan or assistant bishop for north-
west London. The main thing I knew
about the ceremony was the old joke
about the moment when all the bishops
cluster round the new bishop, reach out
their hands in an important ritual ges-
ture and remove the new bishop’s spine.

The new bishop, Anderson Harris
Mithra Jeremiah, is someone with whom
I'velaughed and at whose table I've been
fed. His wife is a friend. His children’s
pictures are on my windowsill. Ander-
son was ordained in the Church of South
India. Never before has a priest ordained
in that church been consecrated as a
bishop in the Church of England. It goes
deeper than that, though. Anderson isa
Dalit Christian, who experienced from
earliest childhood what it means to be
untouchable, a pariah. His theology is
grounded in the experience of being an
outcast. His spine is not removable.

Here are some of the things I noticed.

The archbishop of Canterbury had a
cough and seemed tired, but that didn’t
matter—the focus was elsewhere. The
first lesson was read by one of Ander-
son’s daughters. One of his sisters read
the second lesson in Tamil. Then the
drumming began, sharp and loud.
Four Dalit drums announced the gos-
pel reading. The hair on the back of my
neck stood up. Dalit drums, parai, com-
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ing down from the top of the quire, the
heart of Canterbury Cathedral. That
was a moment. The canon theologian of
Washington National Cathedral, Kelly
Brown Douglas, preached an acrostic ser-
mon in which the “O” in LOVE stood for
being “outcast-oriented”. You couldn’t
help but notice the many, many voices
and accents, all speaking clearly, the gor-
geous saris that Anderson’s sisters were
wearing, and the scarlet rochets of the
bishops as they went up to the altar while
Anderson knelt before the archbishop
for the act of consecration.

The archbishop laid his hands on
Anderson’s head. The bishops who could
reach him laid their hands on his shoul-
ders and his back; the ones on the out-
side of the group laid their hands on the
shoulders of the ones in front. Three bish-
ops stood aside to make clear that this
was one step too far for them. That was
amoment, too. [ wondered how much it
weighed upon them that they were char-
acters in a drama about outcasts being
brought in and those who have been con-
sidered untouchable receiving the Holy
Spirit through the laying on of hands.

But the moment passed. The Dalit
drums got the last word. ¢

Young life
Chasing highs

by Alice Garnett

“I'think I'm addicted to being awake,” says
Maggie, a character in the TV adaptation
of Dolly Alderton’s memoir Everything I
Know About Love. 1 read the book in my
final year of university and loved it. I've

rewatched the show several times because
I've never seen my own debauched, impul-
sive behaviour reflected so accurately.
Maggie never knows when to call it quits.
She’ll get a taxi from London to Liverpool
if that means there’s a chance of keeping
the night going. Lo and behold, the party
is emphatically over when she arrives.

While I've never gone as far as travel-
ling from one city to another, I am guilty
of chasinganight thathas already ended.
I'm never ready for the fun to be over.

Having had a fair few (mis)adventures
inmytime, I know there’s always the pos-
sibility of something exciting around
the corner: a handsome stranger, a hot
waiter, the love of my life. And I never
want to miss it.

A few weekends ago, at 3am, I pulled
out myusual “Where next?” to my friends,
who—honestly—were ready for cheesy
chips and the comfort of their own beds.
We’d been drinking since 6pm and had
just piled out of Clapham Grand following
“Femmes on Top”, an iconic queer night
hosted by Butch Please. Of course, we
stayed until closing; who could resist the
pull of tunes by the likes of Azealia Banks,
Kim Petras, Icona Pop and Britney Spears?

I wasn’t ready for the night out to
end. I was on a high and couldn’t pos-
sibly imagine easing myself down from
the dizzying heights of snogging women
against abackdrop of hyperpop and Drag
King performances.

I rallied a couple of members from
the group and we darted across the road,
chanting “HEAV-EN, HEAV-EN, HEAV-
EN”, towards a bus that would take us
all the way from south London to cen-
tral. Closing time for Heaven, the club,
was Sam. We were taking a 40-minute
bus journey for what would be roughly
45 minutes of fun. You do the maths.

