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The great curse of contemporary Britain is the 
obsessional pursuit of equality by New Labour 
politicians and their creatures in state or Quango 

employment. Under the dishonest name of social 
justice it is also favoured by ‘me-too’ Mr Cameron, 
who has a firmer grasp of liberal fashion than of reality.

Nowhere is this more evident than in education where 
vital reforms are blocked by the egalitarians. The keys 
to a better education are to provide private alternatives 
to the state system that even poor people can afford 
and within the state system to reintroduce selective 
schools based on ability. As Charles Brickdale points 
out the leftists in Berlin are bringing back selection 
to improve the quality of that city’s education but in 
Britain it will be prevented by the equality-obsessed 
educational establishment that sees schools not as 
places for acquiring knowledge and understanding but 
as ideological instruments.

James Tooley’s investigation of private schools in the 
slums of Hyderabad and Russell Lewis’ assessment of 
schooling in mid-Victorian Britain before it became a 
compulsory state-run system show that it is possible to 
provide a better education for those with few resources 
than the state does. The Civitas New Model Schools 
Project is now providing real education with modest 
fees but how long will it be before the educationalists 
thwart it because it is exposing just how bad the state 
system has become?

It is refreshing too to read accounts of truancy from 
these awful schools that do not treat the truants as 
delinquents but recognize that they are making a rational 
choice to avoid institutions in which nothing is learned and 
bullying is endemic and unchecked. For an intelligent and 
eager to read lad like Sean Gabb trapped in a bad school, 
days of truancy spent in the public library were a better 
education than going to a pointless and violent school. 
Yet now they want to conscript everyone until the age of 
18, as usual in the name of equality.

The pursuit of equality has likewise undermined 
our economy, our attempts to deal with crime and our 

perceptions of the causes of world poverty. The present 
economic crisis began through the over-regulation of 
banking which compelled lenders to give sub-prime 
mortgages to paupers, so that everyone could aspire 
to own a house, and to extend credit to those who 
could never repay, so that everyone could feel affluent. 
Likewise Christie Davies shows the measurement 
and assessment of crime now depends not on the 
damage done or the wickedness of the crime but on 
the respective social identity of perpetrator and victim. 
Yet the egalitarians’ craziest demand is, as Kenneth 
Minogue demonstrates, that the governments of the 
economically successful nations should milk their own 
peoples to rescue the world’s impoverished ‘bottom 
billion’ in the Muslim world and in Africa. The latter’s 
problems clearly stem from overpopulation, something 
that their politicians see as a source of power, 
and an engrained cultural inferiority that prevents 
development but to mention these is imperialism. As 
usual a commitment to equality destroys truth, destroys 
sense and destroys morality. 

It also demands communist levels of control, 
regulation and manipulation, something Theodore 
Dalrymple discerns as already present in ‘Soviet 
Britain’ with its high levels of surveillance, its incessant 
propaganda and the power of its new nomenklatura. 
Yet ironically, as Dalrymple forcefully points out, a 
large part of the controls was introduced by that great 
centraliser Mrs Thatcher, who wanted to destroy the 
independence of the professions by placing a new class 
of managers and supervisors over them. She should 
have known that all power is corruptible for other 
political ends. A further irony is that surveillance is 
justified by its supposed role in combating terrorism 
and crime. But why do we need to have equal 
surveillance? Why not leave the peaceable majority 
to enjoy their traditional privacy and freedom and 
concentrate it all on Muslim radicals or those with 
criminal records? But there is no common sense, no 
moderation and no fairness in an egalitarian society.
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Soviet Britain
Theodore Dalrymple

It is surprising how often 
victory turns out not to 
bring with it the advantages 

expected and hoped for, or to 
have an ambiguous and even 
harmful effect upon the victors. 
Who would have thought, for 
example, that within a few years 
of the conclusion of the Cold War 
Britain would have undergone 
so much creeping Sovietisation? 
No doubt a Soviet military 
conquest would have brought 
about a swifter and much more 
complete Sovietisation than 
did the crumbling of the Soviet 
Union; but there is no doubt that 
in the realm of practical reason 
the Soviet Union won the Cold 
War hands down, at least in 
Britain.

Who would have guessed that, 
within fewer than twenty years, the British would 
be more comprehensively surveyed as they went 
about their daily business than the poor Soviets ever 
were? That, once they stepped outside the confines 
of their house, almost all that they did would be 
photographically recorded? Attending murder trials 
as I do from time to time as an expert witness, I am 
astonished by how many of the movements of the 
accused (and of other witnesses) are recorded on video 
cameras, for production if necessary at some time in 
the future. We now live our public lives entirely on 
camera; every person in the country has his Boswell 
which is the surveillance camera.

Who would have thought, at the downfall of the 
Berlin Wall, that a British government would seriously 

consider recording all telephone calls and monitoring 
the use of the Internet by all citizens? Who would 
have thought that it would even dare propose that 
a centralised dossier on each and every child in the 
country should be kept? Who would have thought 
that it would likewise propose an identity card system 
that enabled the recording of untold information about 
each and every person, and what is more propose to 
charge the citizen for the privilege of being thus spied 
upon? Who would have thought it would have run 
advertising campaigns to ask citizens to denounce 

one another if they thought 
they were cheating on social 
security, thus introducing into 
Britain what might be called the 
Pavlik Morozov conception of 
truth-telling?

Of course, justifications of 
all this spying, monitoring and 
denunciation could be, and are, 
given. It is true that the social 
security system is defrauded of 
large sums, at the expense of the 
tax-payer; but the whole system 
itself is an open invitation 
to fraud, besides which it is 
an elementary principle of 
therapeutics that no cure should 
be worse than the disease.

It is true that there is a danger 
of terrorism in Britain, but it is 
difficult to see how unselective 
intelligence-gathering (it would 

be better to call it unintelligence-gathering) could 
possibly reduce that danger, unlike the patient 
investigation of self-confessed extremist groups. Nor 
is there any evidence that such continual surveillance 
deters or reduces crime: why should it, when the 
convicted have so little to fear from the courts? The 
conclusion is inescapable: that the surveillance is 
intended not to protect or deter, but to intimidate.

We now have a nomenclatura of highly-placed 
officials, who wield great and irresponsible power, 
whose life is increasingly distant from that of the great 
majority of citizens. Just as in the Soviet Union, they 
do not own the state institutions in which they work, 
but they have the usufruct of them. Their privileges are 
wildly out of proportion either to their merits or to the 

Every car journey or telephone call you make, or e mail 
you write, is now recorded by the authorities. Go for a 
walk and a surveillance camera will follow you. Each 
time you go abroad a computer examines your personal 
files to see if you are wanted by the authorities. Soon 
we will all have to carry ID cards. Theodore Dalrymple 
explains why, since the rule of Margaret Thatcher, we 
have surrendered our freedom, and why an incoming 
Conservative government will not return it.

Myles Harris
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privileges that others enjoy. The first class carriages of 
trains, for example, are almost exclusively for their use.

Increasingly, we live in a propaganda state. No 
matter what economies are imposed on those parts of 
the public services that actually deliver services to the 
public, there is always time enough and money enough 
in state institutions for the production and distribution 
of glossy propaganda to the workers who receive it 
compulsorily, for they are never asked whether they 
want it or not.

As in Communist countries, the purpose of this 
propaganda is not to persuade, much less to inform, but 
to violate the probity of the recipient, who has neither 
the energy nor the courage to protest against its lies, 
and therefore becomes in some way complicit in them. 
In these circumstances, the more untrue the propaganda 
is, the more at variance with the lived experience of 
those who are subjected to it, the better, for the more 
completely it destroys the psychological integrity of 
the recipient, rendering him completely docile in the 
process. Therefore, at the very time when hospitals 
are under threat of closure, the staff receive glossy 
handouts portraying them as happy and smiling, at 
one with the management, just as Soviet peasants were 
portrayed as feasting at tables groaning with produce 
at the height of famines.

Not unconnected with this is the constantly-changing 
langue de bois, or Newspeak, used by the hierarchy of 
almost all public institutions, to disguise the reality of 
what is actually happening. Words no longer have any 
tolerably fixed meaning, but must always be construed 

in their dialectical sense. Experience has taught me, 
for example, that when the chief executive of an NHS 
institution says, ‘I am passionately committed to x’ 
he means, x is about to be disbanded or closed down, 
and about time too.

An atmosphere of fear now stalks the land: people 
are reluctant to speak their minds, even if what is 
in their minds is by no means outrageous. Whole 
subjects, some of them of great national importance, 
are now beyond the pale of acceptable discussion. 
In the public service, underlings are afraid that their 
superiors might get to hear anything that contradicts the 
latest ideological doctrine, or even that fails to use the 
latest accepted terminology, and that they might suffer 
accordingly. In Britain, careless talk costs careers.

Professionals have to take part in more ceremonial 
procedures, such as endless meetings of a semi-

political nature, and perform bureaucratic tasks ever 
more intellectually corrupt and disconnected from the 
real goal of their work, compliance with which destroys 
their probity and turns them ever more completely into 
the merest ciphers. Their failure to protest induces a 

state of self-hatred and contempt. The best among them 
go into inner emigration, and withdraw from public life 
completely; the worst join the apparatchiks.

Who is to blame for the Sovietisation of British life, 
some aspects of which I have not even touched upon? 
I think it is time to recognise the large part that Mrs 
Thatcher played. Not only did she give the impression 
of being an economic determinist, a kind of mirror-
image Marxist, and not only was she a great centraliser, 
giving thereby an impetus to the most ruthless forms 
of careerism and its corollary, cronyism, but she 
vastly increased the role of supposedly technocratic 
management in British society, and particularly in 
the public service. She thought that professional 
managers were the way to control the vested interests 
of professions and public servants; in the process she 
created the new British nomenclatura, with vested 
interests that dwarf all previous vested interests, and 
a looting of the public purse such as has not been seen 
for two centuries.

The Labour Party, to do it justice, saw its opportunity 
presented to it on a plate by the Conservatives. Trained 
in dialectics by those (many) among them with 
communist pasts, they read the situation with some 
subtlety. Not nationalisation, but a permanent revolution 
of ever-changing regulation, favour-swapping with 
big business, bureaucratic re-organisation and the 
proliferation of parastatal bodies was the road to eternal 
power and the spoils that it brought with it. In the 
process, the freedom and independence of the citizen 
had to be destroyed: a small price to pay, since they 
never valued it in the first place.

How will the Sovietisation (of course, still far from 
complete) be reversed? Not by the Conservatives, I 
feel confident. In fact, I do not expect to see it in my 
lifetime, at least not without a cataclysm: and that 
might bring us something very much worse. In the 
meantime, I have joined the inner emigration.

Theodore Dalrymple’s latest book is Not with a Bang 
but a Whimper (Monday Books).

Who would have thought, at 
the downfall of the Berlin Wall, 
that a British government would 
seriously consider recording all 
telephone calls and monitoring the 
use of the Internet by all citizens?

Not nationalisation, but a permanent 
revolution of ever-changing regulation, favour-
swapping with big business, bureaucratic re-
organisation and the proliferation of parastatal 
bodies was the road to eternal power...
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Alan Miles, at the age of 68, was voluntarily 
admitted to Prospect Park mental hospital 
Reading, in January 2007 where surprisingly 

he was very well treated, although is was known as 
the Cinderella service. 

He had been slowly deteriorating and this had not 
been spotted by his family or doctor. He had been 
complaining about noises in the neighbourhood and 
his symptoms were compounded by visions and 
delusions. He also believed that his brother Keith had 
been killed and he had to do something about it. His 
brother’s ‘reappearance’ persuaded him that he should 
see a doctor but subsequently after breaking into a 
neighbour’s house because he could hear voices, the 
police came and transferred him to Prospect Park very 
quickly.

In the hospital he was put on a drug regime to 
control the delusions. Although he was among the 
more disturbed patients in a secure ward, he seemed 
to recover slowly and finally the decision was made to 
release him into the community with regular visits from 
a West African psychiatric carer. Many people have 
had reservations about releasing sick people into the 
community although they had welcomed the closure 
of the old ‘prison style’ system.

Uzman came to his home every week and the routine 
seemed to settle him down while the visits to the 
psychiatrist confirmed his improvement. He looked 
after himself quite well but the drugs made him very 
lethargic so he stopped his gardening in his small plot 
by the cottage. Suddenly Uzman announced that he 
was under pressure to reduce the visits because of the 
usual cost saving diktat from Whitehall. Keith also 
visited Alan every week and was worried about the 
threatened reduction of the visits. It is well known that 
routine is reassuring and changes can be disorientating 
for the patient. Uzman continued to visit for a while 
but eventually gave in to the bureaucrats. The visits 
were halved with a social worker filling in the gaps. 
The last visit to a psychiatrist resulted in a change in 
drug regime to see if the lethargy could be alleviated.

Keith noticed that Alan was losing weight and spoke 
to Uzman about a meal service and a cleaning service. 
This request was noted but no action was taken. On 
his next visit Keith was so concerned that he brought 
some food with him and saw that it was eaten. On 
Keith’s next visit Alan announced that he had lost his 

‘Soviet Medicine’
 Charles Percival

key and had not renewed his drug prescription so he 
took him to the surgery for the prescription and the 
pharmacy for the drugs. Keith returned the next day 
with new keys but was now concerned that Alan had 
fallen and possibly cracked a rib. The local doctor 
promised to speak to Prospect Park. The next day Alan 
phoned Keith to say that he had fallen over again. Dr. 
Hopkins made an emergency visit and phoned back to 
say that she had recommended that he should go into 
the Royal Berks hospital immediately. Keith had to go 
abroad the next day but learned that this had happened 
and felt relieved. As it turned out his relief was short 
lived. Whilst abroad Keith was glad to hear from his 
wife that his brother had been examined in the cardiac 
department and found to be in good physical health. 
Alan was transferred to the elderly patients’ ward 
because of his broken arm. 

From now on everything seemed to go wrong. 
Keith’s wife, Slava, told him on the phone that Alan 
was not too well so he went straight to the hospital from 
the airport. He had difficulty finding anyone to tell him 
where his brother was but found him in a side room. 
Alan was communicating a little but not coherently. 
The level of care in the hospital already made Keith 
apprehensive and when he came back a day or too later 
he was more concerned because Alan did not appear to 
be eating properly and nobody seemed interested about 
his medical condition. He then noticed that Alan’s 
bottom denture was missing and asked where it was. 
No one knew and did not even appear to have noticed 
its absence. So Keith asked the hospital if they could 
arrange a replacement with their dentist on call and 
was informed that there was no such person. No one 
was helping him to eat. Eventually he was transferred 
to a general ward but the level of care was very low; 
the nurses came from different countries with different 
backgrounds and levels of training. Only a few spoke 
good English. 

At this point Alan could only mumble a few words 
and usually said yes or thought he must say yes to the 
‘wardens’. In addition he had now developed deep vein 
thrombosis. Keith and Slava saw an untidy consultant 
with dirty shoes who spoke vaguely about recovery and 
a nursing home. They realized that the hospital wanted 
to discharge him as soon as possible even though he 
would not be able to cope on his own. Christmas passed 
and Alan seemed to just about understand what was 
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happening. After about five weeks infections broke out 
in the ward so visits were supposed to be monitored. 
As in many hospitals feeding was poorly managed and 
visitors were encouraged to assist. This did not seem 
sensible for a ward with infection problems or for 
patients like Alan whose relatives lived some distance 
away. Keith kept the local GP doctor up to date with 
the situation because she was left uninformed once the 
patient had moved across to the institutional sector. He 
also kept in touch with Uzman who had been shocked 
at Alan’s deterioration but said this was not a complete 
surprise because he had seen similar incidents.

The consultant now indicated that there was no 
chance that Alan would return home though it was 
still possible that he would recover. This time other 
officials were present as if they feared a complaint. 
For the first time they were told that bowel cancer was 
suspected and that there was a renal problem. All the 
time Alan’s health was deteriorating and he was now 
communicating very little and getting infections. The 
switch to a catheter system (a labour saving plan?) 
seemed to make things worse. The bed was often dirty 
with bedclothes left in a bag by the bed. One day his 
glasses went missing and no one knew where they 
were. Alan’s sight was not good and the loss would 
contribute to his sense of isolation and paranoia. The 
glasses were never found.

The family were then informed that Alan was not 
responding to antibiotics and the doctors wished to 
have permission to stop treatment. This came like a 

bolt from the blue and they refused to sanction it. Keith 
and Slava went as previously planned to Slava’s home 
village in Slovenia for a few days and their daughter 
kept vigil. Alan was slipping away and so Keith and 
his wife returned directly when Alan died shortly after. 
For the first time they were shown some kindness from 
one of the older nurses, a West Indian Christian. It made 
them realize the loss of the old hospitals where the 
staff took a pride in caring for the suffering patients.

Keith returned to see the doctors who told him 
that Alan had died of pneumonia. Because there was 
so little information about the other ailments Keith 
demanded a post mortem. He still awaits the result. The 
family have since learned that the Royal Berks hospital 
has a poor reputation. Perhaps the authorities prefer not 
to know, for the Ministry in Whitehall must never be 
embarrassed with gloomy statistics. The Health Service 
is not short of money, works well in some sectors but 
is ruined by bureaucracy, lack of kindness and waste 
while failing to deliver basic care to vulnerable people. 
Have state-delivered systems become ‘soviet’?

The post mortem came ten weeks after the examination 
on 30th January 2008, and after several requests. Key 
serious ailments were different from those reported 
during the hospitalisation. Keith now has the detailed 
patient records through the Freedom of Information 
system and these are a shambles. Perhaps he will learn 
more — or then maybe not. 

Charles Percival is an accountant
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At a meeting in Tel Aviv last December, I had to 
listen to an ex-communist and former finance 
minister of Poland pontificate about how the 

Anglo-Saxon model of ‘neo-liberalism’ was the root 
cause of the crash. The ‘great neo-liberal experiment’, 
launched in the late 1970s, was driven by blind 
ideology entailing a dangerous bias to a limited state 
role, particularly in the regulation of free-wheeling 
financial markets. Salvation had to come from strong 
government intervention, the re-introduction of tight 
regulation, counter-cyclical spending and more global 
governance. The time of Anglo-Saxon hegemony had 
passed, and the future lay henceforth with the socially-
sensitive German social market model.

In 1977-78, free market ideas began to receive a 
better hearing than they had in decades because of the 
desperate straits industrialized states found themselves 
in with bloated budgets, devalued currencies, rising 
unemployment and disaffected publics. Centre-right 
as well as centre-left governments in the 1980s looked 
to extend the reach of markets as a way out of the 
mess. They did so in their own ways and with great 
variations in emphasis, most notably in labour markets 
which characteristically remained the same except for 
the UK where conservative governments of the 1980s 
introduced statutory law to labour relations for the first 
time in the country’s history. 

There has been no sign of any return to night-
watchmen states, except for China where in the mid-
1990s government tax revenues fell to 11 per cent of 
GNP. In developed countries, general government 
expenditures remained in a spectrum of 40 to 60 per 
cent of GNP. By 2008, government expenditures 
across the developed world were slightly above what 
they had been in the early 1980s. What had changed 
was a general retrenchment of governments from 
owning physical assets, and their conversion into 
regulators of markets. This is where many of the 
roots of the present crisis may be located. The more 
radical European left, particularly in the UK, could 
not distribute the dividends from state enterprises to 
their pet projects, and taxpayers were no longer ready 
to stand confiscatory tax regimes. Confronted with the 
ignominious collapse of communism, they began to 
search for alternatives. 

Financial market regulation generally toughened 
over the decades from 1980 to 2008. This was 

Global Meltdown
Jonathan Story

particularly the case in the UK, where Chancellor 
Lawson supervised the imposition of a tight regulatory 
framework, paralleling the subjection of labour 
markets to statutory law. Indeed, the regulatory 
framework introduced by Gordon Brown was arguably 
less strict, and when put to the test of the markets in 
2007-8, failed completely. 

The Clinton-Blair ‘third way’ gave a free hand to 
lightly-regulated financial institutions. The main idea 
was to achieve redistributive objectives not so much 
through taxation as through the financial system. 
Regulations passed by legislatures, particularly in the 
US and the UK, sought to extend home ownership by 
making it easier for banks to lend, with less concern 
about the borrower’s longer term creditworthiness.

This was accompanied by steps in the Clinton 
administration in 1999 to scrap the Glass-Steagall 
Act, by which commercial and investment banks 
were separated. In the UK, Gordon Brown’s discourse 
switched from emphasizing ‘prudence’ in the budget, 
to proclaiming that the business cycle was a thing of 
the past. Hardly was the UK launched on the Blair-
Brown housing and debt boom than along came the 
series of corporate crashes in 2001. The incoming 
Bush administration had to move promptly to clean up 
the fallout, passing the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in 2002, 
significantly extending the regulator’s powers in the 
hope of preventing corporate and accounting scandals 
like those surrounding the failures of Enron, Tyco, 
Adelphia, Peregrine Systems and WorldCom. 

The direct ancestor of the Crash of 2007-2009 was 
the Asian financial meltdown in the years 1997-98. 
Since August 1971, when President Nixon ended the 
dollar’s convertibility to gold at $35 dollars an ounce, 
the dollar standard had shown extraordinary capacity 
to digest global turbulence, including the two oil price 
hikes of 1973 and 1979, followed by the oil price 
crash of early 1986; the financial meltdowns in Africa 
and Latin America, followed by the implosion of the 
Soviet empire; the devaluations of the lira and pound 
sterling in 1992, the Mexico crash of 1994, and then 
the East Asian financial crash in 1997-98. Over the 
whole period, the world experienced an unprecedented 
growth and distribution in wealth.

Asia’s financial crash therefore came as a shock, 
the equivalent for economists of the Soviet Union’s 
collapse for sovietologists, all the more severe in that 
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it was unpredicted and its severity unanticipated. Asia 
Pacific countries had received accolades from the 
World Bank, among others, for the success of their 
state-led development policies in raising income levels 
and life expectations of their populations. Their export-
orientation and openness to inward direct investment 
ensured integration into the global economy, a rapid 
accumulation of know-how and technologies and a 
new confidence. Deng Xiao Ping’s Open Door policies 
demonstrated the communist regime’s determination 
to join in East Asian growth.

The crisis started with the devaluation of the Thai 
baht in July 1997, spread to Indonesia where General 
Suharto’s regime was coming to a close, and ricocheted 
into Taiwan, Korea and Malaysia, before spreading to 
Brazil, South Africa and then Russia. Unlike previous 
meltdowns, this chain of events revived a long dormant 
debate on the world’s financial architecture, conducted 
this time principally among economists, and mainly in 
the United States. It therefore tended to be one-eyed in 
that politics  — domestic or international — was given 
a back-seat, or granted a walk-on role to impart light 
hearted relief to a supposedly technical problem. It also 
meant that US opinions weighed disproportionately in 
the balance, seeming to reinforce the view of the post-
cold war decades as representing a uni-polar moment 
in world affairs. 

Overall, the key conclusion to this debate was that the 
source of the crash lay not so much in market failure 
as in government failures of economic policy which 
were compounded by the complex workings of global 
finance in the fragmented state system. As Professor 
Jagdish Bhagwati of Columbia University wrote, ‘a 
dense network of like-minded luminaries among the 
powerful institutions — Wall Street, the Treasury 
Department, the State Department, the IMF, and the 
World Bank most prominent among them’, have hi-
jacked the argument in favour of free trade markets and 
applied it to promote free capital mobility everywhere. 
These luminaries, he was suggesting, considered that 
there was one-policy-for-all.

When the housing market bubbles in Spain, the 
UK and the US burst in mid-2007, all the conditions 
were already in place for the Mother of all Crashes to 
occur. The lesson of East Asian countries from their 
own experience was never again to run current account 
deficits, when they risked facing the sudden withdrawal 
of investor confidence which set the currencies 
tumbling. The new East Asian policy, now joined 
by a resurgent China, was to keep markets open for 
inward investment, encourage high savings, intervene 
on foreign exchange markets to keep their currencies 
competitive, build up huge foreign exchange reserves 
and invest the proceeds in US Treasury bonds.

In the US, the lesson that Alan Greenspan’s Fed took 
from the series of corporate crashes in 2001 was to 
engineer expansionary monetary policies to accelerate 
recovery from the 2001-2 crash, thereby encouraging 
financial institutions to lend and companies and 
households to borrow. Financial markets recorded 
stellar performances. As China joined the WTO and 
moved to current account surpluses equivalent to 11 
per cent of gross domestic product, President Bush 
compounded the US role as the world’s consumer of 
last resort by fiscal profligacy. In this he was joined by 
the New Labour government, which threw taxpayers’ 
money around as if there were no tomorrow.

In Europe, the problems were compounded by the 
success of German business in raising the productivity 
of capital and labour, re-establishing the country as 
a production platform (Standort) for manufacturing, 
despite high labour and non-labour costs. Germany’s 
corporate cross-shareholding structures have given 
way to firm-centred shareholder value practices, 
while German producers have outsourced and 
integrated manufacturing operations with partners in 
central-eastern Europe. Only the smaller countries of 
northern Europe have equalled or surpassed Germany’s 
productivity performance. 

The Mediterranean countries, particularly Greece 
and Portugal, trapped in monetary union, have nowhere 
to hide their lesser productivity performance, other 
than to watch unemployment rise or wages fall, or 
more likely  both. But it was their governments which 
hastened to join the Euro in 1999, from fear of being 
seen to be ‘un-European’. As a Spanish businessman 
told me, the assumption was that we could all become 
Germans! 

The final contributing factor was the decision of Hank 
Paulson to let Lehmann’s investment bank go to the 
wall in September 2008, a week after Fanny Mae and 
Freddy Mac — the US federal government institutions 
which provide subsidized finance to home owners — 
had been bailed out. Global financial markets instantly 
had a coronary attack, and governments the world over 
rushed to the support of the financial institutions. 

The bottom line of this mother of all crashes is that 
the fingers of public officials are all over it. The initial 
response has been for politicians to grab whatever 
tools they have found in the kit they inherited. For 
the UK and the US, the response has been to pile 
debts upon debts. Barack Obama’s reflationary plan 
promises to sustain consumption, requiring the Chinese 
to continue to finance US consumption. Meanwhile, 
US households have cut back, along with households 
elsewhere in the developed world. Japan and China, 
the East Asian export champions, and Germany have 
been hit particularly hard. Another policy proposal has 
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been for chronic trade surplus countries to stimulate 
domestic demand. Japan did this throughout the 1990s 
to no effect: the country remains structurally a chronic 
exporter. The German government, having spent years 
seeking to control expenditures extended by the cost 
incurred by absorbing eastern Germany, has no intent 
of expanding outlays. 