As soon as we got off the bus, we broke
into asprint. Still riding the high of mine-
sweepingbottles of Prosecco from nearby
tables and scream-singing “I don’t care, 1
loveit,” Tended up well ahead of the other
two. Having not an ounce of navigational
skill, I got a bit lost. By the time I arrived
at Heaven, Iwas alone, out of breath, with
aphone on the verge of dying. Worst of
all, the body-tape  had been using to del-

Like a trashy
Cinderella, as the
clock struck four,
everything fell apart

icately attach my (extremely) plunge dress
to my chest had started to peel off. Oh,
and entry was closed.

Like a trashy Cinderella, as the clock
struck four, everything fell apart (and my
tits out of place).

Sobering up after the bus journey and
vigorous exercise that followed, I leant
against awall to figure out my next move.
I'texted my friends—who, unlike me, have
adecent sense of direction, took a more
direct route and had already entered the
club. They assumed I'd already gone in,
given the lead I took.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I muttered
to myself as I opened Citymapper on
my phone (I could not afford an Uber
home). A man hovered into view. And
another one. And another. God, aren’t
they opportunistic? Men loitering out-
side queer clubs after closing,.

“I'm gay.” I mean, I'm bi, but on this
occasion, I wasn’t bothered about seman-
tics. They didn’t take the hint, anyway.

“Why don’t you come back with us?
We’ve got a room in Holborn. We can
keep the party going”

Ayounger, more naive version of Alice
would have probably entertained this
idea—entranced as I would have been by
the notion of “keeping the party going”.
I’ know now that that would have been a
terrible idea.

“No.’Ididn’tbother trying tobe polite.
I glowered at them as best I could.

Eventually, a couple of the bouncers
at Heaven cottoned on to my situation.
Two of them approached to ask if I was
alright, if the men were bothering me.
“Yes,” I'said, “they are.”

I explained that my two friends were
already inside the club, that I knew I'd
missed closing, but would really appre-
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ciate beinglet inside. Given the options
were to allow me entry or feed me to the
literal sharks (who hadn’t moved from
their station outside the club), they wel-
comed me inside.

Allin all, not a dreadful tale. I made it
into heaven and danced the night away.

But was it worth the hangover? The
three hours of sleep I got that night? No,
not really. I know I should have called it,
ended the night on a high in south Lon-
don, where I could have got a direct bus
home in 20 minutes.

Truth is, I never know how to walk away
from anight out. I'll keep chasing, with no
real objective other than to stumble upon
agreat story—a moment—a comedic bit
that will last a lifetime.

With time, hangovers and a regrettable
sleep debt, I hope I do learn how to rein
myselfin sometimes. All good things must
cometoanend. ¢

Sporting life
Across the pond
by Emma John

I’'m just back from a month-long trip to
the US, a stop-starting journey through
the Deep South states of Louisiana, Mis-
sissippi and Alabama. Arriving in New
Orleans at the start of May, I found it
humming with activity. The streets were
full of folk enjoying the annual JazzFest,
wearing fancy dresses for the Kentucky
Derby and celebrating Cinco de Mayo.
“New Orleanians don’t let a week go by
without a party,” my taxi driver, Solomon,
told me. With their Mardi Gras parades
and packed schedule of music events,

and it’sawonder that anyone has time to
keep up with the sporting calendar. But
the city’s NFL and NBA teams still enjoy a
mammoth following, as evidenced by the
city’s massive stadiums—the “Smoothie
King Center”, which hosts the basket-
ball players, and the famous Superdome,
home to its footballing Saints.

With his Senegalese background, Sol-
omon had been far less absorbed by bas-
ketball’s March Madness than the climax
of the English Premier League. We chat-
ted about Liverpool’s upended hopes for
the title before I admitted that I actually
preferred cricket. “I'm sorry?” said Sol-
omon. “I never heard of that before.”
told him it was baseball where you pitch
the ball into the ground with a straight
arm, hititon the bounce, and run up and
down astrip instead of around the bases.
It is my ready-prepared explanation for
Americans, and he seemed perfectly sat-
isfied with it.

After that, I asked almost everyone
I met whether they knew of cricket. A
few identified it as “that English game”,
but most thought I was talking about
the insect, or a mobile phone brand that
sells cheap tariffs. Clearly the launch last
year of Major League Cricket—the three-
week-long T20 tournament whose fran-
chise teams mimic those of the Indian
Premier League—has not yet made an
impact on the American sporting con-
sciousness.