China is only country with considerable margin to 
expand domestic demand. The government controls 
the financial system, which in turn is joined at the 
hip of the party-state to the fiscal system. In 1998, 
the government responded to the East Asian crash 
by starting the country on a thirty year infrastructure 
programme, which still has years to run, but is 
slowly being supplemented by government policies 
to encourage consumption in the townships and 
deprived rural areas. There are upwards of 900 million 
people in China still living on $2 a day, or less. Their 
consumption potential is enormous. But it can only 
come slowly — a luxury the world economy does 
not have. 

Another option of the industrial country governments 
is to revive bank lending, but the Lehmann crash of 
September 2008 spooked the inter-bank markets and 
liquidity dried up. Given the long years of financial 
innovation in financial markets, banks are reluctant 
to trade because they know that before the crash they 
traded products whose contents they ignored. Restoring 
confidence in the markets requires governments to 
create asset management institutions to inherit toxic 
products, and to allow financial institutions to start 
trading again. There have been signs of improvements 
in bank balance sheets, but they will only lend when 
consumer optimism returns. That is not for a while yet.

While consumers wait, politicians are running around 
like headless chickens in the hope that something will 
turn up through their hyper-activity. Gordon Brown’s 
hope was that the G-20 meeting in April would provide 
a sign to the markets that governments are in control, 
know where they are going and will provide an agenda 
for action. The trouble is that governments have very 
different interests and ideas about what should be done, 
and would have to address the deep-seated problems 
which have been allowed to grow and fester in their 
own economies. 

In Japan, this would mean finally fulfilling the 
proposals made in a mid-1980s government report to 
liberalise the country, become a net trade importer, 
and specialize as Asia’s service centre. In Germany, it 
would require German business to be less effective and 
efficient, or Latin producers to become as efficient as 
their German counterparts. In the UK, it would require 
a devaluation combined with a major redeployment 
of national resources from the government to the 

business sector. Devaluation has occurred, but cutting 
back on government spending would happen over 
Gordon Brown’s politically-dead body. We shall have 
to wait until this most wretched of Prime Ministers’ 
is metaphorically carried out of 10 Downing Street 
feet first. 

If you ask economists where the world is heading, 
you get four responses. One is that this crisis is 
V-shaped and recovery would happen by May, as 
Obama’s reflation bit and global demand and business 
resumed. A more pessimistic answer is that this crisis is 
U-shaped: recovery will occur in 2010, or maybe 2011 
— time for consumer confidence to return. An even 
more pessimistic view is that this crash is L-shaped, 
that the base of the L is prolonged, and that we are in 
for ten years of hard-slog. The doomsayers say that the 
crisis is I-shaped, that we are in 1931 and that we are 
far from hitting bottom. 

We can do better. The most important thing is to 
keep your eyes on what counts. If countries turn 
protectionist, then the web of global credits and debts 
becomes unhinged. If China slides into chaos, then 
one of the world’s major success stories of the past 30 
years turns to dust. The paradox is that Germany has 
moved into de facto leadership, but is so dependent 
on European markets that it has become the victim of 
its own success. 

Germany does not lead Europe. It is led by Europe 
with which it is inextricably interdependent. China 
does not exert leverage over the US treasury bond 
(T-bond) market; it is its prisoner as is the US of 
Chinese savings. That is why the G-20 meeting in 
April was important. It signified that the world leaders 
acknowledge that the world is the only boat we all have. 
The London summit indicated that governments have 
limited influence beyond their own borders. Getting 
their own houses in order is the main contribution they 
can make to the global economy. Trying to second-
guess the infinite complexity of the world markets by 
taking this or that action assumes that governments can 
identify what the outcomes are. They were surprised 
by this crash, as they were surprised by the East Asian 
crash of 1997-98. It is not unreasonable to expect that 
they may well be surprised by the speed of the world 
turn-around.

 
Jonathan Story is Professor Emeritus of Economics at 
the European Business School in Fontainebleau
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What are my duties to the poor? In traditional 
terms, they are no doubt governed by the 
duty of charity, but how far does this duty 

extend? ‘Love thy neighbour’ is one thing, but many 
current activists believe that we have duties to the 
billion or more people ‘living on less than a dollar a 
day’. A duty to faceless billions is, in moral terms, a 
remarkable new invention, and these activists often 
prefer the semi-moral, semi-political language of rights 
when they formulate their case. Such apparently athletic 
moral opinions no doubt call on duty, benevolence and 
feelings of compassion, but virtues such as charity 
sound a wrong note in their judgement because charity 
is a bit de haut en bas. It contradicts the egalitarian 
impulse that is at the root of this new obligation. If 
everybody has a right to adequate nourishment, then 
charitable feelings, which as virtues remain in some 
degree a moral option for the individual, have nothing 
to do with it. We have an outright duty to sustain these 
people. But a duty to sustain a billion or more human 
beings? That is the point 
at which we must consider 
what is at stake. 

That famous statistic 
about ‘living on less than 
a dollar (or a pound) a day’ 
is, of course, phoney. It is bad statistics used to make 
a vivid image of starving people in famine conditions, 
and designed to banish all disagreement. The statistic 
is absurd because nobody in a Western country could 
survive on that money, but most of these people do 
manage to survive, at least. Their hardship depends on 
a vast number of cultural circumstances unrelated to 
what a little money might buy in market conditions. We 
can, however, accept the idea of ‘the bottom billion’ as 
identifying many people who are on the edge of hunger, 
and often over that edge. 

The image of millions starving is so dramatic that it 
obscures any serious thought about our moral response 
to the image. We must do something about it! The first 
effect is to paralyse our capacity for moral reflection. 
We must resist this obfuscating melodrama to ask 
what a good moral response would be. We should act 
honourably with the people we are in contact with — 
family, friends, associates, and ‘neighbours’. Further, 
we also have a duty to institutions: to our employer, 
school, church, union, club perhaps, university and 
(by no means least) ultimately to the state under 

Morality and the ‘Bottom Billion’ 
Kenneth Minogue

whose protection we live. And that is what basically 
constitutes the practice of morality which modern 
Europeans have in recent centuries managed, uniquely 
among cultures, to distinguish from the practices of 
our religion. 

The concept of neighbour has now expanded to 
include the whole human race. Years ago we knew little 
or nothing about famine in other parts of the world, did 
not care greatly, and seldom had much of a surplus of 
food that might have relieved their sufferings. Back in 
the seventies, Peter Singer was arguing that for some 
of us to live affluently while others die of hunger is 
‘morally indefensible’. ‘Morally indefensible’ is a 
reckless bit of hyperbolic dogmatism. People attack 
and defend all sorts of remarkable things; moral 
certainty is no more to be found than any other kind 
of certainty. 

The Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World 
Poverty (Random House NY, Picador London, 2009) 
elaborates his central argument with some examples. 

One of them is based on 
an actual incident in which 
two police support officers 
failed to rescue a drowning 
child from a pond because 
they had not been trained 

for this kind of emergency. How would we respond 
to a crisis of this kind? Would we fail to rescue the 
child in the pond because we were wearing our best 
clothes and they would be ruined if we jumped into 
the water? And he develops these themes by recourse 
to one of the great tropes of contemporary discussion 
in moral philosophy: the runaway train. Would I be 
justified in heaving the fat man standing on the bridge 
beside me, into the path of the train, thus stopping it 
before it would otherwise kill five individuals? The 
bizarre imaginings of these moral philosophers are 
somewhere between Heideggerian obscurity and the 
Keystone Cops. 

Singer is not at all eccentric in being concerned about 
this kind of moral duty, and the moral absoluteness 
of his position in excluding any alternative attitude 
that might be ‘morally indefensible’ certainly sets 
the problem up for us. Other moral theorists, such as 
Thomas Pogge in Canberra, have been developing 
the argument that every human being has a right to 
sustenance. And in abstract terms, there is clearly a 
lot to be said for this position.

The image of millions starving is so 
dramatic that it obscures any serious 
thought about our moral response to the 
image. We must do something about it! 
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The individual response we might make to famine is 
clearly moral, but most aid to impoverished countries 
comes from taxpayers’ money which makes it political. 
While individuals should exhibit virtues, governments 
must look after their national interests. In taking over 
our duties from us, which in their pursuit of power they 
are constantly doing, they transfer these duties out of 
morality and into management, as when they tax us in 
order to equalise the supply of medical services. The 
state has shown such enthusiasm for taking the moral 
life out of our own hands that it has been downgraded. 
Opinions differ greatly on ‘doing the right thing’ and 
without the junction of the right and good we may be 
dealing with illusions of morality.

Moral illusion consists in a lively sense of our 
virtues and a less critical sense of our vices. We 
congratulate ourselves for the virtuous causes we 
support, even when they may be dubious. People who 
have been wrong in the past — supporters of murderous 
Communist regimes, for example — often salvage their 
self-regard by saying that they may have been wrong 
in their choice, but at least they cared about the future 
of humanity — unlike hedonists devoted to satisfying 
their own appetites. A passionate concern with facing 
up to moral problems about which we can do little, 
and only express opinions, might have a special place 
in the spectrum of moral illusion. World poverty, 
the position of women in other cultures, land-mines, 
torture, war, genocide and so on supply an endless 
source of issues about which we might congratulate 
ourselves as being on the right side. Several years ago 
the pop stars Bono and Bob Geldof promoted a world-
wide set of musical occasions designed to promote 
aid to the bottom billion. Thousands of fans came 
to support this cause but were often people who had 
trouble making commitments and sustaining families, 
and were sometimes part of the irresponsible section 
of contemporary Britain. Moral grandstanding on such 
(political) issues has a whiff of moral corruption. It 
facilitates the shallow attitudinising of much currently 
fashionable sense (about morality) as a substitute for 
genuine moral conduct. 

Singer’s moral argument is a powerful demand that 
we must change our ways to help the impoverished 
while attacking our Western ways. You and I will 
commonly be found tucking in to a restaurant meal, 
enjoying a bottle of wine and sometimes calling for a 
second bottle, flying off for holidays in exotic places, 
while across the seas, miserable people are existing on 
a handful of lentils a day. We spend money on absurd 
items like luxury bags or shoes, without thinking 
about people who would wring our hearts if they were 
living next door. Singer wants to persuade us that ‘out 
of sight’ should never be a reason that they should be 

‘out of mind’. 
It is part of Professor Singer’s black and white 

view of global poverty that he insists that he is 
concerned with ‘absolute poverty’, not the relative 
stuff that has featured so prominently in all recent 
Western discussions of equality. But this is of course 
disingenuous. The idea that after his project for ending 
such poverty has succeeded, millions of people will be 
content with vegetarian austerities, displays a wilful 
refusal to confront reality. Immigrants passionately 
desire to quit their incompetent states and embrace 
Western prosperity and law and order. The ambition 
of all inhabitants of the planet is the (possibly quite 
impossible one) of all living like our own middle 
classes. Many of them (in some Asian countries) are on 
a fast track to achieve that. The interesting question is 
why ‘the bottom billion’ has not joined their numbers 
and spend their lives scratching a living?

There are three main causes of mass impoverishment: 
The first is stupidity. Rule by Communists or other 
believers in some form of political salvation guarantees 
mass starvation and worse, as the Soviet Union, 
Maoist China, Cambodia and other places have shown 
clearly. In many African countries the stupidity is often 
personal rather than ideological. To be governed by 
Robert Mugabe and his many equivalents in Africa 
and Asia guarantees poverty and — again — worse. 
There are no cures for human folly. 

The second cause of mass poverty is Malthusian: it 
results from overpopulation. There is no particular trick 
about becoming rich in the modern world, and many 
countries have achieved it by opening up their markets. 
Coping with over-population is trickier, and most 
solutions so far attempted have had bad side effects. 
Some who wish to save Africa from overpopulation 
advocate birth control and the wide availability of 
condoms. Others put their faith in the kind of chastity 
and self-control that could only spring from some kind 
of religious revival. Neither of them may work, and a 
mixture of both policies is probably fatal. Those who 
believe in condom technology exaggerate both the 
technical capacities of males and their consideration 
for their female lovers. There is an empirical theory of 
reducing the birth rate — to make people rich enough 
to behave the way middle classes everywhere else 
behave. But that is not going to happen before about 
three billion more poor (on most estimates) have been 
added to the planet in the twenty-first century. 

This solution collides with a powerful belief whose 
implications are never considered: demography is 
power. Some people think that poverty is a small price 
to pay (especially if food aid keeps people going) for a 
world in which one’s own people are growing rapidly 
and will in time enjoy greater power as a result. Black 
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theorists in the Caribbean and Muslim imperialists 
believe that overpopulation is not a problem but a 
solution. These ideas are invariably found where 
the position of women is strictly controlled and 
subordinate to the appetites — and in this case the 
doctrines — of men.

African countries are impoverished because most 
of the money given to them, both in terms of aid and 
trade, is siphoned off by politicians and officials who 
are becoming a new class of rich, accumulating ill-
gotten gains which are transferred to the security of 
Western banks. This new class is not a set of people 
much given to philanthropic exercises such as giving 
money to the poor — that’s for the rich white world to 
do. The consequence is that Africa has absorbed in the 
last half century several multiples of the money that, in 
the form of the Marshall Plan, got Europe back on its 
feet, while in some parts of Africa and Asia, economic 
development has gone into 
reverse. 

In his enthusiasm for 
g iv ing  money  to  the 
world poor Singer is not 
entirely insouciant about 
these problems, and he 
often says sensible things 
about making sure that 
the international charities to which we contribute are 
effective. But his basic drive is to insist that a bit of 
inefficiency here, or of corruption there, should not 
worry us too much; it merely means that the average 
cost of ‘saving a life’ is higher than the statistics 
would suggest. And he quotes with approval from 
the philanthropic Bill Gates responding to criticism 
of aid to Africa as being economically ineffective: ‘I 
don’t promise that when a kid lives it will cause a GNP 
increase. I think life has value.’ 

The benchmark for Singer’s argument is always the 
Western way of life. No one quite knows how much 
aid gets through to the poorest, but Singer takes $60 
as what each Western individual on average notionally 
spent annually on the poor in the last five years, and 
puts that in a kind of perspective: $60 is ‘still less 
than you may spend, without much thought at all, on 
an evening out. It’s less than the price of a ticket to a 
rock concert, or less than the cost of dinner, a movie, 
a drink or two and cab fare or parking.’ Here we can 
detect the mind of a Soviet central planning official, 
who knows on what, and how much, individuals should 
be allowed to spend of their own money. Even more 
sinister is his view of meat. ‘The problem is that we 
have found a way to consume four or five times as 
much food as would be possible, if we were to eat the 
crops we grow directly.’ The central planner knows 

how people should spend money. Even to think of 
it as ‘their own’ money would seem to him to be an 
individualist distortion of social reality.

This strange ethical construction of the world gives 
the reality of money interesting distortions. At the 
Western end, thick money may be put together out of 
all the unnecessary things that Europeans enjoy (such 
as fancy shoes, meat, foreign holidays) and this thick 
money goes into the aid machine and out comes a thin 
trickle of the powerful stuff that saves lives and may 
(or may not) help economic progress. Singer and all 
of those poor people living on less than a dollar a day 
know the right thing to do with money, while we selfish 
Westerners don’t. 

How can one help people unless they are bent on 
helping themselves? We ought perhaps to have recourse 
to the formulation of an ingenious 1970s fraudster: Do 
these people sincerely want to be rich? The answer 

is that often they are more 
preoccupied with killing 
and subduing people they 
don’t like. A mass killing of 
Tutsi by Hutu, for example, 
certainly does nothing for 
economic development. 

F i n a l l y  t h e  m o s t 
fundamental of all the 

unrealities of the world poverty relief programme is 
our conception of ‘the bottom billion’. We see these 
people as the victims of circumstances. Many of them 
are poor because they belong to cultures that lack 
the moral and social attitudes that might allow them 
to achieve Western style growth. Modern Western 
societies succumb to one version of this abstraction 
when they assume that asylum seekers are victims. 
As London found when it became Londonistan, many 
of those being persecuted in other countries were 
themselves far from innocent. The abstract picture of 
world poverty is of miserable, trapped people without 
food or clean water. The problem for many of them is 
a culture that guarantees poverty. And while we may 
be able to save some lives in the impoverished world, 
we cannot change the cultures. If we tried, we would 
be accused of imperialism.

Kenneth Minogue is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy 
at the London School of Economics.

Some people think that poverty is a small price 
to pay (especially if food aid keeps people 
going) for a world in which one’s own people 
are growing rapidly and will in time enjoy 
greater power as a result. Black theorists in the 
Caribbean and Muslim imperialists believe that 
overpopulation is not a problem but a solution.
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Those of us who care what science says about 
the world know that it has been sorted out by 
Einstein’s theories of relativity, Niels Bohr’s 

quantum theory, the Big Bang theory, and Darwinian 
evolution. Loads of details to be clarified, of course, but 
by and large the basics are there. The old mechanical 
picture of things à la Newton has been transformed. 
Space and time are now determined by speed and 
gravity; that grinding determinism has been vanquished 
by quantum theory; the biblical Genesis has been 
replaced by the Big Bang and evolution. Those 
who care and believe in the amazing science that is 
presented to us in BBC programmes and in superbly 
written popular science books might be forgiven for 
thinking that it is all over. Well, let me tell you, there 
are a lot of eminent scientists who think not.

The contemporary blossoming of fanaticism in 
religion, the rights of animals, evolution and global 
warming, has not left science itself unpolluted. 
Which means that any serious questioning of received 
scientific wisdom is likely to be regarded as heresy, 
and dismissed out of hand. Heresies or not, let me 
present some of the interesting ones in blunt form. 
Einstein was wrong, Niels Bohr was wrong, Darwin 
was wrong, the Big Bang theory is boloney. I am not 
going to say who these eminent scientists are, these 
heretics who promulgate this stuff, lest they be burnt 
at the stake and their obscene publications incinerated 
in Carlton House Terrace, Savonarola-style, in front of 
the Royal Society. 

Take the aether. The idea of an aether, once thought 
to be a universal medium pervading the whole of the 
cosmos that supports the passage of waves of light, 
went out a century ago with the advent of Einstein’s 
special theory of relativity. Einstein felt that he did 
not need the idea of an aether, so it went. Space was 
just space. Nevertheless, Einstein was wrong. For 
the aether, read the vacuum, and we now know from 
quantum theory that the vacuum is a very active entity 
indeed, bubbling with virtual particles of all sorts. So 
what if we take it to be a medium like any other (for 
example the sea) that supports wave motion? On earth 
we know that sound moves faster as the temperature 
increases — the instant crack of cricket ball on bat 
on a hot summer’s evening — similarly in space we 

In Praise of Modern Heresies in 
Science
Brian Ridley

might expect light waves, like sound waves, to have a 
velocity that increases with temperature. 

So the speed of light, far from being fixed, which 
is what Einstein tells us, is just as fast as it needs to 
be because the temperature of space is that of the 
cosmic background radiation, which is about as low 
as temperature can get. But according to the Big Bang 
theory the temperature at the beginning was enormous, 
so maybe light would have been enormously faster, 
and so would everything else. If so, at Big Bang, like 
an oven that instantly warms in every corner as soon 
as the gas is ignited, the widely separated elements of 
our universe would have remained thermally connected 
for much longer than we thought, which would explain 
why the temperature of the background radiation is so 
uniform without the need to bring in that mysterious 
huge inflation postulated in the Big Bang theory. Here 
we have a veritable trinity of heresies: there is an 
aether, the speed of light is not a timeless constant, and 
inflation theory is simply not needed! You can almost 
see the faggots being put round the stake.

In 1911 a lantern-jawed Dane called Niels Bohr 
discovered atoms cannot be ‘seen’ in the conventional 
sense, however powerful your microscope. Rather like 
Alice’s cat, they are not really there, or at best a fading 
smile, until you produce a measuring tape, when every 
detail of the cat, if a bit blurred, its length from nose to 
tail, its weight, the cut of its whiskers and its position, 
eventually comes into view. But if the head is sharply 
in focus, the tail is completely blurred, and vice versa.

In scientific terms, in Niels Bohr’s Copenhagen 
Interpretation of quantum theory, particles do not have 
the dynamic properties, such as position, momentum 
and energy, assigned to them by classical mechanics, 
but acquire them, albeit with an inevitable degree 
of uncertainty, after measurement. The idea that the 
choice of measuring technique determines the physical 
state of a particle was, and is, anathema to many, 
who saw the idea of cause and effect dissolving into 
a cloud of unknowing. Much, if not all, of this cloud 
is dissipated in the heretical Causal Interpretation of 
quantum theory. It does this by relating the undoubted 
probabilistic nature of quantum phenomena to 
ignorance of the exact starting conditions of the 
particles involved. 
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In this it is no different from the situation in classical 
physics where statistics has to be introduced because of 
the downright impossibility, for example, of knowing 
the precise position and momentum of the particles in a 
gas at a given instant of time. The Causal Interpretation 
adopts the commonsense view that each particle does 
indeed have a precise location and a precise trajectory 
guided by a field — the quantum field. Alice’s cat is 
sitting on a definite branch of the quantum tree, not, 
as Niels would have it, spread out all over. To be sure, 
we don’t know exactly which branch, which is why we 
never know quite where to expect it to appear, but it 
will be at a precise place. The heretical cry here, taken 
from the estate agent, is ‘location, location, location’.

The Big Bang theory, with or without inflation, 
is regarded by many as pure myth, scientifically no 
better than Genesis. In one heresy the postulate that 
matter was created in a one-off event at the beginning 
was eye-wateringly crude. Instead matter was created 
continuously and just enough to make the universe look 
unchanged, in spite of the expansion. This simple idea of 
a Steady State universe did not survive the discovery of 
the cosmic background radiation, because the existence 
of the cosmic background radiation was neatly predicted 
by the Big Bang theory and the Steady State model 
could offer no explanation. Recently, however, a more 
successful model has emerged as the Quasi-Steady-
State cosmology, in which the continuous creation of 
matter induces oscillations between expansion and 
contraction that have been going on forever. The Big 
Bang inquisition pooh-poohs the whole idea, claiming 
that their theory is the only one that correctly predicts 
the observed ratio of helium to hydrogen in the universe 
and the temperature of the background radiation. These 
claims are energetically rejected by the heretics. Their 
arguments, however, are largely ignored.

Perhaps the most heinous heresy of all is to doubt the 
predictions of Einstein’s theory of general relativity. 
The existence of black holes is a case in question. Black 
holes are supposed to be once huge stars that have used 
up all their nuclear fuel and have collapsed under their 
own gravity to the point where light cannot escape from 
them. Seen as authentic solutions of Einstein’s theory 
of gravity they have become immensely intriguing 
objects in popular science. There may be many sorts, 
but the simplest are called Schwarzschild black holes 
after their discoverer. However, the attribution turns 
out to be a howling misnomer because Schwarzschild 
certainly never said that he had discovered anything 
of the kind. It is claimed that a careful analysis shows 
that the mathematical singularity — a term in the 
theory that became infinite at a certain radius which 
was interpreted as the location from which light could 
not escape and which defined a black hole — simply 

disappears. Schwarzschild black holes never did exist, 
and do not exist now! Heretics go on to claim that there 
are so many misinterpretations of general relativity 
which, unlike the case of the black hole, have not been 
corrected, that general relativistic cosmology, which 
is an integral part of the Big Bang, is questionable. 
It has to be said that general relativity is famous, or 
notorious depending on your point of view, for spawning 
extraordinary scenarios which, like black holes, turn out 
to be solely mathematical and not in the least part of 
any world describable by physics. Nevertheless, there 
are phenomena — the bending of light and the slowing 
of clocks in a gravitational field and the precession of 
Mercury’s orbit — that general relativity explains very 
well, so no one says it should be abandoned.

Turning with horror away from the heresy that 
the practice, if not the theory, of general relativity is 
wrong, we immediately encounter something possibly 
worse: Darwin with his theory of the origin of species 
is plainly wrong. According to Darwin, new species 
have to come into being by gradual adaptation and 
evolution from earlier stock. But according to the 
heretics, the flow of evolution is not like a quiet stream 
but more like a real river with occasional cascades and 
immense waterfalls. New species, they claim, appear 
suddenly, perhaps by a genetic storm of mutations, 
but certainly not gradually. Even more heretical, as 
heretical as the re-emergence of the aether, is the re-
emergence of vitalism, the élan vital, the force that 
invests matter with life. Forget about life starting as a 
replicating crouton in the primeval soup of the early 
earth. You need the life force. How otherwise could 
a primeval organism, no more complicated than a 
single cell that replicates by simple division, evolve? 
Bacteria are like that and they haven’t changed since 
life on earth began. Given the statistics of mutations 
that prove that most mutations are deleterious (in line 
with the folk wisdom that if it ain’t wrong don’t fix it) 
single-cell evolution is impossible. As ever, one needs 
sex to get things going. But how did sex come about? 
Vitalists argue that the blindingly obvious division of 
the natural world into animate and inanimate matter 
is a consequence of the existence of a force — the 
élan vital — that must take its place alongside the 
gravitational, the electro-weak, and strong nuclear 
forces of physics. It is a force that, blindly and forever, 
creates new forms of life. Unfalsifiable and therefore 
outside the aegis of science? Not so! Falsification will 
follow once a living crouton is manufactured. Apart 
from that deep issue, and to add to the heretical fun, 
we may as well resurrect Lamarck and his theory of 
the inheritance of acquired characteristics. The force 
can act on the embryo as well as on the genetic code.

These are all dire heresies indeed, heresies red in 
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tooth and claw! I make no apology for airing them. 
Think of the horror if science atrophied into a kind of 
theology with only ideas sanctioned by the scientific 
establishment allowed. There is anecdotal evidence 
that something of the sort happens already in particle 
physics and cosmology. Scientists, after all, are only 
human, and not all of them will put the search for truth 
above prejudice and the search for power. Heresies 
that originate in good minds ought not to be dismissed 
out of hand. The young especially should be aware of 
them and their role in keeping science honest. They 

should also beware the jabberwock of mathematical 
theology and shun the frumious bandersnatch of 
received wisdom. They should remember that true 
authority must be backed up by experiment, else all is 
myth — a case of go and catch a falling star and prove 
it is, or is not, a black hole. David Hume, sceptic as he 
was, insisted on knowing what impression gave rise to 
an idea. Insist on knowing what experiment!

Brian Ridley is a Fellow of the Royal Society

India is renowned for its poor infrastructure but 
not when it comes to holding elections. We 
do it exceptionally well. Over the years the 

Election Commission of India (EC), an autonomous 
body answerable to Parliament, has fashioned an 
incomparable machine with features customized for 
India, its people and of course its politicians and their 
parties. This year’s elections, the fifteenth to the Lok 
Sabha (the House of the People), involved an electorate 
of 714 million (of whom 420 million voted) spread 
over 34 states of the Indian Union comprising 4,120 
assembly and 543 parliamentary constituencies. 

Deriving its authority from the Constitution of India 
the EC enforces the Conduct of Election rules and a 
Code of Conduct (a series of dos and don’ts for parties 
and candidates) with admirable impartiality. Violations 
of the rules or the code when breached are dealt 
with swiftly. Posters and graffiti no longer disfigure 
buildings and public places. The EC also stopped 
loudspeakers after 10.30 pm. It has tried to prevent 
criminals from contesting but in a rare demonstration 
of unity, India’s political parties opposed rules that 
would have enabled the EC do so. However, the EC 
succeeded in getting candidates to file affidavits along 
with their nomination papers declaring their wealth 
including properties, and answering queries regarding 
their criminal records if any. For this credit is also 
due to a number of voluntary organisations, chiefly 
the Association for Democratic Reform (ADR). For 
two months — a month before polling and during the 
election month, economic downturn, recession and 
inflation were forgotten, for money flowed into the 
cities’ slums, small towns and villages in rural India. 

The 15th General Election to 
India’s Parliament 
S V Raju

Rumours have it that this was at its peak in some of the 
southern states, particularly on the eve of polling day, 
though wags would have us believe that these states 
were awash with Rs 500.00 currency notes – mostly 
counterfeit.

On the eve of the elections the EC had on its rolls 
1027 registered parties made up of 7 national parties, 
40 state parties and 980 recognised unregistered 
parties. Of these, 369 were in the fray, fielding 8070 
candidates including independents for the 543 seats. 
Only 37 parties succeeded in getting their candidates 
elected; the other 332 had zero seats, though one party 
in particular managed to secure a significant percentage 
of votes, coming second or third though it failed to 
win a seat. Barring a few places in central India where 
Naxalite insurgency and unrest resulted in some violent 
deaths on polling day, and a few hiccups including a 
few electronic voting machines which got jammed, the 
elections were largely peaceful. 

Barring the bookies, whose betting forecasts proved 
to be amazingly close to the result, almost everyone 
else feared a badly fractured verdict and a period 
of instability worse than the one between 1996 and 
1999 when three general elections were held in quick 
succession. Those years of turmoil at the Centre saw 
several short-lived alliances. Various permutations 
and combinations, chiefly minority governments, 
playthings in the hands of the Congress party or the 
BJP, appeared, and disappeared as quickly. The 1999 
general elections led to the emergence of the BJP as 
the single largest party and a coalition led by it, the 
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) took power and 
created a milestone of sorts — the first non-Congress 
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government to complete a full five-year term (52 years 
after independence). Though, by all accounts, the NDA 
governed well, it lost to a Congress-led combine, the 
United Progressive Alliance (UPA) in 2004.

Surprisingly, and to everyone’s relief, the 2009 
verdict though fractured, turned out to be a simple and 
not a multiple fracture that would have made it difficult 
to stitch together a stable government. No single party 
came anywhere near to securing that magic number 272 
to form a government on its own. The Congress with 
206 seats emerged as the single largest party; another 
54 by its allies in the coalition brought its strength 
up to 260, which was still 12 short. But this was not 
insurmountable considering assurances of conditional 
support by the MPs from the two states of Orissa 
and Bihar and a number of 
independents. So the United 
Progressive Alliance (UPA) 
formed the government for 
a second successive term 
and the opposition parties 
dispensed with the usual 
ritual of asking the new 
government to demonstrate 
its majority on the floor of 
the House. But the Congress 
spin-doctors have been very 
cleverly camouflaging the 
fact that the Congress party could not have formed the 
government without its coalition partners. 

Nevertheless there was good reason for the 
Congress to celebrate. The outgoing Congress-led 
UPA government’s (2004-09) hold on power was both 
precarious and humiliating. The Left (euphemism 
for the Communists) kept the government in power 
with its 80 votes, choosing to exercise power 
without responsibility by declining to be part of the 
government. Keeping the government on a tight leash 
the Communists were hugely successful in stalling 
economic reforms. It was only in his last year in office 
that Prime Minister Manmohan Singh decided to call 
the communist bluff on, of all issues, the Nuclear Deal 
with the United States. When the Deal came up for a 
parliamentary vote, the Left distanced itself from the 
UPA and voted against the government. Seeing this 
an as opportunity to curry favour with the Congress 
a couple of small regional parties, not part of the 
coalition, threw in their support and the Nuclear Deal 
received parliament’s approval.

In the 2009 elections the communists, in a desperate 
search for new allies scurrying from one front (of 
parties) to another, cut a sorry figure courting leaders 
promising political support and even recommending 
the formation of a fourth front. When they found they 

had no takers they limped back to their Left Front 
and were mauled in the elections — their number 
plummeting from 90 in 2004 to 24 in 2009. The 
Congress no longer needed their support. 

During the election campaign and on the eve of 
polling the general assessment was that the Congress 
and its allies in the UPA had a slight edge and that at 
best they would be able to add a few more seats to 
their strength in the outgoing Lok Sabha. The BJP and 
its allies in the NDA would trail, but not very much 
behind. Congress spokespersons, including Sonia 
Gandhi and son Rahul Gandhi were very guarded and 
modest in their expectations. So was Dr Manmohan 
Singh. On a couple of occasions Dr Singh kept the 
communication channels with the Communists open 

by reassuring the comrades 
that he saw no difficulty in 
doing business with them 
again. To be fair to them the 
Communists dismissed such 
overtures. 

Many reasons have been 
advanced for the Congress 
success. Among them: heir 
apparent Rahul Gandhi has 
arrived. His strategy that the 
Congress should go it alone 
particularly in Uttar Pradesh 

and Bihar had paid off. He has been able to mobilise 
the youth — many young men have been elected 
to parliament. Their leadership is successful at the 
grassroots in the states where they are in power: Delhi 
(the union territory that has its own government), 
Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh. In Andhra Pradesh 
which was also electing a new State Assembly the 
Congress swept the polls. In West Bengal its new ally 
the Trinamool Congress whipped the communists in 
that state — something that had not happened for the 
last 25 years. In fact the communists of West Bengal 
figure in the Guinness Book of Records as the longest 
elected communist government in the world. Then 
there was the slogan ‘aam admi’ — the common 
man. Once before a similar slogan swept Mrs Indira 
Gandhi back to power in 1971on the slogan of ‘Abolish 
Poverty’. Everyone forgot that Mrs Gandhi succeeded 
in abolishing not poverty but democracy itself, albeit 
temporarily. The UPA’s flagship policies, a National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme and the loan 
waiver for farmers, fetched handsome dividends in 
rural India. And what was not proclaimed openly: the 
avid wooing of the Muslim vote.

How did the BJP manage to slide so much? The 
central government’s response to the terror attacks in 
Mumbai in November 2008 was perceived as weak; as 
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was the party’s coalition government in Maharashtra, of 
which Mumbai is the capital. The central government’s 
Home Minister and the Chief Minister of the state 
government were asked to resign. Coming after earlier 
terrorist attacks in Mumbai, Ahmedabad, Jaipur and 
Bangalore, the Mumbai terror attack which held the 
city to ransom for 60 hours was damning evidence 
that the UPA government was incapable of dealing 
with terrorism with a firm hand; that the Congress-led 
governments at the Centre and in the state had done 
precious little to improve intelligence and shore up 
security measures.

Five months before the General Elections the 
prospects for the Congress looked bleak and conversely 
those of the BJP bright. Yet the BJP lost their image as 
a party that could deal with terrorism more firmly, and 
were a poor second. Instead of attacking the system 
they, particularly their leader L K Advani, targeted 
the Prime Minister as a weak leader. Everyone knows 
that Prime Minister Manmohan Singh is a nominee 
of the Gandhi family. They are also aware that as the 
Chairman of the UPA Sonia Gandhi has the last word on 
all major policy decisions. Nevertheless Dr Manmohan 
Singh is highly regarded for his integrity and his 
competence to govern. Such personal attacks did not go 
down well even with those who agreed with Mr Advani 
on other issues. Another reason was the BJP’s inability 
to identify one or two central campaign issues. One day 
it was black money in Swiss Banks, another day it was 
Mr Quattrochi, a family friend of the Gandhis involved 
in the Bofors Gun scandal, who had been let off by the 
Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI); at another time 
it was internal security. Throughout the campaign there 
was more mudslinging than debates on vital issues. The 
BJP used to be considered a highly disciplined party 
but the campaign was punctuated throughout by their 
bickering and leadership squabbles. Their handling of 
their coalition partners was heavy handed and tactless. 

An intriguing feature of this election is that while 
the Congress increased its tally by almost 20 per cent, 
leading partners of the outgoing UPA government 
were decimated, among them RJD, a leading coalition 
component. Its leader Lalu Prasad Yadav, Railway 
Minister, made sure of his seat in the Lok Sabha by 
contesting two parliamentary constituencies. Just as 
well, because he lost one of the two and managed to 
scrape through in the other. His party’s strength was 
reduced from 22 to 3. Another component led by 
Ramvilas Paswan, who in an earlier election entered 
the Guinness Book of Records as a winner with the 
highest number of votes, was wiped out; not even 
Paswan survived. He was so confident of winning that 
he did not bother to have a fall-back constituency to 
ensure his return to parliament. The tally of its partner 

from Tamil Nadu was drastically reduced. In this 
manner every coalition partner of the outgoing UPA 
government other than the Congress suffered while the 
Congress gained handsomely. 

Why did the voters reject the junior partners in the 
coalition while favouring the leader of the coalition? 
Is the current generation of Indian voters favouring 
national parties instead of regional ones? Should we 
conclude that allying with the Congress is the kiss of 
death for regional parties?

According to an analysis by the Centre for the Study 
of Developing Societies based in Delhi, it’s the old 
story of disparities between the percentage of votes 
received and the seats won. Since 1952 in the first 
General Elections the Congress has benefited from a 
splintered vote. Barring the elections in 1984, soon 
after the assassination of Mrs Gandhi, the Congress seat 
share has always been far in excess of the percentage 
of votes received — generally around 40 per cent 
of the votes and 70 per cent of the seats. As against 
145 seats with 25.5 per cent of the votes in 2004, the 
Congress this time annexed 206 seats with 28.6 per cent 
of the votes. An increase of just 2.1 per cent. A state 
by state analysis reveals that the Congress vote share 
actually fell in 11 of the 21 large states. The regional 
parties did not do that badly in terms of votes polled 
except they were divided among a number of regional 
parties. In the 2009 elections almost every party put 
up more candidates than on the last occasion and 
multi-cornered contests were the rule rather than the 
exception, tilting the result in favour of the Congress 
in many constituencies. 

It was not only the UPA that was unaffected by 
the ‘incumbency factor’. Where non-Congress state 
governments offered relatively good governance as in 
Bihar and Orissa the voters rewarded them. The well 
known political commentator Prem Shankar Jha in 
an article in the daily DNA pointed out that regional 
issues continue to influence the voter over national 
ones: ‘The common feature behind this pattern is the 
voters’ quest for security and predictability in their 
lives.... The Congress owes its success to the fact that 
it has understood and tried to meet the evolving need 
for security and employment…’ There is much sense 
in this conclusion. 

S V Raju is the editor of the Liberal monthly Freedom 
First published from Mumbai. 
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After a long fall from the early 1990s onwards, 
property crime is beginning to rise again. Readers 
may expect an increased chance of having their 

houses burgled, their cars or bicycles stolen or of being 
held up at knifepoint. It is New Labour’s final legacy, an 
economy in which the only booming industry is crime.

New Labour’s boast was that it brought about falling 
crime rates through its wise policies. This was a lie. From 
1997 some crime rates rose, some fell and some remained 
steady. Most crime is property crime, so when there was 
a substantial fall in a few high volume crimes such as car 
theft and domestic burglary it was easy to make it look as 
if crime overall is falling. The fall in these crimes began 
when Michael Howard was Home Secretary and he said 
it was because ‘prison works’. The more people you lock 
up the less crime there is, because many of the regular 
villains are taken out of circulation, others are deterred and 
there is a general wholesome sense in society that crime 
is wicked and that the government is taking it seriously. 
It is a perfectly reasonable argument but it enraged the 
progressive criminologists who tried every statistical trick 
imaginable to prove that crime was not really falling at 
all. They had spent the previous forty years of rapidly 
rising crime trying to prove that it wasn’t rising very fast 
in order to fend off demands from the politicians or the 
general public for greater punitiveness. As soon as New 
Labour came to power they changed their tune yet again 
and told us that crime was falling dramatically due to 
the new progressive policies now in place. Progressive 
criminology is in essence a silly game whose purpose 
is to manipulate public opinion. Usually the aim is to 
minimise the level and severity of crime so as to ward off 
‘a moral panic’ with the public demanding tough measures 
against the crimes that impinge on them most; but there 
are important exceptions where the victims can be defined 
as underdogs even more socially deserving than the 
‘deprived and unfortunate’ criminals who assail them. 

My favourite piece of spin where the progressives 
played down the seriousness of violent crime came 
in 1983 when victim surveys showed that there were 
1,800,000 crimes of violence against people aged over 16 
every year. The official criminologists rushed to assure 
us that only 12 per cent of the victims needed medical 
attention. Looked at in a more honest way it meant that 
216,000 individuals were sufficiently badly injured to 
need to see a doctor. These are not mere accidents but the 
result of deliberate malice. Governments do take accidents 

Crime as it is Spun 
Christie Davies

seriously, indeed magnify their frequency and impact to 
justify tightening up safety regulations regardless of the 
cost to freedom or efficiency, but try to evade the moral 
outrage caused by violent crime or to respond properly 
to it. 

The best example of the idiocy and ignorance of 
statistics of the more radical criminologists was their 
response to the sharp rise in mugging (robbery in the 
open using force, weapons or threats) in the late 1970s. 
The inane criminologists denied that there had been 
any such continuing increase in such robberies and 
argued that many muggings were not as bad as everyone 
thought, merely rather vigorous bag-snatching. They were 
particularly exercised about the public’s fear and dislike 
of muggings since many perpetrators were black. The cry 
of ‘moral panic’ is a familiar and much used rhetorical 
tactic by radicals but they do not like it when it is used 
against them, as when it is pointed out that most racial 
attacks are trivial and amount to no more than oral abuse 
and scuffles. When there has been a shock-horror rise in 
racial attacks it does not usually mean much more than 
that the white yobs have been shouting ‘Paki’ at people or 
elbowing them off the pavement, something they do to the 
rest of us all the time anyway. When someone is convicted 
of a ‘racially aggravated’ offence it often only means that 
a minor insult was added to an injury that would have 
been nasty and merited severe punishment, regardless 
of who the victim was. Here of course, progressive 
criminology works in reverse and the numbers of crimes 
against ‘minorities’ or those defined as ‘vulnerable’ and 
their severity are routinely exaggerated. This is true also 
for domestic violence unless committed by women, or 
assaults on gay men provided they are not committed by 
other gay men. I am not saying these incidents are not 
serious or deplorable, merely that the liberals talk them 
up, except of course when the perpetrator is from an 
ethnic minority. There is a notorious reluctance to draw 
attention to Muslim husbands beating up their wives and 
children and a preference for such violence to be handed 
over to be dealt with by the Muslim Sharia courts; in 
fairness the latter have even been known to give the 
husband a good ticking off, to tell the husband to visit 
his wife or daughter in hospital and to urge the women 
to return home to give their men folk the chance to beat 
them again. Likewise, West Indian reggae lyrics urging 
young black thugs to go out and beat up and even kill 
the chichimen (despised homosexuals) are seen in The 
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Guardian as part of a distinctive culture. Violence against 
the vulnerable is acceptable provided it can be justified in 
terms of cultural diversity. 

There is of course a reality as well as a rhetoric. There 
are real individuals who are injured and insulted and 
suffer serious material loss and their numbers vary 
over time. If we examine patterns in crime over the last 
hundred and fifty years or so, it is evident that there are 
two trends, one superimposed on the other. Crime fell 
from the mid-nineteenth century until the early years 
of the twentieth century, stayed quite low until the mid-
1950s and then rose very rapidly to today’s high levels. 
Over a short period of time crime levels can also vary 
with the state of the economy and this is superimposed 
on the long-run trend. When there is a slump, the rise 
of unemployment is accompanied by a rise in property 
crime. When there is a boom and incomes rise, property 
crime falls but violent crime rises because the lower 
classes have more money to spend on alcohol. This 
pattern which characterised the late-nineteenth century 
became much less apparent after World War I but now 
it has returned. Property crime fell in the 1990s and the 
early years of this century with low unemployment but 
this period saw heavy binge drinking that ended in brawls, 
knifings and even murder. The criminologists deny this 
but those who work in the accident and emergency 
services of your local hospital know better. A professor 
of facial surgery at Cardiff University told me that the 
local progressive criminologists refused to speak to him 
after he had commented how many more faces he had to 
reconstruct after violent injuries in fights. Who do you 
believe, the man who sees real injuries or the slippery 
casuist who talks about what injuries signify? Britain is 
now much more violent. The murder rate has doubled 
since capital punishment was abolished but there are more 
male than female victims. The number of female victims 
has remained constant because, contrary to progressive 
propaganda, there has been no rise in domestic violence. 
Men are usually killed in a public place and by strangers. 
The rise in this kind of murder shows how public order 
and respect for the Queen’s peace has declined. Many of 
the victims will have been shot or stabbed and the real 
rise in murderous behaviour is far higher than the figures 
for deaths reveal because of advances in medical science. 
Doctors are now saving the lives of badly injured victims.

During the hard economic times ahead certain kinds 
of routine violence fuelled by alcohol may well fall, 
unless the government is stupid and dishonest enough to 
lower the tax on alcohol to help its friends and sponsors 
in the drink trade for whom it recklessly undermined the 
licensing laws and extended opening hours. It was these 
restrictions that had almost eliminated alcohol-fuelled 
violence in the early 1920s but today we are back to 
Gin Lane. Alcohol has become cheaper in relation to 

earnings since New Labour was in power, for the EU 
alcohol exporting countries put great pressure on Britain 
to harmonise its taxes on alcohol downwards by not 
raising them in line with inflation and rising disposable 
incomes. Scotland now has the second highest murder rate 
in Europe, after hard-drinking Finland; for the rules that 
suit the Italians do not work in the cold North.

Overall levels of violence will be far higher than the 
official figures suggest because of non-reporting to the 
police and its omission from victim surveys. Victims of 
assault who for fear of reprisals will not tell the hospital 
what happened to them are hardly likely to tell a middle-
class interviewer who has been trained not to look for it 
by those who want to keep the figures low. By contrast the 
interviewers are trained to bump up the figures for sexual 
assaults by asking tendentious yet ambiguous questions. 
Likewise cases of a boyfriend making a nuisance of 
himself get classified as sexual assaults because feminist 
criminologists want the figures massaged until they grow. 
The answers you get depend on how you ask the questions 
and the leftists design the questions.

There is one area that the progressives do not want 
probed. Most sexual and violent assaults on those under 
16 are committed by other young people. The liberals 
in the government, in the civil service and among the 
criminologists are unwilling to do anything to protect 
youngsters who are the victims of other predatory 
aggressive or greedy young people because it would 
involve doing something nasty to the perpetrator. If a 
parent smacks a child or an adult protects his or her 
own children by smacking their assailant, the liberals 
immediately want to have them prosecuted and punished 
because the adult is seen as powerful and the smacked 
one as a category lacking power in the same sense as 
ethnic minorities, women or gays and lesbians. Yet the 
asymmetry of sheer physical power between individual 
youngsters, between bully and victim, between thief and 
loser, between groper and unwillingly groped may be very 
large indeed. What we see once again is that the liberals 
do not care at all about the harm done to youngsters but 
only about the position and standing of the person causing 
the harm. As usual they are not interested in preventing or 
assuaging suffering or in the justice that speaks of right 
and wrong and personal responsibility but in juggling 
categories in pursuit of ‘social justice’. 

Christie Davies is the author of The Strange Death of 
Moral Britain (Transaction).
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Conservative education policy-makers must 
focus much more on developments in curricula 
of state primary and secondary schools. A 

permanent revolution within the school system is being 
orchestrated by those who seek to replace the idea 
that the curriculum is a means by which children are 
introduced to the best of the civilised world’s legacy 
with one in which the main aims are the inculcation of 
currently fashionable obsessions such as campaigning 
against climate change and its main content not the 
best that people have known and thought but a dreary 
litany of ‘skills’ and aptitudes. 

Teaching in schools is being emptied of knowledge 
and value. Nothing is worth knowing more than 
anything else, no culture is higher or more worthy 
than any other, no lifestyle is to be valued more highly 
than any other. What is to fill the educational vacuum 
thus created?

There are three key strands in the latest curriculum 
developments: 

• moulding the emotional and attitudinal 
dispositions of pupils; 

• promoting specific ideological agendas such 
as politicised environmentalism and non-
judgemental multiculturalism; 

• the teaching of ‘skills’ instead of knowledge. 
By implication and, in fact, more and more explicitly, 
the role and status of the teacher as possessing 
authority by virtue of his or her mastery of a discipline 
considered worthwhile in its own right is a notion 
regarded as at best a risible irrelevance and at worst a 
barrier to children’s self-development. Pupils will, we 
are assured, learn what is of value for themselves. It 
is not learning that matters but learning how to learn. 
Scholarship has no value in itself but only insofar 
as it is of instrumental value in enabling the pupil to 
construct his identity, develop his social, personal and 
thinking skills and become ‘emotionally literate’.

Recognising the harm that these developments are 
doing to Britain’s chances of surviving as a civilised 
society, the think tank Civitas has responded by setting 
up the New Model Schools Project. The Project runs 
full time schools and a string of Saturday and evening 
supplementary schools in different parts of the country. 

The main programme of the schools are:
• ‘no frills’ teaching;
• ensuring sound understanding of the basics of 

arithmetic, mathematics and English;

The Road to Real Education
Charles Brickdale

• that children should learn something of the 
greatness of the Western literary tradition;

• teaching a coherent, narrative history of the 
people of these islands;

• to emphasise the authority of the teacher as 
possessor of worthwhile knowledge;

• the development of a subject- and knowledge-
centred not child-centred curriculum.

Among them is the Keighley Saturday school in West 
Yorkshire. The school is based in a Roman Catholic 
primary school building and attracts a mix of children, 
mainly Muslims (among them many girls) and whites.

Conservatives should support such initiatives because 
change is unlikely to come through the centralising 
state monolith. The next Conservative government 
must provide more scope for civil society to take back 
control of education through a system which enables all 
parents to exercise realistic choices in their children’s 
best interests. The policies so far outlined by Michael 
Gove are an encouraging, if tentative, step in the right 
direction. They must not be the limit of reform; for 
one thing, they leave too much power in the hands of 
central government, education quangoes and teaching 
union leaders. For another, they rule out selection. If the 
leftist coalition controlling Berlin’s schools can restore 
selective education why can’t the UK Conservative 
Party allow people to do so if they wish? 

Wresting power from the state and the anti-learning, 
anti-knowledge ‘education’ establishment and 
passing it downwards would create opportunities for 
establishing schools which teach curricula appropriate 
to children who are heirs to a great tradition. A 
free society that values learning and high culture is 
necessarily composed of responsible, educated people. 
Children, therefore, regardless of background, need to 
develop a common understanding of the most powerful 
means of establishing such societies so far discovered; 
the very Greco-Roman, Judeo-Christian inheritance 
that modern educational practice so casually consigns 
to history’s dustbin.

Liberating home schooling movements from state 
interference would necessarily involve a massive 
curtailment of the scope and power of HMI and Ofsted. 
Inspection would be limited to the monitoring of 
minimum standards of care and provision. The great 
issues of curriculum content beyond a minimal core, 
teaching methodology and the ultimate purposes of 
education would be discussed both in open debate 
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and by observing the differences schools make to the 
lives of children and the society of which they are part. 

Worrying about the timing of tests for 10 and 11 year 
olds, as Michael Gove has been doing recently, misses 
the point. Why are children being tested? What do we 
want them to know? The whole standards debate is a 
distraction; the real issue is much more fundamental, 
namely, the nature and purpose of schooling and 
education. This is the issue with which Civitas is 
trying to grapple through the NMS Project. Of course, 

declining standards of literacy and numeracy are of 
great concern but to concentrate on skills, however 
basic, in isolation from wider philosophical questions 
is to play the game on territory very much to the liking 
of the education establishment. 

Charles Brickdale is an English teacher in a North of 
England comprehensive school and co-ordinator of the 
Civitas Saturday School in Keighley, West Yorkshire. 

Piracy — Yesterday and Today
Eric Grove

The international law of the sea defines maritime 
piracy as: ‘any illegal acts of violence or 
detention, or any act of depredation, committed 

for private ends by the crew or the passengers of a 
private ship or a private aircraft, and directed: on the 
high seas against another ship or aircraft, or against 
persons or property on board such ship or aircraft; 
against a ship, aircraft, persons or property in a place 
outside the jurisdiction of any State;’ also classed 
as piracy are acts of ‘voluntary participation ‘in the 
operation of a pirate ship or aircraft or inciting or 
facilitating pirate acts. Engaging in such acts qualifies 
the offender for the impressive title of ‘common 
enemy of mankind’ and any state can take violent 
action against the pirates. ‘Piracy’ by definition cannot 
take place in territorial seas where the coastal state 
has monopoly jurisdiction, although criminal actions 
against ships in these waters are often included under 
the generic heading of ‘piracy’.