The International Cricket Council,
which runs the international game, has
been trying to break into the American
market for decades, in search of the dol-
lars that have begun to rain down on its
soccer counterpart. This year, as part of
its attempt to raise the sport’s profile, it

You can
understand why
the US market
is so appealing
to cricket
administrators

is hosting a showpiece tournament, the
T20 World Cup, in Texas, New York and
Florida, and have purpose-built new sta-
diums for the event.

In June, reigning champions Eng-
land will travel to the US under the cap-
taincy of Jos Buttler, hoping to do bet-
ter at retaining this trophy than they did
at defending their one-day title a few
months ago. (The supposed best white-
ball cricket side in the world crashed
out of the World Cup in India before the
knockout stages. It was a difficult time,
let’s not talk about it.)

For the tournament organisers, the
most important outcome isn’t who wins
but who watches. Cricket’s leaders have
made no secret of the fact thata US audi-
ence for the game is a key pillar of their
growth strategy. There was great rejoic-
ing when the sport was included in the
2028 Los Angeles Olympics.

You can understand why the US mar-
ketisso appealing to cricket administra-
tors. A growing South Asian diaspora is
already bringing the game to the nation’s
towns and cities—playing on plastic
pitches in scrubby parkland, following
live feeds from India on VPNs. Only a
tiny percentage of America’s residents
need engage with the game for cricket to
secure a considerable new market.

Given that I spend most of my time
outside the UK in the US, I have a vested
interestinitadopting the game. And yet
I'struggle to get on board with the prose-
lytising agenda. Baseball relates easily to
cricket; it is also so utterly different that
IT'have never comprehended it. Just like
cricket, it is in decline as a mainstream
sport. Is it empathy that makes me wish
for the US to find a renewed love for
its own homegrown bat-and-ball game
before it embraces a new one?

Maybe it’s because the American
sporting universe is already so crammed
with hype and “content” that I feel
ambivalent about my own great love
competing so cravenly for attention.
Then I think back to my arrival in the
US, and the New Orleanians’ ability to
accommodate so many kinds of celebra-
tion. PerhapsIjust need tobe abit more,
well, American about it. ¢
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The Generalist by Didymus

Across

1 Soft French cheese made from cow’s milk (4)

3 Capital citylying on the northern shores of Lake
Victoria (7)

7 Ablockhead orfool; when laughing, itis a kooka-
burra(7)

13 Pembroke or Cardigan breed of dog (5)

14 Frenchterm for a holy-water sprinkler (9)

15 Central American cactusused for rearing cochineal
insects (5)

16 Islaydistillerywhose name means “small promon-
tory” (6)

17 Barry can’tdothis,accordingtoaScottish DJ (4)

18 Largeboard used asan autocue (5,4)

20/23  Scottish football team whose ground lies in
the shadow of the Kessock Bridge beside the Moray
Firth (9,10,7)

24 Monthly US general-interest family magazine, the
UK edition of which ceased publication in April
after 86 years (7,6)

25 Alongwith Wordsworth, the founder of the
Romantic Movement in England, who wrote the
poem Kubla Khan (6,6,9)

29 The...,a1930 detective novel by Dashiell Hammett
with Sam Spade as the main character (7,6)

33 Theancient capital of Assyria, destroyed in 612 BC
by the Medes and Babylonians (7)

34 1997 film based on the story of two young girls who
apparently had the ability to take pictures of magical
winged beings (9:1,4,5)

37 “..Superbrain”, the nickname of Annie Jones’s
character in Neighboursin the 1980s (5-4)

38 Aprincipal ethnic group of Rwanda and Burundi (4)

39 Wagner’sfirst success as an operatic composer,
about “The Last of the Tribunes” (6)

41 Variety oflavender whichyieldsan oilused in
perfumery (5)

42 Low-growing Mediterranean shrub on which female
coccus insects feed, producinga red dyestuff (6,3)

43 Asafriend,in France (2,3)

44 Clergyman and don who admitted saying from the
pulpit “Kinkering congs their titles take” (7)

45 The one-chamber parliament of Israel (7)

46 Oneofthehoursofthe Divine Office, at midday (4)

Down

1 Lowlandregion called the “Cold Shoulder of
Scotland” (6)

2 Onestate’s desire to annex the territory of another
state, often for ethnic reasons (11)

4 Greekherointhe Trojan War, oran Amsterdam
football team (4)

5 Orcadianislandlocation of the Knap of Howar (4,7)
Title of the now retired Scottish advocate who was
lord chancellor for 10 years from 1987 (4,6,2,9)