This is all relatively simple, but then the legal 
complexity starts. Can suspected pirates have action 
taken against them on suspicion and/or pre-emptively? 
What does one do with pirates who are captured? 
They are then subject to the domestic law of the vessel 
who has captured them and not all countries yet have 
relevant legislation. In any case, there is the fear that 
if tried and imprisoned in a developed country many 
pirates would find the experience better than life in 
their usually poverty-stricken homeland and it would 
be difficult to repatriate them on release. The usual 
procedure is temporary detention, disarmament, loss 
of boat and eventual release in a location legally 
acceptable to the capturing state. 

In an earlier age the legal framework was rather 
more robust. The period one most usually associates 
with pirates is the decade or so after the War of the 

Spanish Succession from about 1714 to the mid 1720s. 
‘Privateer’ commerce raiders then had no ‘letters 
of marque’ to give legality to their depredations. 
Moreover in the Caribbean there was a combination 
not unlike that off Somalia today: an ungoverned 
space to provide a base and rich pickings in a rich 
contemporary vortex of maritime trade. During the war, 
New Providence in the Bahamas had been abandoned 
and it became the classic ‘pirate republic’. 

Notable among the New Providence pirates were 
Charles Vane and Jack Rackham. Vane had been a 
privateer and began his piratical career preying on 
Spanish vessels sent post-war to recover treasure from 
sunken ships. He was captured by the Royal Navy in 
1718 but took advantage of a general pardon issued 
by George I to encourage pirates to desist to obtain his 
release — whereupon he resumed his piratical activities 
along the coast of British North America. Eventually 
he faced mutiny when he was defeated by a French 
warship and was cast adrift, being replaced by ‘Calico 
Jack’ Rackham, one of his senior subordinates. 

Rackham is well known for inventing the ‘jolly 
roger’ flag that has symbolised piracy ever since. He 
specialised in robbing small craft off Jamaica and 
was eventually captured by a sloop acting under the 
orders of the Governor and was tried and hanged in 
1720. His body was tarred and hung in a cage at the 
mouth of Port Royal harbour to discourage others. It 
was soon joined by that of Vane who had recovered 
from his setback only to have been shipwrecked and 
turned in by a former privateer acquaintance. Thus was 
authority restored but the key was the re-establishment 
of British authority ashore in the Bahamas that stopped 
New Providence being used as a pirate haven.

Such ‘Pirates of the Caribbean’, ably assisted by 
Hollywood, have set the standard for piracy in the 
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modern mind. Other major pirates of the past were the 
North African based Barbary corsairs whose private 
‘Jihad’ against Christians terrorised the Mediterranean 
— and sometimes the Atlantic — from the Sixteenth 
to the Nineteenth Centuries. Perhaps as many as a 
million or more European slaves were captured by 
these raiders. The fledgling US Navy cut its teeth on 
the corsairs but it was only the European capture of 
their bases, notably Algiers by the French in 1830, that 
finally solved the problem.

Piracy has long been a problem in the Far East. 
Chinese piracy reached something of a peak at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century when the Zheng 
family could muster some 10,000 men interdicting 
coastal trade and dominate large coastal areas, 
extorting money from the unfortunate inhabitants. 
Eventually the Chinese government was able to exploit 
famine and internal rivalries to break the power of the 
pirate fleets but once the Europeans arrived in force 
from the 1840s Chinese pirates remained a significant 
problem for the foreigners policing Chinese waters. 

At the end of the twentieth century piracy still 
remained a problem off China’s coast. In 1998 it was 
the piracy hot spot, some 67 people being killed in 
East Asian pirate attacks. There were accusations of 
the complicity of local Chinese authorities with the 
pirates in hijacking ships. The authorities were stung 
into action and in 1999, after one of the largest piracy 
trials of the modern era, some thirteen pirates were 
shot and twenty five imprisoned after boarding a bulk 
carrier ‘masquerading as Chinese police’ and killing 
the crew before making off with the ship and selling 
the cargo. The bulker was never found, one of the many 
vessels that ‘disappeared’ about that time. Things seem 
quieter now and, as well as controlling its own waters 
better, China has begun to join in anti-piracy patrols 
further afield. 

The ‘piracy’ hot spot that emerged at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century was the vital route through 
the Straits of Malacca. Some 50,000 ships a year cross 
the straits carrying some forty percent of the world’s 
trade. Some forty per cent of the world’s ‘pirate’ attacks 
were also reported in that area in 2004 (although 
legally they were not piracy as the waters are under 
state jurisdiction). This spurred the responsible littoral 
nations to action and, that year, Indonesia, Malaysia 
and Singapore signed an agreement to cooperate in the 
policing of the Straits with aircraft and surface ships. 
Indonesia was the weak link (as well as being the 
main source of offenders) and its inability to do better 
encouraged India to step in to assist. This combined 
activity has had notable results. The extra high war risk 
insurance premiums required of ships plying the straits 
were withdrawn in 2006 and the number of attacks has 

continued to fall. 
The main focus of world attention nowadays is piracy 

off Somalia. Here we have the classic formula; a key 
shipping route, the Gulf of Aden, off a failed state 
where civil authority in many areas is at a discount. By 
2008 the pirates were raising millions of dollars a year 
(estimates vary from 80 to 150 million) by capturing 
ships and holding them to ransom. In 2008 there were 
111 attacks of which 42 were successful. By March 
2009 attacks had become almost daily and in the first 
three and a half months of the year there had been a 
total of 79 of which 21 had been successful. The pirates 
were also spreading their activities southwards off the 
Kenyan coast. 

The pirates tend to come from strategically placed 
Puntland which occupies the horn of Africa itself. They 
are young men in their twenties and early thirties, a mix 
of fishermen and former militiamen who are divided 
into different groups, the most powerful reputedly 
being the ‘Somali Marines’ organised like a navy with 
‘admirals’. 

It is easy to obtain weapons in Somalia and the pirates’ 
standard equipment is the ubiquitous Kalashnikov 
assault rifle and the RPG-7 rocket launcher. They 
operate in a mix of craft with ‘mother ship’ fishing 
dhows and smaller motor boats. Ransoms are delivered 
in cash, sometimes by sea and sometimes parachuted 
in by air or dropped in sacks from helicopters. It is in 
the interest of the pirates not to kill their prisoners as 
the aim of the game is to obtain ransom money. In this 
sense pirates should not be confused with terrorists. 
Indeed there have been reports of pirates hiring caterers 
to keep the hostages happy with western food for the 
month and a half or so before the large denomination 
dollar bills arrive. 

Interestingly, although large in Somali terms, the 
sums asked for are not extortionate by shipping 
insurance standards. It is very much in the underwriters’ 
interest to pay up rather than have to repair or replace a 
ship. For this reason armed resistance is not generally 
recommended to merchant crews.

The pirates have a mixed reputation ashore. Some 
locals feel insecure in the presence of these armed 
gangs and fear international reprisals such as air 
strikes as the pirates’ activities get more international 
attention. Conservatives also disapprove of the pirates’ 
high life that offends traditional values. Alternatively, 
the pirates’ activities have had a positive ‘trickle down’ 
effect on the local economy. Boom towns have sprung 
up and the locals can now afford to buy generators that 
can at last provide electricity, previously beyond the 
imagination of ordinary Somalis.

The Somali ‘Transitional Federal Government’ 
(TFG) what there is of it, has pledged to deal with the 
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pirates afloat and ashore but in reality the pirates are 
more powerful than the rival government authorities. 
The breakaway administration in former British 
Somaliland does, however, have pirates serving long 
jail sentences and the Islamic Courts militia has taken 
action against pirates who have attacked shipping from 
Moslem states.

In mid 2008 the TFG requested the United Nations 
to assist in the campaign against piracy and this led 
to UN Security Council Resolution 1816 that allowed 
foreign naval forces to enter Somali waters and use 
‘all necessary means’, (force) ‘to repress acts of 
piracy and armed robbery at sea’. Particular concern 
was expressed about the 
ships of the World Food 
Programme that stops the 
people of Somalia starving. 
Some of these had been 
hi-jacked. Nations such as 
Indonesia were careful to 
insist that the resolution 
applied only to Somali 
territorial waters and 
nowhere else. 

This was backed up by Resolution 1838 of October 
7th which called, under full Chapter 7 authorisation, for 
‘states interested in the security of maritime activities 
to take part actively in the in the fight against piracy in 
the high seas off Somalia, in particular by deploying 
naval vessels and military aircraft’. It also called upon 
such states ‘whose naval vessels and military aircraft 
operate on the high seas and airspace off the coast 
of Somalia to use … the necessary means … for the 
repression of acts of piracy.’

 Covered by these resolutions a remarkable 
international naval flotilla has assembled off the coast 
of Somalia. Since 9/11 the Americans have organised 
a multi-national Combined Task Force (CTF) 150 from 
a coalition of the willing to police the waters off the 
horn of Africa to interdict possible terrorist movements. 
From 2006 it began to switch its activities to combat 
piracy and in August 2008 it established a Maritime 
Security Patrol Area, a narrow movable corridor in the 
Gulf of Aden through which shipping was encouraged 
to move to improve the cover provided to it. 

In January 2009 CTF 151 was established to take 
over the anti-piracy part of 150’s duties. Its first 
flagship was the amphibious transport dock (LPD) USS 
San Antonio. Several countries pledged themselves to 
provide assets for this force including the UK (whose 
frigate Portland was part of the initial deployment), 
Australia, Canada, Denmark, France, the Netherlands, 
Pakistan, and Singapore.

Other forces and nations operate in a more or less 

co-ordinated manner with CTF 151. India has a very 
proactive presence and both China and Japan have 
deployed destroyers in unprecedented exercises in 
naval reach with wider strategic implications. South 
Korea, with shipping at risk, has sent one of its 
impressive new destroyers and Russia has sent a ‘large 
antisubmarine ship’ and two support vessels. Even Iran 
has deployed warships to the area. 

NATO has sent its Standing Naval Force One, led 
by a Portuguese frigate, and seems to intend to follow 
this with SNMG 2. In parallel the European Union has 
deployed its own force of ships in Operation Atalanta. 
This is commanded by a British flag officer from UK 

Maritime Forces HQ in 
Northwood UK. The first 
afloat commander was 
a Greek commodore. A 
number of countries have 
committed to Atalanta, 
the Netherlands, Italy, 
France, Spain, Germany, 
Br i ta in ,  Sweden and 
Norway (which is not an 
EU member). The Swedish 

contribution of two stealthy, fast missile corvettes was 
another notable first in these waters. Ships can move 
between forces, as two German ships just did to ‘EU 
NAVFOR’ from SNMG 1. The legal framework of 
Atalanta’s operations is clearer than NATO’s. 

Yet no matter how powerful the multi-national naval 
force becomes it is not a solution to the problem, only a 
palliative. The lessons of history are clear. The solution 
to the Somali pirate problem is Somali authorities 
ashore with real power — and teeth. Constructing these 
might take some time. Until then the world’s navies 
can learn useful lessons in international operations 
that might offer constructive precedents for the future 
co-operative policing of the violent margins of the 
globalised world. In this sense the pirates may be doing 
us all something of a service. 

Eric Grove is a naval historian who has worked at 
the Royal Naval College and Cambridge, and is now 
Professor of Naval History at Salford University. He 
was a co-author of the original edition of the official 
publication the Fundamentals of British Maritime 
Doctrine 

It is in the interest of the pirates not to kill their 
prisoners as the aim of the game is to obtain 
ransom money. In this sense pirates should 
not be confused with terrorists. Indeed there 
have been reports of pirates hiring caterers 
to keep the hostages happy with western 
food for the month and a half or so before 
the large denomination dollar bills arrive. 
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Prince Charles and the Architects
Jan Maciag

The long running dispute between the architectural 
profession and the Prince of Wales has erupted 
again in Chelsea. The press is portraying it as 

a grand old summer knockabout between a detached 
tree hugging eccentric aristocrat and a coterie of 
equally detached ‘luvvies’ and self proclaimed arbiters 
of taste. The Guardian newspaper has described 
the disappointment of Lord Rogers (of Riverside…
no less) while others are claiming that, despite his 
elevated position, Prince Charles’ view is shared by 
the baying masses. The architects are told to grow up 
and Prince Charles is accused of dark unconstitutional 
and undemocratic activities. Great entertainment but 
of what relevance to everyday life?

Indeed, it would be irrelevant if the state of our 
towns and cities were of no concern. Churchill 
famously said that ‘We shape our buildings; thereafter 
they shape us.’ If so, we are in deep trouble. As a 
society and civilisation we have ceased to shape our 
buildings and have handed over this vital cultural task 
to professionals who for, some time now, have been 
working within their own ghetto. They have convinced 
the general public that they have no choice but to 
accept ‘progressive’ ways of building and styles of 
architecture. Those buildings are now shaping us in a 
way that would cause Churchill to weep.

Lord Rogers and his friends are upset not only 
because Prince Charles has a taste for traditional 
architecture and urban design. They are much angrier 
because he has broken ranks and is providing a choice. 

However, the ghastly fix for all of us is that the 
architectural profession is in a hole and thinks that the 
only way out is to keep digging. The training (five years 
in a specialist school) has detached this nomenklatura 
from everything outside; ordinary sensible construction, 
the needs of users as well as taste and reason. Top 
architects design buildings for the admiration of fellow 
professionals. The goal, to be or stay famous, is achieved 
like so much else in contemporary culture, by being rude 
and outrageous.

This debacle started within the great fascist surge of 
the early 20th century when history and tradition were 
declared to be the enemy of the Present. Modernism, 
the religion of the Present, declared war on the past 
so that a ‘new man’ could be constructed afresh. But, 
whatever were its initial intentions, a century of effort 
has produced a monstrous contagion that has disfigured 
almost every town and city.

Leon Krier puts it most succinctly:
Modernism is a totalitarian ideology which, like all 
dogmatisms, is based on unprovable assumptions. 
It is unable to tolerate, let alone accept opposition, 
contradiction, or refusal. If you accept such 
fantastic assumptions you necessarily abandon 
your own cognitive capacities and blind yourself 
to overwhelming evidence, in spite of interior and 
exterior contradictions. Modernism’s declaration 
of war against tradition was not just a rejection of 
obsolete traditions but it included all knowledge and 
know-how which does not fit its reductive vision of 
humanity, history, technology, politics, and economy. 

That recovery started at Hampton Court on 30th May 
1984. Prince Charles was due to give a speech to the 
gathered ranks of the profession’s ‘great and good’ but, 
in what has become known as the ‘carbuncle speech’, 
he shocked their very world view. And he didn’t just 
leave it there — as twenty five years of follow-up 
effort have seen him start a traditionalist school of 
architecture and build a traditional new settlement 
at Poundbury in Dorset. Prince Charles is now more 
knowledgeable and committed than he was in 1984. 
If the architects thought he might, in time (and with 
some re-education and mockery), change his mind, the 
opposite has occurred and he has, instead, changed the 
British architectural profession. More importantly, he 
has rallied those architects and clients who see through 
and don’t want Modernist design. 

In some corners of architecture, there is now a 
choice. The early, and much denigrated, ‘survivors’ 
of the old tradition such as Quinlan Terry and Francis 
Johnson have been joined by over one hundred younger 
designers eager, once again, to learn from the past. 

The greatest Modernist lie is that there is no 
alternative. We ‘must build this way’ because it is 
inevitable…the zeitgeist. Modernist architecture is only 
another brick in the great hundred year old progressivist 
experiment that has come to dominate contemporary 
thought. Before Prince Charles there was ‘no choice’ in 
architecture, just as there is still ‘no choice’ about State 
surveillance, mass immigration, standardised bananas 
or anything else the establishment wishes to impose 
on us. Prince Charles has demonstrated that choice is 
always possible and reminded us that denying there is 
never ‘no alternative’ is power.

Jan Maciag is Secretary of the Society of Traditional 
Architects
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The political philosopher Leo Strauss once 
observed that Hegel was the first thinker who 
was aware that his philosophy belongs to his 

times. One could just as easily claim that Hegel was 
the first philosopher to take history seriously, since 
he taught that all ideas reveal their truth only through 
the movement of history. Hegel probably intended his 
study of the dialectical tensions between ideas and 
events in history to appeal to a conservative readership. 
After all, this philosopher of history believed that 
the Prussian monarchy provided the most rational 
embodiment of conservative principle and practice: 
a highly dedicated civil service, protection of private 
property and the traditional family, fidelity to the 
Protestant church, commitment to the rule of law, and 
restraints on licentious democratic passions. This type 
of regime constituted the best (conservative) defence 
against the most radical aspects of that old enemy of 
the Right, the French Revolution. 

Hegel’s conservatism is all the more striking 
because so few voices on the Right have embraced 
his philosophy. It has been a long time since any 
prominent voice from the conservative side of the 
political spectrum has even called himself a Hegelian. 
Hardly anyone today reads the right-wing Hegelians 
who believed, like their master, that there was no 
contradiction between conservatism and progressive 
historical change. The Hegelians of the Left have 
received the lion’s share of attention — Left-Hegelians 
like Karl Marx, Bruno Bauer, and Ludwig Feuerbach 
still garner far more name recognition than the obscure 
Right-Hegelians like Georg Andreas Gabler, Karl 
Daub, or Heinrich Leo. There is a simple reason for 
this: the Left managed to defeat the Right for control 
of Hegel’s legacy as far back as the early nineteenth 
century; this victory persists to this day. 

Why did the Right allow this to happen? It is not 
because conservatives owe little to Hegel. As Paul 
Gottfried incisively showed in his 1986 study The 
Search For Historical Meaning: Hegel and the 
Postwar American Right, even postwar American 
rightists who associated Hegel’s legacy with the 
despised Marx during the Cold War were indebted to 
Hegel. While conservatives like Eric Voegelin, Frank 
Meyer, and James Burnham went out of their way to 
distance themselves from Hegel’s philosophy, their 
own understanding of ideas as epiphenomenal tends 

Hegel from the Right
Grant Havers

to reveal more than a trace of his influence. 
Nevertheless, the Right continues to think of Hegel as 

a man of the Left. Rightists who romanticize the glory 
of Greece as the pinnacle of western civilization are 
disappointed that Hegel did not see classical Hellas, 
with its tolerance of slavery, as the appropriate model 
for ordered liberty in modern regimes. Nietzsche 
launched the very first critique of Hegel from the 
Right, when he polemically juxtaposed the ‘warrior’ 
ethic of paganism to the ‘slavish’ ethic of bourgeois 
pacifist Christianity. Neoconservatives, the most 
influential movement on the Right today, also tend 
to see his philosophy in these leftist terms, even 
though they are often divided on whether his ideas 
are beneficial. Francis Fukuyama, in his now famous 
1992 bestseller The End Of History And The Last 
Man, enthusiastically embraced Hegel as the prophet 
of the final triumph of liberal democratic capitalism 
over Soviet communism. Nevertheless, Fukuyama did 
not see Hegel as a conservative, since he embraced 
the hermeneutic of the Marxist Alexandre Kojève as 
the best pathway into Hegel’s thought. In Kojève’s 
eyes, Hegel made all conservative thought obsolete, 
since his philosophy broke down all hierarchical 
differences between human beings while advancing the 
cause of greater human equality. Fukuyama’s fellow 
neoconservative Jonah Goldberg, in his 2007 bestseller 
Liberal Fascism, has taken a far less favorable stance 
on Hegel, whom he blames for inspiring prominent 
Americans like Woodrow Wilson and John Dewey to 
forge an authoritarian state on the republic’s shores. 
Hegel thus stands credited and blamed for advancing 
leftist causes in our time.

The Right has failed to understand Hegel properly 
because of a more general failure to grasp what he 
meant by ‘progress’. As Gottfried revealed in his study, 
Hegel’s idea of progress is ‘organic’ in teaching that 
change was cumulative, not destructive, in relation to 
the past. With the exception of Gottfried, however, 
the Right has generously allowed the Left to define 
Hegel’s legacy. Ever since Edmund Burke‘s time, 
conservatives have been apt to dismiss progress as a 
leftist figment which justifies the triumph of egalitarian 
levelling over moral decency. If one is a progressivist, 
then one is presumably committed to erasing any 
semblance of morality with violent means. Echoing this 
suspicion of progress, prominent voices on the Right 
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like Eric Voegelin, Leo Strauss, and their numerous 
students have portrayed Hegel as a moral relativist or 
‘historicist’ who is willing to defend the slaughter bench 
of history as long as it advances progress. Ironically 
enough, these rightists are not substantively different 
in tone from their leftist enemies like Karl Popper and 
Herbert Marcuse. Popper famously represented Hegel 
as an enemy of the ‘open society’, the regime of liberal 
democracy devoted to individual freedom and the rule 
of law. Marcuse sometimes portrayed Hegel as an early 
defender of an immoral ‘authoritarian consciousness.’ 
Lost in this dismissal of Hegel’s philosophy is any 
recognition of what the modern West would look like 
without his understanding of progress. Can the West 
face the challenge of radical Islam and other dangers 
without believing in its progressive superiority? 

In light of the challenges to western democracy in 
our age, it is high time that the Right rediscovered 
Hegel afresh and cast away the leftist stereotype of his 
thought as a violent enemy of tradition and morality. 
It has rarely occurred to the readers of Hegel, on 
both the Left and the Right, that his progressivism is 
of a conditional sort. Hegel taught that there would 
indeed be progress in history if bourgeois ideals like 
the rule of law and the sanctity of the Christian family 
were allowed to take root. Where these ideals did 
not triumph, no progress occurred. His most central 
lesson on modern history is that bourgeois Christianity 
is the indispensable foundation for the survival and 
growth of viable political regimes. As he argued in 
his The Philosophy of History, only Christianity in its 
most Protestant form ended slavery, the emergence of 
freedom to worship, and the rise of democracy itself. 
Without modern Christianity, these ideals cannot 
flourish. Ancient Greek democracy failed utterly to 
recognize the equality of all human beings and showed 
Hegel the necessity of western Christendom to forge 
moral governments. 

Even Hegel’s supporters have been unwilling to go 
along with his insistence on the indispensable nature 
of bourgeois Christianity. Kojève followed only a long 
line of leftist Hegelians in granting that the Christian 
tradition at one time advanced progress with its credo 
of human equality but insisting that the religious 
foundation of modern egalitarianism was no longer 
necessary; it had been ‘secularized’ out of existence. 
Fukuyama in turn optimistically argued that liberal 
democracy can spread to all corners of the world, 
without need of the old faith that once inspired the 
western movement towards liberty. It is decidedly un-
Hegelian, however, to claim that bourgeois Christianity 
is no longer needed in order to develop stable liberal 
democracies.

One of the ironies of politics today is just how far 

both the Left and the Right can converge in denying 
that the survival of Christianity is needed for liberal 
democracy. The Frankfurt School has steadily rejected 
the view of classical Marxism that Christianity is 
needed for progress; the heirs of Adorno and Marcuse 
have instead called for the extirpation of Christian 
influence in western democracies in order to wipe 
the slate clean of a ‘fascist’ or authoritarian past. The 
multiculturalist Left today is determined to impose 
‘hate speech’ laws on historically Christian populations 
in order to further this goal. Neoconservatives in the 
United States have taught that all human beings desire 
the fulfillment of their ‘natural rights’ to liberty and 
equality; since these rights are naturally self-evident 
to all human beings, there is no need for the historical 
antecedent of Christianity to act as a leavening force. 
One way or the other, the message is that we citizens of 
western democracy should move beyond any atavistic 
longing for the old faith.

As Hegel himself would have pointed out, history 
has not co-operated with this consensus of leftists and 
rightists. One need not embrace Samuel Huntington’s 
controversial ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis in its 
entirety to ponder the evidence, which was first 
gathered by Hegel, that liberal democracies tend to 
have historically Christian roots. Moreover, these 
democracies, as Huntington argued, will conflict with 
regimes which lack a similar heritage of faith. To date, 
the Islamic world struggles with principles like the 
separation between religion and politics, or the rule of 
law; even Indonesia, the largest Moslem democracy in 
the world, uneasily and inconsistently tolerates ‘infidel’ 
faiths. The communist regime in China is determined 
to revive Confucianism as a state religion, whose 
main credos oppose individual rights and moral duties 
to alien cultures. None of this would have surprised 
Hegel, who saw no evidence in either the Islam or 
Confucianism of his time for a ‘universal’ concept of 
love. The Christian teaching of God’s love for all of 
humanity was, and still is, the necessary precondition 
for a decent democratic statecraft. 

Did Hegel then believe that this moral universalism is 
destined to triumph, as so many of his leftist heirs have 
insisted? Did ‘History’ truly end with this triumph, after 
all? If readers of Hegel insist on projecting this sunny 
optimism into his philosophy, they must then explain 
his own unease with the adulteration of Christianity 
in his own time. In his Early Theological Writings, 
Hegel worried about the growing influence of Pietism, 
a particularly visceral manifestation of Protestant 
anti-intellectualism. If the bourgeois church ignores 
or devalues reason, as the Pietists had, Hegel believed 
that the victory of Christianity was far from certain. 
At a time when so few evangelical theologians have 



The Salisbury Review — Autumn 200928

stepped up to defend their own tradition’s contribution 
to western civilization, surely Hegel’s warning 
against religious obscurantism is pertinent for today’s 
believers. Moreover, Hegel does not provide any 
comfort to the ‘secular’ mind’s faith in a civilization 
without need of God. In his later work, the Lectures 
on the Philosophy of Religion, Hegel complained of 
an empty secularism ‘inactive and without confidence’ 
in his own time. Surprising as it may sound to readers 
who have been taught to believe that Hegel is the 
Pollyanna of philosophy, he perceived that progress 
could be reversed in the future if Christian civilization 
failed to defend its heritage.

Hegel may well be a victim of his own success. 
Perhaps he was so persuasive in convincing his heirs 
that History was on the side of western Christianity that 
the very possibility of defeat or reversal did not trouble 
them. Moreover, the defenders of globalization and the 
spread of western ideas are loath to admit the Christian 

roots of these influences, lest they stand accused of 
being ethnocentric. Yet the triumphalism which has 
resulted from the temptation to write Christianity out 
of the history of the West is a grave misunderstanding 
of Hegel’s thought. Hegel, the great moral universalist, 
is also the great defender of historic particularity. 
While he greatly praised bourgeois Christianity for 
being the first universal civilization in teaching human 
equality before God, he is not guilty of ignoring just 
how historically specific this achievement is. Against 
the multicultural Left and the neoconservative Right, 
Hegel’s philosophy sternly issues a paradoxical 
warning which perhaps only traditional conservatives 
are best suited to embrace. If the West is to survive as 
the sole universal civilization, its citizens must preserve 
its unique historical and religious identity. 

Grant Havers is Head of the Department of Philosophy 
at Trinity Western University (Canada)

In front of an opposition who didn’t want Jean-Marie 
Le Pen to preside over the opening session of the 
EU parliament this year the leader of the Front 

National reaffirmed that the gas chambers were still only 
a ‘detail’ of the history of the Second World War. There 
was something of the ‘pathetique’ here and it reminded 
me of Charles Aznavour’s song ‘je me voyais déjà’, 
where an old comedian at the end of a career in which 
he never found success observes that his jokes only 
made himself laugh. But for Le Pen it was a sinister last 
stand, an ultimate pour l’honneur. Yes, he is finished, 
and the time has come to perform an autopsy on his 
political creation, the Front National. Something of 
Archie Rice, John Osborne’s old entertainer, emanates 
from his lingering departure. Maybe it isn’t the end of 
extremism in France, but it certainly is the end of the 
Music Hall that has been the Front National.

The Front National was created from a union of 
small far right groups in 1972. At the first presidential 
election of 1974, its score was 0.75 per cent. In 1983 
the party appeared on the national political stage in the 
municipal elections of Dreux where its candidate won 
16.7 per cent of the vote with François Mitterand’s 
discreet blessing; he saw in the movement a good 
opportunity to divide the right wing. In 1984 the FN 
gained 10 seats in the European parliament and with 
new proportional voting two years after, 32 deputies 
entered the French Assembly. The history of the party 

Front National: an Autopsy 
J L J di Costanzo

from this period could be summarised as a succession of 
scandals, revelations about the past and clashes around 
Jean-Marie Le Pen. A long list: 1987 was the year he 
declared that victims of AIDS should be segregated; in 
1988 the scandal of the ‘durafour-crematoir’, another 
‘joke’ about the Shoah; and during the first Gulf War 
he met Saddam Hussein. He was a good subject for 
magazine and book covers — every month he was 
everywhere, as opposed to his political party. In 1997 
he hit the headlines again with his physical intimidation 
of the socialist mayor Annette Peulvast-Bergeal. These 
are just a top few from his hit parade. These scandals 
confirmed Le Pen’s isolation and distance from the 
French political class, and led to schism at the end of 
1998. Bruno Mégret, number two of the party, left the 
FN, having failed to win a coup d’état, and set up his 
own party, the MNR. Mégret’s mistake perhaps was to 
forget that the far right wants a leader who is infallible 
and charismatic: the president is the party. 

With 16 per cent of the vote in 2002 our far right 
entertainer came face to face with his greatest 
adversary, Jacques Chirac, who won 82 per cent of the 
vote in the presidential election. Le Pen in his vanity 
imagined that being second would bring a tidal wave 
of support. On his flawed evaluation the FN aspired 
to be the second party. The beginning of the end had 
started. A veritable political carnival too, where our 
debonair extremist leader fell into the most sordid 
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ridicule, an ex-communist Alain Sorel who started his 
career by being the naughty guest on afternoon talk-
shows for housewives, joined the national committee. 
The presidential campaign became a mumbo jumbo 
of surprising initiatives in the leader’s mouth: he used 
Karl Marx to promote his party; he was de Gaulle’s 
natural successor (most curious for this ex-partisan of 
French Algeria); he claimed to be the son of the French 
Revolution in his Valmy speech; he gave unconditional 
support to the Iranians’ nuclear plan. All this was 
punctuated by a nostalgic ‘best of’ his provocations, 
and allusions to the non-French origin of Nicolas 
Sarkozy. But then Le Pen unaccountably cosied up 
with Dieudonné M’bala M’bala, stand-up comedian of 
Cameroonian descent, originally anti-racist and anti-Le 
Pen activist, and now a euphemistic anti-zionist. Next 
because the show must go on, the largesse of Le Pen 
pushed him to invest more in his campaign, because 
he expected the State to pay him back when he secured 
his good score. But, quelle horreur, a fourth position 
behind the ‘MoDem’ candidate François Bayrou at the 
last presidential election of 2007, and a small score 
again in the parliament and city elections, leaving 23 
per cent abstaining or supporting other candidates. The 
following parliament election confirmed the disaster, 
because the FN lost 83 per cent of its electorate with 
a huge 25 per cent abstaining since 2002. 

Complexity and misjudgement combined with the 
natural megalomania of the leader, have been the 
practical causes for the party’s fall. Le Pen, who always 
had the pretension to epitomise France and its people, 
is the leader of a ruined party with a miserable and 
minimal electorate. The party is now bankrupt: it has 
to pay 6.3 million Euros back to Fernand Le Rachinel 
(an ex-FN deputy). The building of the HQ is on sale 
for 10 million — 5 million less than its market value 
— and even Le Pen’s official car has been auctioned 
online. At the end of 2008, the total debt was estimated 
at 8 million Euros. He had also come to consider the 
party as his own property, no opinions or contradictions 
were tolerated so resignations of the party faithful 
started before the last presidential campaign, like that 
of Bernard Antony, leader of the Catholic branch. 
These were a direct consequence of the mélange de 
genre of the manifesto and of the war of succession 
dominated by the wish of the eighty-year-old president 
to install his daughter Marine in his place. This end 
has something of Balzac’s novel Le Père Goriot, where 
a father ruins himself, just to see his daughters well 
married. The desertions continued as last November 
Carl Lang, an historic member of the executive board 
of the FN, left, followed in February this year by Alain 
Soral, who declared ‘Marine kills me’. 

The European elections this year brought the number 

of members down to three. We might expect Marine to 
win a little mairie as consolation in Henin Beaumont 
in the north of France and she will struggle to keep 
the FN unified and stay the leader of a tiny group of 
faithful Frontists. 

The dichotomy of ‘explosion and reformation’ 
is a recurrent theme for an extremist party — the 
British Union of Fascists of Oswald Mosley had to 
mutate through at least four different forms to reach 
the BNP. Look too at Jorg Haider’s Bündnis Zukunft 
Österreich and the MSI in Italy with the separation of 
two branches between Giancarlo Fini and Alexandra 
Mussolini. Ex-FN members Carl Lang, Fernand Le 
Rachinel and Bernard Antony are already creating a 
new structure, the Partie de la France. Also gestating 
is the Identitaire Mouvement, which will certainly 
nourish the far right in future years and which already 
has a political structure, is active on the internet, and is 
inspired by thinkers like Alain de Benoist. Identitaire 
Mouvement believes that France is a white country with 
some Celto-Christian roots. For the moment, however, 
a charismatic leader is yet to appear to conduct this 
force into the political arena.

The decline isn’t just the natural evolution of an 
extremist party. Le Pen lost his traditional nationalist 
rhetoric, by trying to create an alliance with the extreme 
left and the Muslim radicals, perhaps inspired by the 
example of George Galloway’s Respect Party which 
tried to join progressivists and the religious without 
success. For both Galloway and now Le Pen, the myth 
of an alliance of the ultra, ‘alliance brun-vert-rouge’ 
as we call it in France, stays a pure abstraction. All 
attempts at alliances collapse because of the one main 
feature all these extremists share — they never waver 
from their own total beliefs.

The most comparable politician in Britain to Le 
Pen is Ian Paisley. His outbursts, such as the ‘never’ 
speech, and his anti-Christ taunts to the Pope at the 
European Parliament, make me think that it is not 
just by the physical similarities that the UDP leader 
of half a century could be compared to Le Pen; but 
they have not finished in the same way. Paisley seems 
to have expressed some criticism and apology for his 
fighting excess — two years ago we saw him take tea 
with the Archbishop of Armagh. This isn’t a complete 
conversion but a moderato at the end of his career. 
Not so with Le Pen, who with his last stand in the EU 
parliament clearly demonstrated that if he made his 
career with a succession of farces, he has never had 
the sensitivity or self-awareness to know when he has 
flopped and the public has stopped laughing. 
Jerome di Costanzo is a French writer who is a 
contributor to La Droite Libre, a liberal conservative 
think tank
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To the Travellers Club and the launch of Jane 
Kelly’s new book, Inside, which is a riveting 
account of Jane Kelly’s stint as an Art, English 

and History teacher at Wormwood Scrubs prison. This is 
the kind of book I had admired as a teenage schoolboy in 
the ‘fifties — Low life Realism. Until now, I thought the 
style had become extinct. Unlike my Low Life heroes of 
those days, authors Colin MacInnes, Frank Norman and 
Brendan Behan, Jane Kelly has more than a smattering 
of common sense. She resembles another teacher Jane, 
Jane Hope whose books about teaching in primary and 
secondary modern schools in the early fifties ought to 
be better known. The pictures alone should have been 
enough to make her famous. The Inspector suggests….
comes close to Kelly territory as the objects of Jane 
Hope’s gentle satire are Educational Theory and theorists, 
at a time when No Inhibitions were all the rage. Lack of 
inhibition has by now done its job and filled the prisons.

Before Kelly was allowed to teach convict-pupils, 
she had to endure FE or Further Education, and was 
constantly recalled to seminars long after she had 
begun her prison job. It is the Educationalists and the 
careerist disciples they have unleashed who form Kelly’s 
nightmare world, a place full of Diversity Officers 
and Equality Officers accusing one another of being 
‘illegible’. In comparison, the prisoners seem quite 
amiable in their dopey or pathetically earnest manner. 
The new educational watchwords are Differentiation 
and Inclusion, both to be Celebrated at the same time in 
the Lifelong Learning Sector. Kelly’s supervisor Fran, 
is titled Literary Co-ordinator. There are no teachers and 
pupils, only Facilitators and Learners.

On the cover of the book is a colour photograph of 
the famous Scrubs gateway in Du Cane Road. I well 
remember passing through the gates and into the inner 
forecourt, back in my prison visiting days of forty years 
ago. Until reading this book, I felt I had ‘done’ prisons. 
Somehow I thought they had remained unchanged full of 
big Cockney men, some sour, some humorous. Even in 
Brixton Prison in 1964 ‘C’ wing contained no more than 
twelve prisoners, all housed together with violent results.

My eyes popped as I read Kelly’s account of a Scrubs 
filled with brown skinned people from every part of the 
world. Even the officers were not English, Scottish or 
Irish. Many other changes haves taken place. Prisoners 
are no longer compelled to scrub their cells and landings, 
which can be covered in dirt and rubbish. Classes are no 

longer taught by eccentric volunteers but by paid teachers. 
Prisoners, many of them African, now seem to respect 
Education instead of regarding it as ‘a laugh’. In Kelly’s 
classes they are right, for she seems extraordinarily 
conscientious, with a motherly feeling towards her grown 
up pupils. In this new serious world of incarceration, 
nobody sings any more. 1960’s cell blocks, like factories 
in those days, resounded with melody. Lord Archer 
describes the eerie West Indian prison-style known as 
‘chanting’ which can still be heard at Pentonville but not 
apparently in the Scrubs. 

On her first day, Kelly remarks on the number of Black 
British young men ‘inside’. These children of immigrants 
had been expected to do better than their parents. Parental 
hopes led them to look on ‘immigrant jobs’ with scorn. 
British education helped to make them more ignorant than 
their parents, yet with a far greater desire to make money. At 
least a third of Kelly’s pupils seem to have reached the Scrubs 
through drug dealing. Welfare officers, fiercely jostling for 
promotion, all seem in Kelly’s world to be beneficiaries of 
the modern scheme of things, where everyone is Educated 
and nobody knows anything. 

Kelly is finally sacked when it is discovered that she 
has been a journalist. I was reminded of this when I tried 
to visit a friend in an army camp and shocked the sentry 
by giving my occupation as ‘freelance journalist’. Prison 
and army officers regard the Press as an enemy and Jane 
had to go. I was sorry to reach the end of this poignant 
book, its author appearing perceptive and vulnerable. The 
prisoners too were upset when their teacher vanished. 
Little details of modern life never seen in books until now 
form delightful surprises. I thought I was the only person 
who had noticed that no descendant of West Indians, 
however far removed, can ever pronounce ‘Westminster’ 
as anything but ‘Westminister’.

In honour of Jane Kelly, I went back to look at the 
Scrubs gateway, and was at once struck by the bold and 
impudent behaviour of a flightless black and white crow 
who lived there. Bouncing rapidly along in search of 
crumbs, the bird greeted prison staff and visitors with a 
jaunty glance, head cocked perkily on one side. When the 
great gates opened, it bounced cheerfully inside to meet 
the local Birdman of Alcatraz. Was it the unbroken spirit 
of a Cockney robber of long ago?

Inside, Jane Kelly, Social Affairs Unit, 2009, £13.95.
Roy Kerridge’s latest book is Triumphs of Communism, 
Custom Books
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There can hardly be a reflective person who 
has not at some time wondered how he 
would conduct himself in the wake of a vile 

dictatorship being established. Would he be a hero 
of opposition and resistance, would he choose the 
ambiguous path of what the Germans called ‘ inner 
emigration,’ or would he co-operate with the new 
authorities, to secure not only his own safety but small 
material advantages?

If the German experience is anything to go by 
(and the French for that matter), it is much more 
likely that he would not be heroic or risk his life for 
truth and freedom. The 
great German writer, Hans 
Fallada (1893-1947), 
chose to stay in Germany 
ra ther  than emigrate 
like Thomas Mann, and 
perhaps his reputation 
suffered for it and is only 
now recovering. Anyone 
who stayed despite the 
opportunity to leave is 
suspected of harbouring 
a secret sympathy for 
Nazism. Fallada was not 
pro-Nazi, but he continued 
to publish in the years of 
the Third Reich; although 
s u s p e c t e d  b y  N a z i 
ideologists of oppositional 
tendencies, he never committed any open act of 
defiance.

By staying in Germany during the locust years, 
however, Fallada was able to write with the authority of 
first-hand experience about the events and atmosphere 
of that terrible time. He wrote his long novel, Alone 
in Berlin, in only three weeks shortly after the end of 
the war, and despite signs of haste in composition it is 
probably the most imaginatively gripping account of 
the sheer brutalisation not only of everyday life, but of 
men’s minds, brought about by the Nazis.

The plot is about an ordinary working-class couple, 
Otto and Anna Quangel, who indulge in very minor acts 
of resistance to Nazism, writing a series of postcards 
with anti-Nazi slogans on them which they leave in 

Conservative Classic — 36
Alone in Berlin, Hans Fallada 
Anthony Daniels

various places in Berlin, in the naive hope that enough 
people will read them to form a real opposition to 
Hitler’s regime. The book describes the characters 
who surround the Quangels and the attempts of the 
authorities to catch the ‘malefactors’. In the process 
it portrays a society in which all goodness is driven 
underground, and a ruthless but incompetent brutality 
prevails. Fallada shows that Nazi Germany was a 
society in which the scum inevitably rose to the top, 
and in which the very worst human characteristics 
were the prerequisite of success. This was indeed a 
revolution, and a very profound one. The story of the 

Quangels was based on 
that of a real couple whose 
Gestapo files Fallada 
was shown after the end 
of the war by the new 
Communist authorities. 
They wanted him to write 
a novel about the couple, 
and also intended to make 
a film. Therein lies a 
considerable irony.

Fallada, who took his 
pseudonym from one of 
the Brother Grimms’s 
fairy-stories, was doubly 
qualified to understand 
the dynamics of Nazi 
Germany. Not only had 
he stayed in Germany 

throughout the twelve-year Reich, but even before 
1933 was well acquainted with the lower depths of 
German society. Although he was born into the upper-
middle class (his father was an eminent judge), he 
acted for much of his life as if he had a nostalgie de 
la boue derived from a previous existence. He was 
twice incarcerated in an institution for the criminally 
insane: the first time having killed a young companion 
in a duel, and the second time for alleged attempted 
murder. An alcoholic with a strong propensity to take 
other drugs as well, he repeatedly returned to squalor 
though his literary success could have easily enabled 
him to escape it. The intensity of his periods of literary 
creativity was equal on the intellectual level to his 
escapism into drink and drugs.
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While exploring the lower depths with such 
considerable thoroughness, that were no different in 
German society from those in any other advanced 
society, he met the kind of people for whom a fist in the 
face is not only the best, but the only, argument. Such 
people exist in all societies always and everywhere, 
and an important task of the law is to ensure that they 
do not predominate.

This kind of crudity and brutality is not incompatible 
with intelligence, or at least with cunning, nor is 
it confined only to those without education. The 
realisation that Nazism is monstrous does not depend 
upon higher education or great intelligence. The 
Quangels are neither educated nor very intelligent. 
Many Nazis were much better educated than they — 
in a court scene, after they 
have been arrested and 
are tried for treason, the 
lawyers, Nazis to a man, 
argue among themselves by 
citing Cicero and Aristotle 
in Latin and Greek. Their 
opposition to Nazism, 
which becomes increasingly 
principled, does not arise 
because they are able to 
analyse Nazi doctrine and 
demonstrate in the abstract 
that it is a farrago of intellectual nonsense, they become 
opponents because their only son was killed early in 
the war. The implication is clear: had their son not been 
killed, they would have continued their lives as quietly 
and comfortably as possible.

Fallada paints a picture of Nazi society that is 
utterly horrific, though the evils he depicts are on 
a comparatively small scale. Everyone is out for 
himself in the most naked way possible, even at the 
expense of erstwhile friends and other members of 
his family. Several characters are ruthlessly willing 
to appropriate the belongings of Frau Rosenthal, an 
old Jewish woman living alone after the arrest of her 
husband, who eventually commits suicide by jumping 
out of a window. Her horrific death means absolutely 
nothing to them, any more than would a crushed 
cockroach; all they can think of is how to get their 
hands on the loot, such as a radio and bed linen. They 
are prepared to fight and betray each other to do so. 
It is the particularity of the coarseness and brutality 
described, and that individual characters are both 
perpetrators and victims, that makes Alone in Berlin 
so disturbingly effective. As Stalin said, one death is 
a tragedy, but a million deaths are a statistic. It is by 
encouraging us to connect the individual brutality with 
the political system that we perceive the monstrousness 

of Nazism, in every last detail. Nazism embodied the 
systematic encouragement of all that is base and crude 
in human nature.

This novel certainly does not allow us to reassure 
ourselves that the Nazi phenomenon was just a German 
one, and that nothing like it could happen anywhere 
else. The characters are not specifically German; their 
types are to be found everywhere. The malign political 
genius of the Nazis managed to unite the brutality and 
the careerism that exist in all modern societies into a 
seamless whole; both seem to be on the increase in our 
own. In Britain, no political force or party has arisen yet 
that successfully combines the plundering careerism of 
the apparatchik class with the cruelty of contemporary 
youth culture, but it is not impossible that such a thing 

could happen.
In choosing the theme of 

the Quangel’s opposition 
to Nazism, Fallada does 
not suggest  that  such 
opposition was widespread 
in Germany; quite the 
contrary.  There is  no 
attempt here at historical 
revisionism (incidentally, 
there are a number of 
references in the book to 
the atrocities committed in 

the east, suggesting that knowledge of them was more 
widespread in Germany than sometimes claimed). The 
efforts of the Quangels, while persistent and dangerous 
to themselves, are very isolated, without effect and 
having no resonance in the wider society. Most of the 
postcards that they leave lying about at random are 
turned in at once, almost unread, to the Gestapo; the 
implication is that a combination of fear and habitual 
obedience is more than sufficient to maintain the evil 
social order that the Nazis have created. The sacrifice 
of the Quangels — both are executed — is in vain 
(the original title of the book was Everyone Dies for 
Himself Alone). Had it not been for military defeat, that 
order could have survived, if not for ever, certainly for 
a very long time.

Alone in Berlin tells us that a social and political 
order can be established on a foundation of the evil 
propensities that are to be found in every human 
society and in every human heart. That evil order 
can be durable and difficult to extirpate, requiring a 
cataclysm to do so. The control and suppression of evil 
is therefore more important, at least for society as a 
whole, than the pursuit of the good, for no society can 
ever be as good as Nazi society was evil. This political 
asymmetry between good and evil is something that 
only conservatives seem to understand.

The malign political genius of the Nazis 
managed to unite the brutality and the 
careerism that exist in all modern societies 
into a seamless whole; both seem to be 
on the increase in our own. In Britain, 
no political force or party has arisen yet 
that successfully combines the plundering 
careerism of the apparatchik class with the 
cruelty of contemporary youth culture, but it is 
not impossible that such a thing could happen.
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Collingwood was one of the most important 
and perceptive thinkers of the last century, 
best known for his ground-breaking work 

in reconciling history and philosophy; his Idea of 
History is his most well-known book. While still 
an undergraduate his intellectual ability was so 
exceptional that he was appointed to a fellowship at 
Pembroke College. His early work was in theology 
and the philosophy of religion which he combined 
with advanced work in archeology, making many 
excavations of Roman sites in the north of England on 
which he became an authority — he co-wrote Roman 
Britain in the Oxford history series. 

Among his most important works were An Essay 
on Philosophical Method (1933) and An Essay on 
Metaphysics (1940). In the first essay he identified 
the study of philosophy as a distinctive method with 
its own processes, which he distinguished from those 
of natural science. He also wrote copiously on art and 
aesthetics and painted and composed music in such 
spare time as he could find for these pastimes in a short 
life, overworking ceaselessly until, weakened by a 
stroke, and a long period of chronic illness, he died at 
only fifty-three. From 1935 to 1941 he was Waynflete 
Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy at Oxford where 
he also wrote an autobiography which throws much 
light on his character and methods. He described as his 
‘war effort’ The New Leviathan which is a lively and 
sustained attack on all forms of tyranny.

His unique contribution to understanding was his 
combination of a new methodology in historical studies 
with the identification of basic principles in philosophy 
— especially metaphysics — which he called ‘absolute 
presuppositions.’ His historical method was radical:

‘History today is no longer a scissors and paste 
affair. Instead of repeating statements accepted on the 
testimony of authorities, the historian of today makes 
his own statements on his own authority according 
to what he finds the evidence in his possession to 
prove when he analyses it with a certain question in 
his mind.’ He applied this radical method to the study 
of philosophy, insisting that metaphysics has always 
been an historical science: that is to say, absolute 
presuppositions change over time. ‘Metaphysics has 
always been an historical science; but metaphysicians 
have not always been fully aware of the fact.’

Reputations — 25
R G Collingwood (1889-1943)
Peter Mullen

Thus the absolute presuppositions of metaphysicians 
are not timeless truths as, for instance, Kant thought, but 
presuppositions based on the concurrent understanding 
of physics. Collingwood declared that Kant’s own 
metaphysics is relevant to a three-hundred-year period 
from the time of Newton onwards, but that these 
presuppositions will not fit with modern physics: 
‘Every event has a cause’ does not apply in the realm 
of quantum mechanics.

Most of the conceptual confusion in philosophical 
analysis arises because philosophers have failed to 
distinguish between propositions and presuppositions. 
We do not come to know that the world of experience 
is a unity susceptible of scientific investigation 
simply by observing the world: on the contrary, that 
the world of experience is such a unity is an absolute 
presupposition. As Collingwood says: ‘The priority 
which presuppositions exercise over propositions is a 
logical priority.’

He points out the usually overlooked connection 
between metaphysics and the health, progress or even 
survival of any civilization and he does this with 
particular reference to the Greeks: ‘When Aristotle 
says that God did not create the world, this means 
that the existence of nature is not a presupposition of 
natural science but simply an observed fact…. When 
Aristotle described it as a fact discovered by the use of 
the senses, therefore, he was falling into a metaphysical 
error. For his own science of nature, no less than any 
other, the thing was in fact an absolute presupposition. 
This metaphysical error was corrected by Christianity. 
Here again it will be seen Aristotle failed in his 
metaphysical analysis; and his failure was not limited 
to himself alone; the metaphysical mistake which he 
made was a commonplace of Greek thought. And 
since metaphysics is inseparable, as regards success 
or failure, from ordinary thinking, this breakdown of 
Greek metaphysics implied a breakdown of Greek 
science…. And because science and civilization, 
organized thought in its theoretical and practical forms, 
stand or fall together, the metaphysical error which 
killed pagan science killed pagan civilization with it.’

The doctrine which supplied the metaphysical 
corrective was the doctrine of the Trinity and its 
relation to natural science. It is, no less, the doctrine 
of the Trinity which makes natural science possible:
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‘By believing in the Father they meant (always 
with reference solely to the procedure of natural 
science) absolutely presupposing that there is a world 
of nature which is always and indivisibly one world. 
By believing in the Son they meant always absolutely 
presupposing that the one natural world is nevertheless 
a multiplicity of natural realms. By believing in the 
Holy Ghost they meant absolutely presupposing that 
the world of nature, throughout its entire fabric, is a 
world not merely of things but of events or movements. 
‘These presuppositions must be made, they said, by 
anyone who wished to be saved; saved, that is to say, 
from the moral and intellectual bankruptcy, the collapse 
of science and civilization which was overtaking the 
pagan world.’

Relentlessly, Collingwood exposes the mistake of 
regarding absolute presuppositions as propositions 
throughout the history of modern philosophy. In 
modern times this error takes the form of positivism. 
For example, ‘Mill, like a true positivist, did not 
possess the idea of an absolute presupposition. He 
thought that what he called the uniformity of nature 
was an empirical proposition, a generalization about 
matters of fact.’

If somebody has mistaken suppositions for 
propositions, who is it that has made the mistake? I 
answer, “Mr Ayer.” I do not mean that he initiated 
the mistake; I have already shown how Mill (and 
Aristotle) made it before him; I mean only that he 
has adopted it. The importance of Mr Ayer’s work 
on the subject, again not exclusively his own: (the 
credit must be shared by a considerable group of so 
called logical positivists) lies in the fact that he has 
not only made the mistake, he has also refuted it. But 
he has not abandoned it.

Collingwood, in a ruthless and brilliant assault on 
modern positivism exposes it as an attack on reason 
itself.