7 Theoldestbotanical garden in Paris, originally

created in 1635 by Louis XIII’s physicians
tohouse the royal medicinal herb garden (6,3,7)

8 Romanemperor from 337to0 350, the last one
tovisit Britain (8,1)

9 Strong, powerful, successful fellow who likes
tobein charge of others (5,4)

10 ///(6)

11 Alcondition, physically (4,6)

12 Cockney rhymingslang for “tea” (5,3)

19 Financial expertand advisorto corporations and
governments on how to raise capital and arrange
mergers and pension funds (10,6)

21 InGreektragedy, odessungwithoutinterruption
by dialogue (7)

22 Dutch city where a series of peace treaties were
signed between 1713 and 1715 ending the War
ofthe Spanish Succession (7)

26 Ashy-grey (11)

27 Likelemurs or opossums (4-6)

28 Highland League football team which plays its home
matches at the Princess Royal Park in Banff (11)

30 Small,long-haired Tibetan dog (5,4)

31 Proposition orscheme for peace (9)

32 Sobbinguncontrollably (3,5)

35 Hebrew measures for dry goods (6)

36 Thewool oftheundercoat of the Arctic musk ox (6)

40 Islandlocation of Glasnakille, Staffin
and Tarskavaig (4)
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Last month’s crossword solutions How to enter
& | Across: 10 Aberdaron, 11 Billionaire, 12 BObby Seagu II’'s Emailyour answer
< UK PT:? INE Chamberer, 13 de Havilland, 15 Espoo, 16 Brain Teaser to answer@ .
FORGING Faversham, 17 Gopak, 20 Hans Arp, 22 Intel, prospectmagazine.
N A?I"I‘O N 23 Jim Moir, 27 Kiev, 28 Lucan, 30 Mi- Ahead of the general election, a politician co.uk usingthe subject
gnonne, 32 Nasrudin, 33 Olwen, 37 Quetzal, | takes partineventsat Buckingham Palaceas | ieading “Brain
38Reade, 39 Senegal, 42 Taupe, 44 part of campaigning. Playing tennis with Teaser”

The winner receives
a copy of “Ukraine:
The Forging of a
Nation” by Yaroslav
Hrytsak (Sphere)

Download a PDF
of these pages at
prospectmagazine.
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Underwood, 45 Venal, 49 Winterbloom, 50
Xipe Totec, 51 Yellow River, 52 Zucchetto.

Down: 14bu Hassan,2 Brymbo, 3 Carey, 4
Donegal, 5 Eisenstein, 6 Fleabag,7 Godin, 8
Halloo, 9 Iron rations, 14 Fennec, 18
Gravadlax, 19 Singspiel, 21 Skirret, 24 Moor-
age, 25 Blini, 26 Omani, 29 Ail, 31 Natural-
ised, 33 Okefenokee, 34/35A Widow’s peak,
36 Lazaretto, 40 En clair, 41 Solidus, 43
Potale, 46 Exocet, 47/48 Crown vetch.

The Across solutionsbeginwith AtoZ in
alphabetical order, and the solutions from1
to9 Downbeginwith Atol

Last month’s winner
WE Green, Sheffield

Emma Raducanu, the politician panics.
Making double faults all the way through
and not even managing to touch the ball in
Raducanu’s service games, they are blown
away 6-0 6-0. Then heading off to golf on the
palace grounds in a demoralised state, they
forget all their equipment. Luckily, Rory
Mcllroy lends them an assortment of
drivers, irons, wedges and putters. This too is
an embarrassment, and a special adviser
steps in to help the politician dig out of this
PR hole. Charles, Camilla and William had
planned a TikTok video where they were
going to let the politician wear the crown of
Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother with
the Koh-i-Noor. But after the stress of the
day, the beleaguered politician thinks they
need a coronary artery bypass procedure
instead. But actually, all they really need is
for you to work out what links their day.