‘The suspicion that resentment, not reason, may 
afford the true motive of the neo-positivists’ anti-
metaphysics is confirmed by the way in which we find 
them conceiving the relation between metaphysics and 
natural science. They seem to think of metaphysics as 
‘malicious’ towards science (the word is Earl Russell’s 
borrowed from Mr Santayana) and the fear that unless 
metaphysics is destroyed it will destroy natural science 
This implies a complete misreading of the present-day 
situation… ‘The doctrine of the logical positivists that 
metaphysical principles are nonsensical will involve 
the bankruptcy of all thinking in which any use is 
made of absolute presuppositions; that is to say, the 
bankruptcy of all science. Any attack on metaphysics 
is an attack on the foundations of science.’

The error, and perhaps the malice, is all on the side 

of the positivists. While denying the meaningfulness 
of metaphysics, they themselves depended on absolute 
presuppositions — which is what metaphysics is. 
Their so called Verification principle — that all 
meaningful propositions are either analytic (true in 
virtue of the meanings of the words alone and on pain 
of contradiction) or empirical (based on observation) 
— is not itself either analytic or empirical. In other 
words, the Verification Principle fails its own test. It 
is in fact their absolute presupposition — an example 
of the very metaphysics they deny.

Collingwood was one of the first to detect the 
ideological animus in the 1930s positivists against all 
traditional values:

Can it be that we are back once more in the 
atmosphere of the 18th century, listening to the cry 
écrasez l’infame? Is this haste with tumbrel and 
blade the outcome of a genuine desire to understand 
metaphysics — an enterprise which to quote Kant — 
“cannot be indifferent to humanity,” or is the outcome 
of a desire (not a rare desire, it must be admitted) to 
belittle what one cannot share and destroy what one 
cannot understand?

Collingwood saw more clearly than any of his time 
the acute danger to our society and civilization posed 
by the deliberate misunderstanding of metaphysics and 
its relation to scientific thought: ‘The danger to science 
from anti-metaphysics is more serious now than it has 
ever been before.’ And yet, seventy years after his great 
Essay on Metaphysics most people think, if they think 
about these things at all, that the positivistic outlook 
stands for clarity of thought, while metaphysics is just 
a byword for superstition. The antidote to this most 
dangerous misconception is to read Collingwood:

‘To say that metaphysics deals with God, freedom 
and immortality is to invite the ridicule of everyone 
who prides himself on being what William James called 
‘tough-minded’ or in the slang of today, ‘hard-boiled’. 
It suggests to people of this kind that metaphysics is 
a game in which senile sentimentalists play at taking 
seriously the old wives’ tales they heard when they 
were children. But I have shown that, interpreted 
historically, the proposition, ‘God exists’ takes its place 
not among old wives’ tales but among the absolute 
presuppositions of science and civilization. Similar 
interpretations could be given, granted adequate 
historical equipment for the beliefs in human freedom 
and human immortality; which, thus metaphysically 
expounded, are by no means the mere wish-fulfillment 
fantasies for which they are too often taken.’

He concluded with a warning when he spoke of 
the greatest danger to a people as ‘being themselves 
penetrated by the ideas and notions of their most bitter 
enemies.’ We might reflect on the abject degree to 
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which the Church of England has imbibed the rampant 
secularism of the last forty years.

‘Civilizations sometimes perish because they are 
forcibly broken up by the armed attack of enemies 
without or revolutionaries within; but never from this 
cause alone…. If the people who share a civilization are 
no longer on the whole convinced that the form of life 
which it tries to realize is worth realizing, nothing can 

save it.’ …. The task of reconstruction is as necessary as 
it is daunting. ‘The gravity of the peril lies especially in 
the fact that so few recognize any peril to exist. When 
Rome was in danger, it was the cackling of the sacred 
geese that saved the Capitol. I am only a professorial 
goose, consecrated with a cap and gown and fed at a 
college table; but cackling is my job, and cackle I will.’

Future Perfect
Myles Harris

Non-Muslims turning to Sharia courts to resolve 
civil disputes. 

The Times 21st July 2009

By 2015, while they were no longer able to 
cheat over their pay, MPs — even more of 
whom were professional politicians who had 

never done a day’s outside work in their lives — 
had done little to change their habit of either lying, 
telling half truths or in order to advance their careers, 
cravenly following their party whips rather than their 
consciences. In consequence turnout by a deeply 
cynical public at elections fell as low as 15 per cent. 
As a result fringe parties began to be elected in such 
numbers that parliament resembled that of Italy in the 
sixties. Administration after administration rose and 
fell in months but such was the contempt politicians 
held the electorate in, few went to the country. Instead 
special interest groups were sought out for their ability 
fill party coffers. Particularly powerful were religious 
groups funded by Saudi interests. 

Matters came to a head in 2016, when, following 
extensive riots over the extension of the right of Sharia 
courts to try criminal cases (Labour’s Arbitration Act of 
1997 had given Islamic courts rights to try civil cases 
with judgements enforceable in the county courts) 
and the flogging of a female shoplifter in Poplar, King 
Charles the 3rd suspended parliament and called a 
conference on electoral reform.

The conference, held at Windsor Castle, decided 
to introduce qualified voting, giving extra votes 
in a ratio of five to one to those in the electorate 
who held qualifications giving them an interest, on 
either side of politics, in the survival of Britain. The 
alternative, compulsory voting, had been tried, but as 
it yielded only a 5 per cent increase in turnout, the then 
government being too weak to agree a penalty for not 
voting, it was felt the only solution was to encourage 

those who had a stake in the country to set an example 
to those who felt they had not.

Extra votes would be given to those who owned 
a property or business worth more than £500,000, 
members of the armed services, the police, the 
professions, nurses, clergy, as well as those working in 
essential services such as train and bus drivers, street 
cleaners, sewage workers and road menders. There 
was considerable debate about awarding extra votes 
to those with an higher education. Even by the most 
generous interpretation such a thing hardly existed, 
but eventually extra votes were given to those with at 
least a 2.1 from a list of core universities. Also included 
were so called cricket test voters, those who could 
trace their ancestry in Britain back to 1900. Conversely 
lawyers, social workers, bankers, journalists, actors, 
celebrities and charity workers retained only a single 
vote as they already had a disproportionate influence 
in public affairs and many were corrupt or self serving. 

Parliament itself was reformed. To get rid of 
professional politicians no MP could serve more than 
two parliaments. To fill any gaps this might cause in 
obtaining candidates for nomination, but not election, 
potential MPs were selected from jury lists, but not 
obliged to take up the offer. However it was found 
those with speaking ability and a wish to serve made 
excellent candidates, often winning seats, there was 
no shortage of takers. Because the unelected House 
of Lords was still more trusted than the House of 
Commons — it had been pivotal in persuading the 
monarch to suspend the Commons — attempts to 
reform it by making it fully elected were abandoned. 
As in the Commons, party whips were removed.

The third problem, the relationship of politicians 
to the media, was most pressing of all. In trying to 
manipulate the media, Labour politicians had made 
sections of it, particularly the BBC, which it stuffed 
with its cronies when it came to power in 1997, more 
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LETTERS

Sir,
In his review of Andrew Roberts’s magisterial Masters 
and Commanders AW Purdue repeats the long held 
view, based solely on the Dardanelles debacle of the 
First World War, that Churchill was well below top-
class in war strategy.

The military historian Sir Basil Liddell Hart thought 
that in that war there were only two ideas of strategic 
genius from the allied side, one from T E Lawrence, 
the other from Churchill.  Lawrence could have shut 
down the railway line from Damascus to Medina, but 
attacked it only enough to have the Turks keep a huge 
force guarding that otherwise would have been sent to 
the Western Front. Churchill’s idea to send a powerful 
fleet right up to Istanbul, properly executed, would 
have knocked Turkey out of the war , and so opened an 

easy supply route to Russia via the Black Sea and kept 
her in the war. That Turkey would have succumbed if 
the first attack had been efficient has been confirmed 
by reliable Turkish and German authorities.

Lawrence succeeded because he was a genius in 
control of the action. Churchill failed because his 
genius was not in control of the action, which was 
given to incompetents unable to co-ordinate or plan.  If 
Churchill had had overall command of the Dardanelles 
scheme, he would have got the allied fleet to Istanbul in 
the very first assault to the astonishment of the Turks, 
and without the loss of any ship from mines, because 
being at the Royal Navy commonsense would have 
seen to it that minesweepers kept the narrow waterway 
clear.
Ian Bruton Simmonds, London SE18.

powerful than government. Corporation interviewers 
had become a thought police (paid for by viewers) 
promoting a heavily politically correct, New Labour 
agenda. And just as in Russia the thought police 
became more powerful than their masters so the BBC’s 
highly paid and unaccountable apparatchiks came to 
dictate what was acceptable as public policy. Labour 
politicians soon became afraid of them, accounting 
for the robotic, unconvincing perrformances they 
gave in interviews which further undermined public 
confidence. Under new parliamentary rules it became 
obligatory for interviewers to announce their political 
affiliations and beliefs before an interview. ‘I am 
David X. I voted Labour at the last election and am 
an active member of Stonewall.’ Within months, with 
its political power dwindling, it reverted to a Reithian 
pre-occupation with ‘high culture’.  

A reinvigorated parliament soon emerged with people 
desperately wanting privacy, an end to overweening 
centralised government and local control. On privacy 
a bill was passed making it an offence for any official 
to record or monitor the communications of a citizen 
without a magistrate’s warrant. The nation’s CCTV 
camera network was switched off and the vast sums 
of money saved spent on recruiting local foot Bobbies. 

Ranks above Assistant Chief Constable were re-elected 
along with new local councils. Crime rates plummeted.

One of the first acts of decentralisation was to take 
power back from Brussels. An act recognising the EU 
as a Foreign State with no jurisdiction in the United 
Kingdom superseded the Treaty of Lisbon. In addition 
Britain dropped its recognition of the European Court 
of Human Rights making it easier to stop uncontrolled 
immigration. The treaty with the United States 
allowing for the arbitrary extradition of British subjects 
was revoked. 

On the economic front, corporation tax was reduced 
to 5 per cent to attract companies to Britain and as a 
further incentive, our wasteful and inefficient collection 
of graduated income tax was replaced by a universal 
flat rate income tax of 18 per cent. In a revolutionary 
move 8 per cent went to central government, 10 
per cent to local councils. Under this new devolved 
taxation councils found themselves free to set their 
own agendas on such things as schooling, transport 
and health. Local referenda as in Switzerland became 
popular. Within a year many of the old Stalinist central 
ministries closed. Slowly the single vote elector began 
to take an interest in politics again. Britain became a 
freer, richer and kinder place.
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ETERNAL LIFE

In response to the MPs’ expenses fiasco, every 
politician and commentator you have ever heard 
of has said that ‘the system’ is flawed and should 

be replaced by ‘a new system’. Any system is only as 
good as the people who operate it. Who will guard the 
guardians?

As long ago as 1934 in Choruses from the Rock, 
T S Eliot mocked our modernity and our capacity for 
self-delusion when he wrote of ‘...men dreaming of 
systems so perfect that no one will need to be good’. 
There is nothing exclusively modern about this 
tendency. It is a very old disease. It is the foolish belief 
in moral progress which, taken to extremes, ends up as 
a doctrine of human perfectibility. The latest outbreak 
began in the 1960s when The Beatles sang Getting 
better all the time.

The Gnostics in Christ’s time were beset by it. St 
Augustine devoted half his life to fighting the same 
heresy in his denunciation of Pelagianism — the 
supposition that we can pull ourselves up by our own 
bootstraps. The cult of perfectibility arose again in the 
Albigensian schism which came within a whisker of 
destroying the church. And then the belief that societies 
can invent the perfect system and restart history 
from year zero with a clean slate led to murderous 
consequences following the French Revolution.

Progressivism and human perfectability are bound 
to fail because they run up against that old stumbling-
block of Original Sin. There is nothing occult or 
mysterious about it: as G K Chesterton said, ‘It is the 
only part of the Christian faith we can actually prove.’ 
As St Paul defined it in words of one syllable, it is: ‘The 
thing I would, I do not; and what I would not, that I do.’ 
Bishop David Jenkins once described it colourfully as 
‘the buggeration factor’.

Of course, modern progressive types are appalled 
at the notion of Original Sin which they regard as a 

personal insult to their original niceness. And whenever 
they wish to identify anything as particularly wicked, 
they call it ‘medieval’. This is bizarre. For it was the 
‘progressive’ 20th century which produced more war-
deaths, pogroms and genocides than all the previous 
centuries combined.

There is a further mystifying inconsistency among 
modern progressives. While they deny or belittle sin in 
the individual — where alone it can actually reside — 
they are quick to locate wrongdoing in the corporate 
body. So we discover ‘institutional racism’ and other 
fatuities, and our children are sent to history lessons for 
the politically-correct inculcation of spurious guilt as 
they are made to apologise for the slave trade and the 
Crusades. We might as well ask all Italian ice-cream 
salesmen to apologise for the fall of the Roman Empire.

The truth is much more humdrum and our task a lot 
more painful. Taught by the Epistle to the Romans, 
by such as St Augustine, Pascal and Karl Barth, we 
must, each one of us, acknowledge and bewail our 
sins and wickedness and seek God’s forgiveness. Then, 
however feebly, try to co-operate with his grace and 
amend our lives according to his Word. The progressive 
alternatives and ‘systems’ are only so much wishful 
thinking.

The church, instituted to uphold this teaching, has 
so often failed its commission by inventing liturgies 
and offices which play down the reality of sin and 
evil. In most modern prayer books the devil is hardly 
mentioned, let alone renounced. Richard Niebuhr’s jibe 
at liberal theologians applies very well to our modern 
rituals: ‘A God without wrath brought men without 
sin into a kingdom without judgement through the 
ministrations of a Christ without a cross.’ But we are 
miserable sinners and if we say we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.
Peter Mullen

The Salisbury Review will be holding a meeting
at the Athenaeum in Pall Mall at 6.30 on 

12th November 2009 the subject of which will be
‘The State of the Health Service — How frightened are you of being admitted to an NHS Ward?’

Refreshments provided. An entertaining and instructive evening is promised in one of London’s most 
famous institutions. Tickets can be obtained from the Salisbury Review, 0207 226 7791.
Speakers will include Professor Karol Sikora, Medical Director of Cancer Partners UK who was Professor 
and Chairman of the Department of Cancer Medicine at Imperial College School of Medicine and Dr Peter 
Davies, Chair of the Yorkshire Faculty of the Royal College of General Practitioners author of Putting 
Patients Last — how the NHS keeps the ten commandments of business failure.
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Liberal Illusions

Ian Crowther

ARTS AND BOOKS

Gray’s Anatomy, John Gray, Allen Lane, 2009, 
£20.00.

Conservatives have an historic vocation, to care for 
the inherited fabric of their society, restoring it where 
necessary but in the spirit of trustees responsible for 
a patrimony they did not themselves create, and from 
which they have no wish to emancipate themselves. 
They will naturally oppose those for whom the activity 
of governing is subordinated to some hubristic world- 
and people-changing project.

This reverent and sceptical sensibility animates 
this collection of John Gray’s essays, two of which 
appeared in the Salisbury Review. Gray, in common 
with the great conservative, even reactionary thinkers 
has a deep distrust of progressive nostrums and of 
the idea on which they all rest — the plasticity and 
malleability of human nature.

From this ‘spilt religion’ (as T E Hulme called it) 
sprang the utopian schemes of socialists and social 
engineers to create a new man, culminating in the 
totalitarian nightmares of Stalin’s Russia, Mao’s 
China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia. While Leninism is 
today buried beneath the rubble of the Berlin wall, the 
Enlightenment faith in progress it so lethally expressed 
enjoys a curious afterlife.

Ironically the demise of Soviet communism 
renewed this faith among western thinkers and 
politicians. Francis Fukayama spoke for all mild 
mannered progressives when he proclaimed that 
liberal democracy is history’s telos, so emboldening 
neo-conservatives who like Lenin felt that history 
could be given a shove in the right direction. Gray, in 
his essay The End of History was among the first to 
cast doubt on Fuyukama’s idea that the ‘triumph of the 
West’ foreshadowed a human type resembling Homo 
americanus (Nietzsche’s ‘last man’). Gray saw that the 
forms of religion and social life reasserting themselves 
in the Soviet Union’s last years gave the lie not only to 
the totalitarian project of reshaping human nature but 
to Fuyukama’s account as well. The newly liberated 
peoples of the Soviet bloc were specimens neither of 
Homo sovieticus nor of the ideal man dreamt of in 
egalitarian liberalism.

The dogma that human nature is unfixed and 
unknowable (and therefore alterable by human will) 
has mutated into a kind of hyper-individualism. Not 
one utopian scheme to give human beings a desired 
makeover but an infinite number is the preferred 
agenda of one of our own progressives, George 
Santayana, the Spanish philosopher. Gray illuminates 
his moral outlook, which sharing with the ancients the 
belief that ‘human nature was in most essential respects 
knowable and fixed, ‘rejected the liberal notion that it 
is a fiction, a chaos or an unknowable thing, so that 
it is not unreasonable for each generation to start life 
afresh, to try every experiment in living again and 
await what comes of it’.

No doubt the prospect of everyman fashioning his 
own identity is more alluring than the prospect of 
one man, Lenin, setting himself up as ‘the engineer 
of human souls’. Although the enlightenment project 
to change and improve human nature appears to 
have been democratised, liberal ideologues have the 
same old impatience to force the pace of progress by 
dragooning the unenlightened into line. In Britain 
and the United States we are now living under a soft 
despotism of liberal progressives: multiculturalists, 
radical feminists and public service apparatchiks who 
use a mixture of intimidation, education and legislative 
coercion to enforce their dogma that all forms of life 
are equally ‘valid’ and none must be allowed primacy.

Gray acknowledges that moral and cultural diversity 
are brute historical facts that late-modern societies are 
obliged to accommodate. In more than one essay he 
fears for a polity that has become enfeebled through 
its subservience to minorities. Gray argues, ‘cultural 
minorities whether indigenous or immigrant in origin… 
cannot justifiably claim privileges or immunities of the 
sort enshrined in policies of affirmative action and of 
group rights, which effectively shield them from the 
healthy pressures of the larger society…. Pluralism 
must have limits, or else Beirut will be the likely fate.’ 
Value pluralism can exist with a common culture, but 
it cannot be that culture.

Nevertheless, this latter idea has received powerful 
support from the doctrine of individual human rights, 
which, it is claimed, legitimises diversity because it 
does not invoke any comprehensive conception of the 
good. By outsourcing the responsibility for upholding 
human rights to the courts, liberals believe they can 
circumvent conflicts about the good life. For Gray ‘the 
political disestablishment of morality’, long a liberal 
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aim, is an illusion, since it ignores the fact that differing 
views of rights spring from different views of the good.

Today the moral individualism of human rights vies 
with the materialistic individualism of the marketplace 
in spreading ‘the malady of infinite aspiration’. Both 
exalt the sovereign individual at the expense of the 
common life making an absolute of the ‘autonomous 
agent whose choices are the origin of all that has value’. 
Gray thinks this ‘vulgarised Kantian idea’ is leading 
to a ‘mistaken conception of the human good’. Kant 
could afford the luxury of prioritising the ‘right’ over 
the ‘good’ since he could take an intact Christendom 
for granted. These days the ways of life on which 
individual and collective well-being depend need more 
protection than consumer sovereignty or individual 
rights.

Gray laments that contemporary English conservatism 
has so detached itself from its own tradition while 
attaching itself to American neoconservative thought 
that it is unaware of ‘the criticisms of commercial 
society mounted not only by Disraeli but by Adam 
Smith, Adam Ferguson, Carlyle and Ruskin’. Although 
the free market is an indispensable condition of 
our liberty and prosperity, Gray does not see it as a 
sufficient condition: ‘a society held together solely 
by the impersonal nexus of market exchanges… is at 
best a mirage, at worst a prescription for a return to 
the state of nature.’

Liberal modernity’s founding myth is man in the state 
of nature: an essentially pre-social and self-interested 
human being who agrees to enter society only to protect 
his natural freedoms or rights. For moderns, the state 
has a purely instrumental role; it does not and should 
not concern itself with the virtue or good character 
of its citizens. Pre-moderns believed with Aristotle 
that man is a social creature who can only achieve 
his full potential in a moral community. Where such a 
community has decayed to the point where it is close to 
what Durkheim called ‘a dust of individuals’, the state 
of nature once again threatens and with it an epidemic 
of predatory and amoral behaviour among the richest 
as well as the poorer members of society.

The resources of our common life are now so depleted 
‘by a value-free or non-judgemental culture’ that a 
whole generation has grown up owing no allegiance to 
anything greater than their own individual betterment. 
Gray believes that conservatives must shake off the 
liberal idea that has done so much to legitimise, even 
romanticise lawlessness. ‘Conservatives have no 
reason to seek to privatise the good life. In enacting 
policies that express concern for the virtue and well 
being of the citizenry, and which do not merely protect 
people from one another, conservative governments 
accept that human individuality is not a natural fact 

but a cultural achievement, won with difficulty and 
easily lost.’

Gray’s writings are a powerful intellectual stimulant 
to the revival of conservative thought, away from 
its recent obsession with the market economy and 
towards the traditional Tory concern with ‘its social, 
cultural and cultural preconditions’. The Conservative 
Disposition is the title of one of the essays. The country 
in general, and the Conservative Party in particular, 
now sorely needs to cultivate this disposition.

John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought, Gordon 
Campbell and Thomas N. Corns, Oxford University 
Press, 2008, £25. 

Speak of me as I am. Nothing extenuate 
 Nor set down aught in malice. 

Thus Othello urges those listening to his last speech 
before proceeding to tell them how he wants to be 
remembered after death. Milton’s biographers, Gordon 
Campbell and Thomas N Corns, although conscious 
that their subject was a man keenly interested in self-
presentation and not averse to the construction of a 
flattering self-image, certainly try to follow Othello’s 
prescription. Milton was, they tell us at the start, 
‘flawed, self-contradictory, self-serving, arrogant, 
passionate, ruthless, ambitious, and cunning’, and all of 
these characteristics emerge from their scrupulous and 
detailed biography. Their portrait of the great poet and 
polemicist is much more nuanced than that of Robert 
Graves in his still influential Wife to Mr Milton, but 
no more likeable. This is not the book for those who 
hope to warm to its subject. 

The four hundredth anniversary of Milton’s birth in 
December 2008 naturally resulted in commemoration, 
though probably more of it academic in nature — 
conferences, symposia — than popular. At least three 
new biographies appeared, of which this is distinctly 
of the former quality, not aiming to be a celebration 
of a writer’s life and art but rather a contribution to 
scholarship in the form of a reassessment of his career 
as a radical thinker. Its originality lies in its careful 
inspection of all the archival evidence, of which there 
is a considerable amount, and its attention to Milton’s 
changing position in relation to the complex religious 
and political tensions of the seventeenth century. 
Along the way, many errors or misconceptions are 
corrected, and, among other things, a more subtle 
picture of Milton’s social situation is created. His 
father was a competent and prosperous businessman 
who managed his financial affairs with skill; his son 

Prince among Poets

Sandra Clark
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inherited his father’s acumen, and for much of his 
life lived in comfortable circumstances. He earned 
a high salary and owned investment property during 
the Commonwealth years. Even after the Restoration, 
when he lost much of his capital and investments, 
he lived, as the authors say, ‘fairly comfortably’ on 
inherited wealth and still had savings worth £1500 at 
his death. Although he entered into a publishing deal 
in 1667 for Paradise Lost from which he stood to gain 
at most £20, this was not, in terms of the publishing 
conditions of the period, a bad deal and Milton’s 
acceptance of it does not indicate that he was hard up. 

The popular idea of Milton after the Restoration 
dying poor, blind and defeated is vigorously corrected. 
He had of course long been blind, and the authors 
quote a letter in which Milton describes in eloquent 
and moving detail the progress of his condition: 

Certain permanent vapours seem to have settled 
upon my entire forehead and temples, which press 
and oppress my eyes with a sort of sleepy heaviness, 
especially from meal time to evening... while 
considerable sight still remained, when I would first 
go to bed and lie on one side or the other, abundant 
light would dart from my closed eyes... but now, pure 
black, marked as if with extinguished or ashy light, 
as if interwoven with it, pours forth. 

But Campbell and Corns do not sentimentalise 
about this aspect of Milton’s life (or anything else), 
but observe that in the mid 1660s he reached ‘a point 
of transition from the steely but passive endurance 
commemorated in Paradise Lost to the abrasive 
confidence of the Son in Paradise Regained’. Not only 
this, but he had recently remarried, for the third time, 
to a wife thirty years younger than himself, and here 
the authors permit themselves some uncharacteristic 
speculation: not only allowing that the new Mrs Milton 
may have taken charge of her husband’s apparently 
unruly daughters, the eldest of whom was 19 and 
only five years younger than her new step-mother, 
but also that the ‘evident enthusiasm’ with which he 
apostrophises married love in Paradise Lost owes 
something to the experience of ‘the thrice-married 
older man, newly wed to his much younger bride’. 

Generally, however, Milton’s personal life is 
subordinated to his public one, and to the changes and 
developments in his religious and political thinking. 
As a young man, brought up by a socially ambitious 
father who was an accomplished composer with 
several publications to his name and also a trustee of 
the Blackfriars playhouse, he was exposed to a range 
of cultural influences. At Cambridge, he attended 
plays, he had his portrait painted, and was known as 
‘the Lady of Christ’s’. At this time he also subscribed 
to the 39 Articles (necessary for obtaining a degree), 

took pleasure in church architecture and sacred music, 
and composed poetry that was deferential to the 
aristocracy, such as ‘An Epitaph on the Marchioness of 
Winchester’, a Catholic whom he had never met. His 
aristocratic connections continued through the 1630s 
when he somehow — Campbell and Corns admit that 
the reasons why he was accorded this honour remain 
conjectural — obtained commissions to write first 
Arcades then A Masque at Ludlow (Comus) for the 
powerful and well-connected Bridgewater family. In 
the 1630s he began to disengage himself from the high 
Anglicanism of Archbishop Laud and to develop the 
critical attitude to the established church expressed 
with such vitriol in Lycidas (1637). When the poem 
was republished in 1645, this time with Milton’s name 
in full on the title-page, he said that it marked his godly 
Puritanism, and noted that it foretold ‘the ruin of our 
corrupted clergy then in their height’. As Campbell 
and Corns observe, the process of Milton’s ideological 
repositioning was protracted but also continuous 
throughout his life: ‘decade by decade Milton grew 
more radical’. 

The heart of the book is its account of the years 
of the Civil War and the Commonwealth, and of the 
stream of prose pamphlets which Milton produced 
from 1641 onwards. He plunged with enthusiasm 
into denunciations of the malign influence of the 
prelacy on the English church and involved himself 
in intense Puritan debate about church government. 
He also courted controversy with his pamphlets on 
divorce, developing, as the authors demonstrate 
through their detailed analysis of his prose, into ‘a 
heterodox thinker of growing confidence’. They treat 
his political polemics at length, written during the 
period of his public service, initially as Secretary for 
Foreign Tongues to the Council of State, in which he 
defended the execution of Charles I and the principles 
of republicanism to Europe at large, drawing on his 
skill in Latin to do so. Campbell and Corns are able to 
demonstrate the high standard of his Latinity through 
close attention to his style. This was also the period 
in which he began work on what was to become De 
Doctrina Christiana, a long compilation in Latin which 
expressed many heterodox and challenging views, for 
instance defending polygamy and questioning the idea 
of the Trinity.

Milton’s prose works and his contributions to the 
political and religious debates of this fraught period 
are explored at great length, always clearly and 
thoughtfully, and in a way that illuminates the period. 
One of the great strengths of the book is the way it 
locates Milton’s writing in its historical and political 
context. In a sense this can also be seen as a weakness, 
especially for the reader who wants a biography that 
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returns him to the richness of Milton’s greatest work, his 
poetry. Campbell and Corns’s discussion of Paradise 
Lost is almost entirely focussed on the positions it 
takes on political and religious issues — the Protestant 
aspects of its theology and depictions of sexuality, 
the surfacing of republicanism and anticlericalism in 
Milton’s representations of monarchs and even angels. 
Their comment that the handling of the relationships 
between God and his angelic host and between Satan 
and his followers shows ‘an awareness of how the 
political animal, in its hopes, fears and longings, 
behaves’ typifies their approach. The accounts of 
Comus and Lycidas are terse and dry, compared with 
the generous exploration of the Animadversions upon 
the Remonstrants Defense against Smectymnus, more 
concerned with politics than poetry. Their refusal to 
speculate about Milton’s emotional life, or as they 
put it, to ‘fictionalize’, is admirably scrupulous, but 
can also come across as tight-lipped, in this story of a 
man with so much faith in the power of words to bring 
about change and the courage to endure even when 
they patently failed to do so.

CYBURBIA: The Dangerous Idea That’s Changing 
How We Live and Who We Are, James Harkin, Little 
Brown, 2009, £17.99

New technologies are apt to alarm those who did not 
grow up with them, especially the middle-aged (such 
as I), who do not like to change their ways. Influenced 
as much by their fear as by their desire to discover the 
truth, they think that the new technologies of which 
they do not want to learn to avail themselves will have 
deleterious effects upon the human character, which 
they believe is already quite bad enough. Just because 
a pattern of alarm is repeated, however, and alarm 
often turns out to be unjustified or exaggerated, does 
not mean that such an alarm can never be appropriate 
or based upon an accurate assessment of the situation. 
Rumours of wars are no doubt more frequent than wars 
themselves, but wars nevertheless do occur. Not every 
rumour of war is false.

The author traces the revolution in communications 
back to the cybernetics of a brilliant polymath, Norbert 
Wiener, who was first preoccupied by the need of anti-
aircraft gunners to predict the flight path of bombers. 
He developed a theory of continuous feedback of 
information that was later applied to the whole of 
human society. Radicals on the west coast of America 

Is the Internet evil?

Anthony Daniels

in the 1960s thought that constant and unlimited 
access to information would transform society into 
a more egalitarian, non-hierarchical structure. Equal 
knowledge would mean equal power.

For most readers, I suspect, the most interesting 
part of this book will be that which describes the 
behaviour of people growing up during and after the 
revolution. Have their personalities and character 
been permanently affected by it, for good or evil? 
Are they better-informed, with a wider grasp of the 
world’s realities than those brought up in the print age, 
and is their social and cultural life richer for all their 
‘connectedness’?

The author gives no very clear or polemical answer. 
He provides one piece of evidence that suggests a 
definite benefit of a youth mis-spent on computer 
games: the hand-eye co-ordination of young surgeons 
in America who have had such a youth is better 
than that of young surgeons who did not. This fact 
is of importance in all surgery, particularly keyhole 
surgery. The author, however, fails to mention that 
being a good surgeon depends on rather more than 
manual dexterity. It requires knowledge and, above 
all, judgment; and if a youth spent on computer games 
had caused a deterioration in cognitive ability and 
the hybrid qualities necessary for good judgment, 
the improvement in manual dexterity might easily be 
offset. There is a wonderful poem on this subject by Jon 
Stallworthy, A Letter from Berlin, in which a surgeon, 
of brilliant technique, continues with an operation 
after the patient is dead, because technique is for him 
an end in itself.

What are the cultural and psychological effects, if 
any, of the new technology? The author tells us that 
one of the reasons that young people, especially, are so 
obsessed with and by the new technology is that they 
are afraid of being cut out of the loop, of not being 
au fait with the latest information, and of taking no 
part in the on-line gossip about it. They become like 
wallflowers at the electronic dance.

What is striking from the illustrations is the utter 
triviality of the information that so many people 
appear to crave. Much has been written of the decline 
of newspapers, but this is not caused only by their 
accessibility on-line; young people who do not buy 
newspapers do not read them on-line either. They are 
interested in other things.

What are they interested in? The answer appears to 
be: themselves and others very like them. According 
to the author’s description of how people use the new 
electronic social networks, everyone has become the 
hero of his own soap opera, posting information about 
the day-to-day aspects of his own, unexceptional 
existence. Some people have gone so far as to video 
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themselves in their daily lives and relay the results on 
to the Internet. The astonishing thing is that this kind 
of banality is of interest to millions of people.

The author does not comment on this, or explore its 
possible meanings. To me, it seems to be a symptom of 
egotistical emptiness. Keynes was once asked what he 
thought Lloyd George thought about when he was on 
his own: ‘When Lloyd George is on his own, there’s 
nobody there.’ Has this psychopathology, according to 
which to be is to be perceived, preferably by as large a 
number of people as possible, become more common, 
or has the opportunity to obtrude oneself on the notice 
of a public become much greater with the advent of 
the internet? No definitive answer is possible, though 
I suspect that it is the former.

I find it difficult to believe that the constant electronic 
stimulation of children, often from several different 
sources at once, is entirely harmless. Their attention 
span is likely to decrease as a result; their ability to 
be alone with their own thoughts, or to reflect, the 
precondition of serious intellectual work, will decline. 
I have noticed that many people now find silence and 
lack of outside stimulation intimidating or nerve-
wracking. Since nothing short of civil war can be as 
fast-moving or exciting as electronic stimuli, those who 
are brought up on too strict an electronic diet may find 
reality, or the real world, too boring to engage their 
attention. They will retreat into a virtual world. Since 
boredom is a powerful, though often unrecognised, 
source of social pathology, the latter will increase as 
electronic stimuli becomes more important in people’s 
lives. The most important cause of boredom in the 
modern world is entertainment.

Technophobia is not an adequate response to the 
Internet and other forms of electronic communication, 
however, which do indeed offer marvellous 
opportunities for the advancement of knowledge. But 
those who are technically ‘savvy’ need a good general 
education to benefit in any larger sense from their 
savviness. A surfeit of information is no substitute for 
a proper education. 

The Secularist Terrorist: How Britain Conspires 
in its Own Destruction, Peter Mullen, St Matthews 
Publishing Ltd, 2009, £10.

In a glass case on a pillar to the south of the nave of the 
Church of St. Sepulchre-without-Newgate in London 
is a hand-bell which, whenever men in Newgate 
Prison were to be executed in the morning, the Rector 

The Newgate Bell

Clifford Middleton

of St Sepulchre’s used to ring at midnight outside the 
condemned prisoners’ cells. ‘Examine well yourselves; 
in time repent,’ the Rector would advise. But Newgate 
Prison was demolished in 1902 and capital punishment 
abolished in the UK in 1969, so you could be forgiven 
for thinking that the present Rector of St Sepulchre’s, 
however great a regard he has for ‘that duty he owes the 
public’ in other things, would find it rather difficult to 
continue that tradition. However, you would be wrong. 
For Peter Mullen’s new book The Secular Terrorist: 
How Britain Conspires in its Own Destruction is a 
modern ringing of the Newgate Bell — only, in 2009, 
the condemned prisoners are most of Mullen’s fellow 
Britons and the bars of their cells are philosophical 
rather than material, and largely of their own making. 

Mullen traces the progress of the secularisation of 
Britain during his lifetime and lays bare the confining 
assumptions and values that underpin secularism in 
Britain today. His book will be useful to anyone living 
in modern Britain who has ever set himself the task 
of formulating exactly what it is that he is constantly 
invited to think and feel, particularly by many of 
those who, occupying positions of authority, he might 
naively regard as having some claim on his attention. 
Mullen’s vision is penetrating and nowhere is he better 
than when he shows how changes in our language, 
especially by means of liturgical reform and political 
correctness, have changed our world for the worse. 

In 2003, the American Eastern Orthodox theologian 
David Bentley Hart commented that ‘at the level of 
general culture, England is post-Christian in ways 
that no one with a finite life should have the patience 
to enumerate.’ Mullen is patient enough to enumerate 
them. To convey the cumulative effect that his survey 
of sphere after sphere of our national life has, I cannot 
find anything better than Hart’s own account of the 
problem, which confirms Mullen’s analysis: 

Nothing could be more important for an understanding 
of modernity than to recognize that we are not 
living in an age in which religious adherence has 
simply withered away before the parching wind 
of Enlightenment reason, but in one in which a 
new evangelism has — over the course of a few 
centuries — displaced the old, and with it the cultural 
energy and rationale of Christian Europe: a new 
religion, whose most devout believers are as zealous, 
intolerant, and absolutist as any faith has ever 
produced, and whose vast silent constituency is as 
unreflective, passive, and pliant as any enfranchised 
clerisy could desire. It is good for Christians to grasp 
that, even in this hour, we struggle not simply with 
disillusion and demystification, but with strange 
gods.

Our ‘strange gods’ are precisely what Mullen invites 
us to consider in his book. F C Copleston, in discussing 
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Newman’s approach to the problem of religious belief, 
wrote that:

in a real sense, of course, unbelief or scepticism is in 
the same boat as faith. For unbelief ‘really goes upon 
presumptions and prejudices as much as Faith does, 
only presumptions of an opposite nature’

And it is precisely our own ‘presumptions of an 
opposite nature’ with which Mullen is concerned. 
In response to them, he does not of course offer a 
watertight proof of Christianity. No such thing is 
possible. If someone should mischievously send a 
copy of Mullen’s book to Richard Dawkins, one should 
probably not expect to see that zoologist in Mullen’s 
church next Sunday. However, to the open-minded, his 
book ought to have rather more influence, particularly 
the passionate final chapter in which he sets out what 
he regards as the only way out of our difficulties — a 
chapter that will be refreshing to anyone who is weary 
from barren chatter about new ‘systems’ and ‘models’ 
as our salvation. 

If a resolute account of how we have become our 
own worst enemies doesn’t sound like much fun, it 
should be noted that Mullen’s book is not without 
lighter moments. You will almost certainly laugh out 
loud when reading it for Mullen is very witty. The 
unfortunate thing (and it is a symptom of the disease 
with which he is concerned) is that nothing affords his 
wit more material than the farcical innovations of his 
own Church. His accounts of a recent ‘Sacred Synod’ 
at All Souls Langham Place, of a clergy conference at 
Oxford in 2001 and of the Church of England’s 2007 
‘multimedia campaign’ Love Life Live Lent are not to 
be missed, despite the ultimately depressing effect they 
will have on believers.

The analogy of the Newgate Bell is not quite perfect. 
After all, Mullen offers today’s prisoners of secularist 
assumptions (including many members of his own 
Church) a course which none of his predecessors was 
ever able to offer to the condemned men of Newgate. 
The bars of our cells being philosophical ones, Mullen 
invites us to examine them rather more closely than 
we are usually inclined to do. Perhaps we shall realise 
that we can pass through them quite easily and follow 
the Rector back up from our hellhole of secularism. It 
certainly beats hanging in the morning.

Encounters: My Life with Nixon, Marcuse, and 
Other Friends and Teachers, Paul Gottfried, ISI 
Books, 2009, $28.

For readers who have not had the privilege of knowing 
some of the greatest political minds of the 20th century 
personally, Encounters is a delight. Paul Gottfried, 
who is best known as a conservative historian of the 
European and American Right, has written a highly 
readable and amusing narrative of various ‘encounters’ 
he has had with famous figures from the Left and 
Right who have influenced and enriched his life and 
scholarship. These experiences, which he compares 
to the fascinating stops of a train that otherwise goes 
nowhere in particular, always involve meeting and 
befriending some of the most brilliant and marginalized 
figures of our time. The outsider status of Richard 
Nixon, Herbert Marcuse, Pat Buchanan, and others 
portrayed in this memoir has obviously endeared 
them to the author, since Gottfried himself has also 
experienced various doses of ostracism from the 
academy. To use a term made famous by his late friend 
and fellow sufferer Sam Francis, these ‘beautiful losers’ 
have been voices crying in a 20th century wilderness. 

This memoir begins with a moving portrait of 
Gottfried’s father, who represents the first and most 
influential outsider in the author’s experience. His 
father, an Austro-Hungarian Jewish émigré who fled 
Hungary’s political chaos for America in the late 
1930s, represents a bygone age in which strong-willed 
Americans (both native and immigrant) took pride in 
their communities and raised families without any 
need for the meddling of a managerial state devoted 
to social engineering and guilt-tripping of Christian 
populations. Like his father, most of Gottfried’s other 
subjects exude the same discomfort with a 20th century 
America that was slowly shedding its traditional 
conservative Protestant past for a brave new world of 
political correctness. Gottfried makes no secret of his 
long-held conviction that the neoconservative Right 
and the cultural Marxist Left are equally to blame for 
this erosion of tradition, since both factions support 
a state whose interventionist powers would shock 
old-style conservatives and socialists alike. Instead 
of offering a theoretical explanation for this transition 
towards a politically correct managerial state (which 
he has provided in other books), he allows his subjects 
to come alive to reveal their own unease with this new 

Marcuse and friends

Grant Havers
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America that gradually took shape in the post-World 
War II era. In often colourful anecdotes, Gottfried 
describes the anti-establishmentarian tendencies 
of figures that span the entire political spectrum. 
The famous Marxist-Leninist philosopher Marcuse 
demonstrated to Gottfried (then a young graduate 
student at Yale in the 1960s) a tolerance for ideas 
that, the author notes, is all too lacking among most 
academics now. Indeed, Marcuse comes across as a 
brilliant mind who was easily bored with the leftist 
fashions of his time, even before he attained the status 
of a New Left guru in the late 1960s. Gottfried even 
reveals that Marcuse’s study of ideology, despite its 
leftist trappings, has influenced his own studies of 
power. On the opposite side of the political spectrum, 
the right-wing populist and columnist Pat Buchanan is 
compared to a modern-day Hannibal who has fought 
ferocious battles against his neoconservative enemies, 
only to lose the war. 

Leftists as well as rightists could benefit from reading 
this work, and not simply because of the eye-opening 
chapter on Marcuse. Just as conservative readers will 
appreciate the portraits of Russell Kirk, Mel Bradford 
and Robert Nisbet as figures who valiantly defended 
the old bourgeois order of small-town community and 
humble foreign policy against the globalizing crusaders 
of the neoconservative Right, so leftists who read 
the equally admiring portraits of Christopher Lasch, 
Eugene Genovese, and Paul Piccone may be reminded 
that there once was a Left which disdained political 
correctness. None of these sophisticated historians of 
ideas would be caught dead supporting the new kind 
of surveillance state so dear to modern-day leftists, 
since these scholars still retained a Marxist suspicion 
of state power wielded by ruling class elites. 

One sobering irony to take from this book is that 
former ideological allies can treat you as an outsider, 
while those with whom you have little in common 
ideologically may embrace you as a friend. Perhaps 
this irony explains the pessimistic tone of Gottfried’s 
memoir. The term ‘paleo-conservative’, which 
Gottfried coined, smacks of outsider status now that 
the neoconservatives have successfully exiled this 
older conservative camp to the margins. Gottfried is 
definitely not in the solution business since he has 
few hopes that the next generation of youth, whose 
minds have been thoroughly saturated by political 
correctness, will preserve what is left of the old 
bourgeois liberal order. Like his aristocratic friends 
Russell Kirk, Thomas Molnar and John Lukacs, and 
unlike his more populist friends Pat Buchanan, Will 
Herberg, Murray Rothbard and Sam Francis (all of 
whom are portrayed with respect and admiration 
in his book), Gottfried has no faith in the ‘people’ 

shaking off the shackles of leftist fictions. After all, 
the masses wanted this democratic egalitarian state in 
the first place. 

Readers who are particularly interested in the most 
famous of Gottfried’s subjects will not be disappointed, 
since Richard Nixon comes across as far more charming 
and personable than anyone would have guessed from 
his stiff and awkward TV persona. Nixon, who first met 
Gottfried in the late 1980s, also impressed the author 
with his knowledge of history and political theory. 
Some constructive advice for paleo-conservatives 
might be culled from a few of the ex-president’s 
observations quoted in this book. Gottfried recounts 
how Nixon wrote in personal correspondence that 
Hobbes, one of his favorite philosophers, ‘would have 
understood the need for oratory’. Nixon also observed 
that astute leaders need to appeal to the ‘idealism’ of 
the American people. Neoconservatives have been 
far more adept at understanding these Nixonian 
truths than paleo-conservatives, who often harshly 
judge modern peoples according to their adherence 
to medieval virtues. Future generations that succeed 
the men depicted in Encounters have their work cut 
out for them, as they devise ways of reaching voters 
who are even less predisposed to conservatism than 
any populace which these thinkers ever encountered. 

A Double Life

John Jolliffe

Before We Met, Marcelle and Anthony Quinton, Half 
Moon Press, 2009, £9.

Anthony Quinton has had a very distinguished career 
at Oxford, where he ended up as President of Trinity 
College, and then served as Chairman of the Board of 
the British Library and Vice-President of the British 
Academy. His wife Marcelle has been a successful 
sculptress. The structure of their joint memoir is 
unusual: although published in his eighty-fifth year, 
it leaves one with a wish that he had composed it 
earlier, and continued it further into his career, though 
he is probably right in deciding that the early years of 
successful people are often more interesting than a 
catalogue of their well recorded promotions in later life.

He describes himself as a cheerful, perhaps 
irrepressible schoolboy, in spite of having had 
pneumonia so severely that one of his ribs had to be 
removed in order to drain the poison. His father was a 
naval captain, much given to jokes, a trait which his son 
has inherited, together with a certain breezy jauntiness, 
and which makes for pleasant reading. He went to 
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The Spy Who Came in from the Co-Op, David 
Burke, The Boydell Press, 2008, £18.99.

The ‘outing’ of Melita Norwood, the ‘granny spy’ 
in 1999, when the Times started serializing The 
Mitrokhin Archives, was one of the funniest and most 
embarrassing moments for the Labour government, 
for the media and for those who still maintain, in the 
teeth of all the evidence, that Soviet spying is a myth 
invented by evil western cold warriors. For various 
reasons, carefully explained by David Burke in The 
Spy Who Came in from the Co-op, the publication 
of her name caught Jack Straw out and the problem 
was exacerbated by a shrill attack on him by Anne 
Widdicombe in the Commons.

If Mitrokhin was right then Mrs Norwood had 
been a highly successful British atomic spy, who 
managed to evade capture several times. So she was 
more successful than the Rosenbergs, Alan Nunn 
May, Klaus Fuchs or Gordon Lonsdale, though it 
would appear that by the late forties there was enough 
suspicion for her to be denied access to confidential 
documents in the British Non-Ferrous Metals Research 
Association (BN-FMRA). Despite that, she had links 
with the spymaster Gordon Lonsdale in the fifties and 
was awarded the Order of the Red Banner in 1958. 
Unfortunately, despite being apparently in ‘Letty’ 
Norwood’s confidence, Burke has not worked out the 
sequence of events in her life in those years. 

Faced with this scandal the government tried to use 
the New Statesman and, in particular, the journalist 
Philip Knightley, to do some damage limitation. 
Knightley wrote an article that pooh-poohed Melita 
Norwood’s spying achievements, carefully getting 
dates wrong and fudging sources. Others joined in and 
attempted to make a joke of the idea of an eighty-odd 
year old great-grandmother being a dangerous spy. An 
astonishing number of people accepted this stupidity. I 
recall pointing out to some bemused friends that Mrs 
Norwood had spied several decades earlier when, 
as a secretary to the boss, she had access to highly 
confidential documents on atomic research. 

Granny Spies

Helen Szamuely

Stowe, but was removed early in the war with the 
idea of joining a well-placed grandmother in Canada. 
But his ship was torpedoed in mid-Atlantic, and 
although he and his mother succeeded, with difficulty, 
in getting on to a lifeboat, of the original sixty who 
did so only twenty survived the following twenty hours 
before they were picked up by a passing destroyer. 
The nonchalance with which this hideous episode is 
described is worthy of a place in the Guinness Book 
of Records, but instead of affecting him adversely it 
appears to have increased the genial self-confidence 
which makes his story such fun, though the style is 
occasionally a trifle bland.

When he qualified for war service he chose the RAF, 
because the army uniforms provided for the Corps at 
Stowe had been too scratchy for his liking. His chosen 
service sounds surprisingly tolerant. When he turned 
right instead of left on a drill parade, the corporal in 
charge inquired ‘What’s the matter with you, then?’, 
to which he replied airily ‘War weariness, sergeant’, 
‘I’ll give you war weariness!’ was the reaction, ‘the 
mildness of his rebuke being no doubt attributable 
to my tactful elevation of his rank.’ There are other 
examples of his gift for what Belloc called ‘persiflage 
and repartee’.

Anyone who thinks that these agreeable qualities 
would enable a man to stroll into All Souls as a Prize 
Fellow would of course be mistaken, and our hero 
must have put in a large amount of well directed work 
to achieve this over the heads of two self-esteeming 
rivals. His description of the sheer oddity of the All 
Souls world is among the most entertaining in the 
book, and it is difficult to hold the place in such awe 
after reading it. A fellowship at New College followed.

Turning to Marcelle, she was the only daughter of a 
mother from Upper Silesia and a Polish-Jewish father. 
They lived until 1937 in modest prosperity in Berlin. A 
façade of respectability was kept up by the Nazis for 
the deception of the outside world until the Olympic 
Games of 1936 were over, when the reign of horrors 
began in earnest. She is reticent about the effect that 
they had on her at the time. Mercifully, mother and 
daughter got away via Lausanne to the South of 
France, to be followed a whole year later by her father, 
whose escape, though less instantly dramatic than 
that of her future husband in the sea, was potentially 
just as dangerous, and just as marvellously favoured 
by fortune. All three succeeded in getting visas for 
America, and in May 1940 sailed from Genoa to New 
York, where they had relations but, at first, no money. 
After that there was a reasonably normal schooling in 
New York and then at Bryn Mawr. Later there were 
trips to ration-book England, on one of which she 
was picked up by her future husband at the wedding 

of Keith Joseph. After her studies were over, they 
married and lived happily ever after. Her career as a 
sculptress only began later, which is a pity as it would 
no doubt have been a rich source of memoir material. 
Still, the self-portrait up to that stage is an attractive 
one. Altogether, a delightful read.
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David Burke had known Melita Norwood because 
of his earlier research into Russian political exiles 
in Britain before 1917. Her parents had belonged to 
the circle of Tolstoyans around Count Chertkoff. So, 
according to him, she decided to make him a kind 
of literary executor because he allegedly understood 
the Russian and Soviet dimensions so well. One has 
to admire the lady. It is clear that she told Burke the 
story because she knew he would be sympathetic to 
her personally though not, to be fair, to her activity. 
Otherwise the book shows no evidence of his superior 
understanding — it is full of mistakes and lacunae. We 
do not find out nearly enough about Mrs Norwood. Was 
her daughter not available to be interviewed? What 
about other friends and relations? If they all refused 
to talk to him, that is a story in itself. Burke is reduced 
to introducing a great deal of padding, mostly relevant 
but available from other sources.

The transliterations of Russian names are irritatingly 
hit and miss and he is slapdash about various 
branches of the Soviet espionage world. There is no 
real explanation as to why Melita, her mother and 
sister became Soviet spies. Most Tolstoyans did not 
support the regime, which imprisoned their friends and 
colleagues inside the Soviet Union. There are other 
irritations: Russia is not the Soviet Union and on June 
22, 1941 Germany did not invade Russia but eastern 
Poland that had recently been absorbed. Let me mention 
one egregious error. There was no ditty ‘Winnie is 
back’ chanted in 1940 when Churchill became Prime 
Minister. Back where? He had never been in Number 
10 before. The story of the message ‘Winston is back’ 
sent out by the Admiralty in September 1939 when he 
was back as First Lord of the Admiralty is too well 
known for any historian to get it wrong. 

For all of that, the book is worth reading (though 
one’s teeth start aching with all that gritting).There are 
good descriptions of several important episodes like 
the Woolwich Arsenal case of 1938 and a delightful if 
sinister picture of émigré spies and spymasters moving 
into one particular area in Hampstead. Perhaps Mrs 
Dutt Pauker’s Beria Lodge was not far away 

It is fascinating to find out what a great deal the 
British secret service knew about the activity of all 
these people. Inevitably, Burke raises the question of 
why, given all this knowledge, so many of the foreign 
spies managed to avoid actual charges and trials. Once 
again the rumours around Sir Roger Hollis swirl. Burke 
is clearly suspicious of him and, one must admit that, 
as one ridiculous mistake after another is described, 
Hollis begins to seem to be if not a knave then a very 
foolish man indeed. 

Don’t Fence Me In: Essays on the Rational 
Truant, Michael Conolly and Dennis O’Keeffe (eds), 
University of Buckingham Press, 2009, £15.99.