Last month’s solution

1. They are numbers 19, 21, 25, 30 in the
periodic table. All Adele albums

2. Ferdinand Magellan

3. Macaroni

4. Emperor

Answers hint at penguin species (Adelie,

Magellanic, Macaroni, Emperor)

Dee Wé\teg

James Bradley

The winner receives
a copy of “Deep
Water: The World in
the Ocean” by James
Bradley (Scribe)

Last month’s
winner

David Watkins,
Bournemouth

HEAD OVER TO OUR WEBSITE
AND APP FOR COVERAGE OF THE
UPCOMING GENERAL ELECTION

Peter Kellner’s ‘Election Countdown’ series covers all areas
of the impending vote, to help you look beyond the polls and
see how the parties are really performing,.

Scan the code or visit: prospectmagazine.co.uk/pk
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Brief encounter
Kara Swisher,
tech journalist

What is the first news event
you can recall?

Ivaguely remember the moon
landing—Iwas quite small at
the time, but I was staying at
afriend’s house and everyone
was watching it. The first news

event I properly recall was Nix-

on’s resignation in 1974: how
he left the White House with
his family in a helicopter and
did that weird V-sign thing
with his hands.

If you could spend a day in one
city or place at one moment in
history, what would that be?
Ifit can be the future, I'd have
to say the day the aliens land.
Ifit’s the past... it’s my son’s
birthday today, and I'd love

to go back to the day when he
was born in San Francisco. I
remember it, but I also don’t
remember it; I'd like to re-
experience it.

What is your favourite quote?
It’s the firstline of a poem by

Louise Gliick, my favourite po-

etof all time: “Inever turned
anyone into a pig / Some peo-
ple are pigs;  make them /
Look like pigs.” That’s my job.
I'make them look like pigs be-
cause that’s what they are.

What have you changed

your mind about?

Probably the idea that every-
body is—or atleast most peo-

ple are—persuadable. T have re-

alised that some people just
aren’t persuadable, but ITused
to think that if only I gave
them more facts or informa-
tion, then they would change
their minds. If you look at lots
of Trumpers in America, it’s

not that they don’t under-
stand—it’s that they do but just
don’t care. So now I no longer
waste my energy trying to con-
vince these sorts of people.

In your time covering tech,
which person or company has
most changed the world?
Steve Jobs. He brought ease-of-
use to technology to the mass-
es—especially with the iPhone,
which was a critical device.

Social media: force for good
or force for bad? You can only
pick one!
Bad.Ithoughtsocial media
might bring people togeth-
er and show their commonal-
ity. In fact, it shows their dif-
ferences and allows people to
dunk on each other without
repercussions—in a way that

doesn’t happen in real life. I
call it unsocial media now. Peo-
ple are much better in person.

Is there a technological trend
we should be paying attention
to, but aren’t?

Idon’t think we’re paying
enough attention to climate
change tech. There’s really in-
teresting stuff being tested:
hydrogen fuels, small nucle-
ar devices, all kinds of things.
It’s not the only thing that will
solve the climate crisis. We’ll
need global cooperation to re-
duce our dependency on fos-
sil fuels. We’ll even have to fig-
ure out a Plan B, in the form of
another planet—it’s one of the
few things I agree with Elon
[Musk] about these days. But
tech will be an important part
of the solution.

Who will own the future?

It ought to be the people, but—
right now—it’s looking like the
big tech companies. Apple,
Microsoft, Amazon and, to a
lesser extent, Meta. They're
mostly all based in Ameri-

ca, but are their own nation
states. And then there are big
Chinese tech companies too,
of course, but they’re basical-
ly the Chinese government, so
they’re literally a nation state.

What is the last piece of music,
play, novel or film that brought
you to tears?

I don’t cry at movies, but com-
mercials always get me. If you
play an old Kodak commer-
cial, then I'll well right up.
Maybe it’s nostalgia, but may-
be not. There was one recent-
ly about an old lady with Alz-
heimer’s, who somehow got re-
vived, and that got me. Com-
mercials just work really well
onme.

What do you most regret?
Nothaving more kids! I wish
Thad six, which is two more
than the four I do have.I
adopted the ones that I didn’t
have genetically, but I wish—
when there was an opportuni-
ty—that I'd got pregnant again.
Iloved being pregnant. You
create something that’s actual-
ly moving inside you, and you
really understand your body.
It’s so fucking cool. ¢

Kara Swisher’s new memoir,
“Burn Book” (Piatkus, £25), is
out now. Prospect spoke to her
at Truth Tellers: The Sir Harry
Evans Investigative Journalism
Summit 2024
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