State schools should come with a health warning: 
once a child is signed on at school, you are liable to 
imprisonment if your child truants. It’s up to you to get 
your truculent teenager out of bed and off to school, 
even though the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child has stripped you of all coercive powers. 

Admittedly, the odds against imprisonment are low. 
One in every seven children truants at least once a week, 
and only a handful of parents are ever prosecuted. On 
any given day, at least 40,000 pupils don’t show up for 
school. And it gets worse; real truancy, as Don’t Fence 
Me In demonstrates, is actually far higher. Most truancy 
occurs after registration, and hence is never recorded. 
Pupils either hide on the school grounds, or simply 
leave after they’ve been marked present.

Like most educational problems, truancy has 
generated a vast literature, most of it plodding 
regurgitations of conventional sociological wisdom 
about broken homes, poverty and social injustice. 
In contemporary studies, the source of the problem 
is invariably located within the pupil or his home. 
These insights have proved barren: policy makers have 
discovered, as parents do, that all they can do is nag. 
Unfortunately, our civil service can build empires out 
of almost anything, including nagging: New Labour 
has spent over £1 billion on truancy initiatives. Yet 
however much money is spent, our children are still 
voting with their feet in ever-increasing numbers. 

Don’t Fence Me In is a collection of essays which 
looks at the problem from the truants’ perspective, 
a theme that Dennis O’Keeffe first explored in the 
1980s. Productive as this approach has proved, it makes 
uncomfortable reading for education ministers and 
their officials: children who are learning seldom truant, 
but when attending class becomes unproductive, it is 
a rational decision to leave. Of course, most children 
stay in school no matter how boring their classes are. 
My memories of comprehensive education, American-
style, are almost exclusively of watching the clock. I 
never truanted, but I didn’t have to; rather I became 
an accomplished malingerer whenever it suited my 
purpose.

However, this does serve to illustrate an important 
point emphasized by O’Keeffe: truanting is as much a 
problem with bright children as it is with those who fall 

Unwillingly to School

Tom Burkard
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hopelessly behind. To admit this would undermine New 
Labour’s egalitarian project. It would also undermine 
the sociological explanations for truanting favoured by 
academics and mandarins. New Labour has introduced 
a ‘personalised learning’ agenda which in theory should 
ensure that all children are working at the appropriate 
level. But this only works if you assume that teachers 
have the time to individualise instruction for anything 
up to 150 pupils (the number taught by many secondary 
school teachers). The manifest absurdity of this agenda 
— which now permeates every level of officialdom 
and every educational quango — makes the South Sea 
Bubble look like a rational enterprise. 

Of course, the failure to accommodate pupils of 
varying ability isn’t the only problem. Some teachers 
manage to deliver lessons which bore everyone, 
irrespective of intelligence. Some — and I speak 
from personal observation at a good suburban 
comprehensive in the late 1990s — don’t teach at all. 
They play videos or let children listen to music or play 
computer games. One teacher I knew, a member of the 
senior management team, commandeered a classroom 
out of earshot of the rest and then bunked off herself. 
Ironically, she probably solved the problem of post-
registration truancy that way.

One of the high points of Don’t Fence Me In is Sean 
Gabb’s personal account of his school days in the 
1970s. Once he discovered that no one much cared 
if he wasn’t in his Southwark school, he became a 
chronic truant for most of three years. His teachers 
were a collection of mediocrities, drunks and dullards 
who were unfit for duties in more salubrious schools. 
As a social misfit — a shabby schoolboy from a 
downwardly-mobile family — he had few friends, and 
suffered a fair amount of bullying and verbal abuse. 
His favourite destination was the local library, where 
he acquired an impressive if unconventional education. 
In 1974, Gabb’s maths teacher — an Armenian Marxist 
with boots and beard spray-painted green — told him 
that he could go to university if he made the effort. 
From this point, he determined to do that, and stopped 
truanting. With his own hard work and his maths 
teacher’s support, school became a more rewarding 
experience, despite the continued bullying. In sixth 
form, he had the humiliating experience of being 
rescued from a Turkish bully by two black girl friends,  
but by this time, the truanting had long since stopped.

The essays in this collection approach truancy 
from different angles. In his preface, John Clarke 
deftly analyses the fundamental tensions between 
conservative, liberal and libertarian attitudes towards 
compulsory church or school attendance. Michael 
Conolly considers the epistemelogical problems of 
the social sciences, demonstrating why investigations 

operating from the premise that truancy is deviant or 
criminal behaviour have impoverished the field. The 
American contributions tend to focus on American 
problems, and they are mostly written in the dense 
style favoured by American academics. My higher 
education in America in the 1960s left me with an 
abiding prejudice against this kind of writing. I vividly 
recall the first time I read the Spectator in 1979, and 
being awed by the ability of the best British writers to 
convey complex ideas lucidly.

Yet the question of compulsion is crucial, and all 
the more so since the school-leaving age will soon be 
raised to 18. Once again, this reflects the dangerous 
dreamworld inhabited by ministers and mandarins. 
No doubt the latter are eagerly anticipating the 
construction of new empires designed to maintain 
the fiction that children who are nominally in school 
are actually being educated. Don’t Fence Me In 
provides a powerful corrective to these fantasies, 
and I strongly recommend it. All the more so since 
Children’s Secretary Ed Balls accepted the Badman 
Report on children who are educated at home — an 
activity which is still completely legal, and almost 
unregulated. Outcomes for such children, both in 
terms of academic achievement and social adjustment, 
are well above average, and evidence of any kind of 
abuse is extremely rare. Yet very soon, agents of the 
state will be empowered to interview home schooled 
children without any other adult present — and they 
will be able to do so even when there is not a shred of 
evidence of any impropriety, let alone a crime. Have 
we forgotten Cleveland, Orkney and Rochdale already?

The Art of Fiction

Jeremy Worman

The Story of the Novel, George Watson, The 
Lutterworth Press, 2008, £17.50.

George Watson is an English Literature specialist 
at Cambridge and the General editor of the New 
Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature.  He 
has wide interests and one of his most original books 
is The Lost Literature of Socialism.

The Story of the Novel first appeared in 1979. The 
new edition places the first chapter of the original work 
last, although little else has altered. It is disappointing 
that ‘Notes for Further Reading’ has not been updated, 
which gives a stale feel to this section. ‘The Glossary of 
European Terms’ remains useful, but unrevised. These 
are minor if irritating flaws. The author tells us in the 
preface: ‘A story is the best thing about a novel’. This 
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text, has moved on fast since them. It is worth looking 
at a brief comment from a notable theorist, Catherine 
Belsey, who published a second edition of Critical 
Practice in 2002 (it was first published in 1980 and 
reprinted ten times before 2002). She writes in the new 
preface that ‘The logic of deconstruction has the effect 
of dismantling the founding assumptions of Western 
philosophy in its entirety.’ Well, perhaps not quite. 

Belsey’s political agenda seems to blind her to a 
sense of proportion as she develops her opinions. 
Watson is arguing against such ideological and political 
assumptions. In another theoretical book, Shari Stone’s 
Mediators (2003), which I took at random from the 
‘Theory’ section in the London University Senate 
House Library, the blurb tells us: 

Whilst social movements from workers’ rights 
campaigns to environmental justice coalitions 
publicize their struggles by narrating people’s 
experiences, recent critiques of “experience” and 
“identity” challenge the authority of such texts. 
How can we acknowledge the dangers of appeals to 
experience and identity and yet still use the powerful 
tools of storytelling to counter ideological narratives?

This feels more like sociology than literary studies. 
Watson puts the general problem well: 

People still read novels, thank goodness, but many 
critics now read texts. This is a parody, but a parody 
with too much truth for comfort. To the extent that 
it is true, it poses an odd problem. The need now is 
less to turn people into critics than critics into people.

The irony is that Watson has always been interested in 
literary theory (an early work, The Literary Critics, was 
published in 1962 and republished in 1985). But his 
focus draws theoretical considerations from individual 
novels. He treats the novelist’s work as the primary 
source of interest. For many poststructuralist theorists 
novels seem to be useful in providing examples that 
illustrate preconceived theories. Watson brings back a 
sense of autonomy, wisdom, modesty and fun to our 
study of the novel.

Meltdown: How the ‘Masters of the Universe’ 
Destroyed the West’s Power and Prosperity, Stephen 
Haseler, Forum Press, 2009, £10.

Professor Haseler says that following the collapse of 
Communism, a superficial misreading of the world 
persuaded a motley group of financial whizz-kids 
and neo-con politicos that their unrestrained pursuit 
of wealth could be enthroned as global policy. Wall 

Power and Abuse

Dennis O’Keeffe

down-to-earth idea underpins the structure and content 
of this lucid yet concentrated book. 

Ten short chapters examine and dissect the formal 
features that make up a novel, for example: Beginning 
and Ending; Tense and Time; History in its Place; How 
Novelists Write. The reader leaves each chapter — and 
this work is best read in small doses in order to digest 
the content — with a deeper understanding of how a 
novel works. Dry abstraction is avoided because of 
the author’s ability to write wittily. He also makes 
interesting comparisons between writers of different 
periods and this helps to illuminate the reader’s sense 
of historical perspective. For instance in the chapter 
‘Things on the Mind’, after revealing close criticism 
of Mrs Dalloway, Watson distinguishes between a 
novelist like Defoe, who ‘builds towards an event’ (the 
outside world), and writers such as Forster and Woolf, 
who move ‘towards a total mood’ (the inner world). 
His examples straddle the centuries and we learn much 
about the shifting focus of the novel’s subject matter, 
its expression and shape. His close criticism, even 
when discussing well-known paragraphs from famous 
novels, is fresh and alert. In the chapter Beginning and 
Ending for example: Dickens’s famous opening to 
Bleak House (1853) is still further removed from the 
explicit. It begins in note form — a surrealist syntax for 
a surreal world which suddenly expands outwards at a 
dizzying pace.’ A little later he makes pithy comments 
about passages in Jane Austen’s novels. Watson’s 
general arguments are brought to life through his 
consideration of particular paragraphs. 

There is an important subplot to this work, expressed 
most clearly in the brilliant final chapter An Apology for 
Fiction. He explains that ‘A defence or “apologie” for 
fiction in the present age must mean one that upholds 
its claim to describe the real.’ Watson is defending 
realist fiction against ‘the anti-realist, who is by now 
easily recognised by his habit of calling novels ‘texts’ 
and by his obsession with the fictive.’ 

The Story of the Novel was written just before the Colin 
MacCabe affair split the English Faculty at Cambridge. 
The well-qualified MacCabe, who was introducing 
theories of Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusserian 
Marxism and deconstructionism into the analysis of 
literary texts, was refused tenure after five years as a 
successful assistant lecturer. Watson’s argument, and I 
don’t know which side he was on in the MacCabe debate, 
is that the realist novel is often acutely aware of ‘the 
fictive’ and ‘much that looks nouveau in Paris looks old 
hat in London.’ Watson makes a convincing case that the 
anti-realists tendentiously oversimplified the position of 
their opponents.

This trend, to promote literary theory as more 
important than the close critical scrutiny of a literary 
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capitalism is more stable and more moral than its 
Anglo-American counterpart. Unlike some people 
Haseler does not put socialism proper back on the 
agenda, but favours a revival of social democracy 
and positively jumps at the chance to revive the 
campaign for further European integration. He opposes 
‘excessive’ free trade and the search for ‘comparative 
advantage’ and the theories in the tradition of Adam 
Smith and Ricardo which justified these. He does not, 
however, separate the recent financial chicanery from 
the economic dislocation always caused by free trade. 
A free society might as well pit itself against rainy 
weather as against such dislocation. 

Haseler is right that vigilant governance should render 
chicanery much more difficult than has lately been the 
case. He is right too that free trade has destructive 
as well as constructive aspects. Indeed, free trade 
has painful aspects even without any accompanying 
deception and recklessness. The serious undermining 
of much industrial production in the advanced societies 
by imports from poorer societies will always require 
painful adjustment. Nowhere does Haseler confront 
directly the essence of international development. It is 
simply the substitution, at the margin, of the cheaper 
for the dearer factor. What critics call ‘hollowing out’ 
— the destruction of production in one country and its 
emergence in another — is the essence of development. 
This is how Japan, Singapore and Hong Kong became 
rich. If the process is terminated by protection of the 
rich world’s automobile industries and the like, the 
global economic advance will simply cease. 

Indeed, globally, protectionism is as much in 
evidence as free trade. The United States, Europe 
and Japan already practise large-scale agricultural 
protection, with vastly adverse consequences for 
poorer societies. Free trade and protectionism both 
have costs. The question for the world, and especially 
for America, with Britain in her wake, is: which is the 
more costly? The answer we already know. 

European social market capitalism is less dynamic, 
but more secure, Haseler says. It is certainly less 
dynamic. The biggest economies in Europe have 
been in the doldrums for years. France, for example, 
is greatly addicted to the subsidising of clapped out 
industries. Above all European economies have very 
rigid and insensitive labour markets. What kind of 
security would an American imitation of that bring? 

Moreover, the political case for world leadership by 
the EU is ludicrous. European defence has for years 
had a free ride at American expense. There is no proper 
military tradition in most of Europe today. 

Haseler’s core thesis is implausible. Europe does 
not have the cohesiveness in its identity nor the long 
traditions of uninterrupted responsibility, nor the 

Street took the lead, seconded by the City of London. 
Haseler regards the resulting crisis as a typical product 
of uninhibited Anglo-American capitalism. The aim 
has been global domination, secured by making one 
state — America — predominant, and rendering all 
governments, including the American, subservient to 
international plutocracy. 

Haseler is right that capitalism and democracy 
do not constitute an unchallengeable trajectory of 
progress. Nor does the power vacuum left by the fall of 
Communism justify neo-con triumphalism. Haseler’s 
account of this conceit reads like early Fukuyama. 
Wall Street and the City of London, drunk on dizzy 
affluence, saw their own operations as synonymous 
with global well-being. Haseler rightly criticizes the 
folly of basing economic policy on debt-dependent 
consumption, which constitutes an open invitation to 
corruption.

Haseler’s central thesis, however, that financial 
hubris allied to capitalism has dealt a lethal body blow 
to the Western economy, is not proven. The capitalist 
system has been badly damaged; it has not been 
destroyed. Nor is it credible that social democracy 
would have had a better track record. The current 
crisis diminishes neither the Friedman view that most 
public expenditure is a waste nor Hayek’s contention 
that the state does not know what people want, these 
being the two obvious critiques of social democracy. 
Moreover, bad as private production crises often are, 
they are episodic. They are rendered chronic only 
by wrong policies like France’s subsidizing of dying 
industries. The United States now threatens to follow 
this dismal precedent. By contrast, all the advanced 
societies have permanent crises in public production. 
If American and British commercial production were 
as bad as our publicly financed education, economic 
modernity itself would collapse. 

Haseler’s worst error is not seeing that the crisis 
is fundamentally political, despite its vast economic 
implications. The American and British governments 
played the primary role; bankers were only secondary 
agents. Moreover, the political fantasy is actually more 
alarming than the economic hubris. Both in America 
and in Britain the property market and money supply 
have spun out of control. This has been facilitated 
by the political leadership. Haseler does not stress 
this sufficiently, because he favours a plutocratic 
explanation. We know, however, that some American 
presidents have put pressure on banks to lend money 
to people bound to default. We also know that Gordon 
Brown’s appalling financial management has been 
driven by the political fantasy that the laws of supply 
and demand can be managed out of existence. 

 Haseler claims that European social market 
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military might, nor the will to lead, needed for the 
burden he envisages for it. The real trouble for his 
argument is that the EU is much more corrupt politically 
and economically than the United States. Burke’s 
words ‘the greater the power the more dangerous the 
abuse’ certainly apply to recent American and British 
banking and government too. More heads should roll 
than probably will. But the EU, which has abused every 
canon of financial, legal and economic propriety, could 
not possibly replace America either economically or 
politically. 

The Beautiful Tree, James Tooley, Cato Institute, 
2009, $19.95.

Everyone knows that the world’s poor desperately 
need help if every child is to be educated. Help must 
come from their governments which must spend 
billions of dollars more on building and equipping 
public schools and training and supporting public 
school teachers, so that all children can receive a 
free primary school education. But governments in 
developing countries cannot succeed on their own. 
Everyone knows that they too need help. Only when 
rich western governments spend more on aid can 
every child be saved from ignorance and illiteracy.

This riveting book aims to show that this statement 
is the exact opposite of the truth. It succeeds brilliantly

James Tooley, the author, began his intellectual 
journey with an enquiry sponsored by the World Bank’s 
IFC into private schools in a dozen countries in the 
developing world. This took him to Hyderabad in India, 
where he was immediately struck by the large number 
of private schools advertised on billboards in middle 
class residential areas. However he was also curious 
to see the slums for himself. Judge his amazement 
when he found that the private school adverts were 
just as numerous there. When he examined these 
establishments in detail he discovered that, though 
most of the school buildings were shabby and poorly 
equipped compared with those in the richer areas, while 
their teachers were paid a pittance, they nevertheless 
did a remarkably good job. The fees charged were small 
but just within the reach of the slum-dwelling parents. 
They were run as businesses, generally making a profit 
but often not charging orphans or the children of the 
desperately poor. 

The story was the same not only in the slums and poor 
rural areas of other parts of India but also in many other 
developing countries including Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana 

Learning from the Third World

Russell Lewis

and even China. Yet, when he reported his findings 
to the educational authorities in these countries, the 
invariable first response was blank denial. Private 
schools were for the rich who could afford them, he 
was told. It turned out that these denials were based 
on the ignorance of well-heeled bureaucrats who had 
never even visited either the slums or the poorer parts 
of the countryside. In other cases the bureaucrats 
didn’t want to know or, if they admitted the schools’ 
existence, declared that their facilities were dreadful, 
that the quality of the teaching by unqualified staff was 
atrocious and that the parents only sent their children 
to them because they were ignorant.

By contrast the schools provided free by the state 
were some of the worst. During his visits he found 
teachers asleep, or on strike (justifiably in certain 
cases because they hadn’t been paid) or simply absent. 
Normally, when a teacher in a private school in the 
poor areas was not up to the job he was simply sacked 
— a measure which was often unavailable against the 
unionised teachers in the state schools. In many of the 
latter very little teaching took place and the children 
were left to play or run riot. 

It is interesting that the method of teaching in these 
private schools for the poor — by getting the older 
children to teach the younger ones — was developed 
in India and exported to Victorian England, where the 
private schools for the poor developed often under 
the sponsorship of the churches and other voluntary 
bodies. Meanwhile under the famous historian, Thomas 
Babington Macaulay, a campaign by the Colonial 
government to provide free primary schools greatly 
undermined the Indian slum schools. This was Gandhi’s 
claim and it was he who used the phrase ‘The beautiful 
tree’ to describe these traditional Indian schools which the 
British had almost destroyed. Tooley at first thought that 
this was Indian nationalist historical revisionism aimed 
at discrediting the Raj. After studying the matter, Tooley 
discovered that Gandhi was right.

The story does not end there. The same crowding-out 
of the private schools for the less well-off occurred in 
Britain with the passing of the Forster Education Act 
of 1870 for the compulsory provision of free primary 
education. There was no need for this move. In 1861 the 
very thorough Newcastle Report on Popular Education 
stated that 95 per cent of children were in school for 
an average of 6 years. Forster’s claims that at least 25 
per cent of English children were without ‘efficient’ 
schooling was based on a report of his own department 
based on a cursory survey of four industrial towns — 
Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and Birmingham. This 
was statistically misleading because of the assumption 
of eight years schooling as the marker whereas the 
normal period was six. It also embodied the anti-private 
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school bias of Forster’s departmental bureaucracy. 
However the myth has grown, spurred on regrettably 
by eminent historians like G M Trevelyan in his 
British History in the Nineteenth Century, in which he 
pronounced ‘Only half the children in the country were 
educated at all and most of these very indifferently.’

The tell-tale line, though, was in Trevelyan’s 
conclusion, that the 1870 Act had given England ‘A 
system of education without which she would soon 
have fallen to the rear among modern nations.’ I suspect 
the real political drive behind Forster’s Education Act 
was not, strictly speaking, to do with education at all. 
It was founded on fears about national security and 
the weakness of our military power. 1870 was also 
the year of the Franco-Prussian war. The triumph 
of Prussian arms contrasted with the monumental 
incompetence Britain had shown in the Crimean War, 
the last major test of her army. At the back of many 
minds in Britannia’s ruling class was alarm at the 
emergence of vigorous new nations in Europe. The 
upper crust intellectual Victorians were bewildered, 
even mesmerised by the Germans and their great 
philosophers, like Kant, Hegel and Schopenhauer, and 
their prestigious scholarly historians like Von Ranke, 
Mommsen and Treitschke. A compulsory education for 
British children looked like the only way to guarantee 
the nation’s future. 

The rest we know. British state education, despite 
huge spending, has been a flop in the last fifty years. 
Standards of elementary literacy, numeracy and moral 
behaviour are falling, and overall, compared with other 
nations, its performance is manifestly on the slide. The 
only hope of rescue can come from adopting school 
vouchers for every child to be spent on any school the 
parents choose and restoring a competitive system 
which allows failing schools to fold.

But why stop at Education? I suspect that parallel 
conditions apply in the health sector world-wide. I 
have just been talking to a doctor who has spent many 
years in Kenya. He told me that in many a remote 
Kenyan village you will find a hut with a sign Harley 
Street Clinic.

A Desolation of Learning; Is this the education our 
children deserve? Chris Woodhead, Pencil-Sharp 
Publishing, 2009, £16.99.

A Desolation of Learning is an eloquent defence of the 
idea of a liberal education by the former Chief Inspector 
of Schools. Chris Woodhead paints a shocking picture 
of Labour’s politicised vision of education — vacuous 

An Educational Wasteland

Alistair Miller

and delusional in its utopian rhetoric but viciously 
destructive of any learning that has true value. It is 
vital that a future Conservative government learns 
from past mistakes and cuts the Gordian knot before 
the damage done is irreparable. Woodhead’s argument 
is more powerful because it is expressed in lucid prose 
in marked contrast to the official rhetoric.

Much of Labour’s agenda for education has been 
driven by a blind utopian faith in ‘social justice’ 
(apparently now also shared by David Cameron’s 
Conservative Party), namely the belief that if only 
opportunities could be equalised, everyone could 
succeed. There is no point talking about equalising 
opportunities unless outcomes are also equalised; 
and this is only possible if people are equal to 
begin with, which patently they are not. By failing 
to acknowledge that only some have a capacity for 
academic education, and instead trying to bridge ‘the 
artificial divide’ between education and training — 
through comprehensive education, a one-size-fits-all 
curriculum, dumbed down examinations and now 
overarching ‘diplomas’ — the result has been an 
educational disaster. 

There is now no need for anybody to study traditional 
subject disciplines and acquire a body of knowledge 
because we live in ‘a knowledge economy’. It is skills 
that are all-important, not of course the technical and craft 
skills that proper vocational training might impart, and 
not merely the ‘functional skills’ of literacy, numeracy 
and information technology, but all-purpose personal, 
learning and thinking skills. Of the 29 bulleted aims of 
the National Curriculum, incredibly only one makes any 
reference — an oblique one at that — to the acquisition of 
knowledge: successful learners ‘know about big ideas and 
events that shape our world’. In other words, there is no 
need to laboriously master the detail of subject disciplines, 
just go straight for the big ideas. But what of the other 28 
aims? In so far as they mean anything, they are positively 
messianic in their all-encompassing vision of human 
perfection. Woodhead asks the reader to consider how 
he measures up. Are you creative and resourceful, able to 
identify and solve problems, self-aware and able to form 
good relationships? Do you understand how you learn, 
know about the big ideas that have shaped the world, 
deal well with your emotions, make healthy lifestyle 
choices, take managed risks and stay safe, understand 
others’ cultures and traditions, appreciate the benefits of 
diversity and sustain and improve the environment locally 
and globally? Perhaps you do not want ‘to be an active 
citizen ‘addressing’ problems of ‘social justice, human 
rights, community cohesion and global interdependence’’. 

The problem is obvious. There is just some hope 
that if children are taught worthwhile knowledge, and 
learn the value of knowledge, that society might be 
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better; that by being initiated into a cultural inheritance, 
they may learn not only to perceive the world more 
clearly (through the forms of knowledge of the subject 
disciplines) but recognize themselves as human beings; 
and that they might learn by example habits of respect, 
self-discipline and hard work, the moral virtues. But 
there is no hope at all if these things are re-branded as 
‘skills’ to be taught in timetabled lessons or developed 
in therapeutic workshops designed to raise ‘self-
esteem’. To be able to address complex moral and 
political questions is not to possess a ‘research skill’ 
or ‘appropriate methodologies’, but to bring to bear 
knowledge, intelligence and experience in reaching 
coming to a judgment. Pupils will never develop an 
independence of mind if they are indoctrinated by 
programmes of study that aim, for example, to ‘expand 
their horizons for action by challenging stereotyping, 
discrimination and other cultural and social barriers’.

The true purpose of education is not to socially 
engineer the utopian visions of the government of the 
day but, as Michael Oakeshott has written, to initiate 
children into an intellectual and moral inheritance, on 
which their very humanity depends; and this involves 
the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. A liberal 
education alone holds the promise of producing people 
of independent mind able to exercise practical reason 
and judgment — rather than slaves to ‘fashionable 
orthodoxies’ and ‘the tyranny of public opinion’. It is 
moreover most likely to be developed not by ‘bloodless 
technocrats’ or pre-programmed automatons, but by 
teachers who love their subject and are free to impart 
something of their knowledge to pupils ready to listen 
and learn. Tragically all this is now being demolished. 

Woodhead is right in principle to argue for a return to 

selective state education but to argue for a return to the 
iniquitous ‘11 plus’ would surely be electoral suicide. 
Far better to adopt, as George Walden argued in We 
Should Know Better, something akin to the German 
model where the decision is made over two or more 
years — in conjunction with parents and with high 
quality technical training an attractive alternative to 
academic education. I wonder also whether a grammar 
school curriculum of subject disciplines preparatory 
to academic specialization and university scholarship 
is necessarily synonymous with an education that 
cultivates and humanizes. Michael Oakeshott, who 
is several times quoted in the book, is scathing of the 
pretensions of the natural and social sciences to provide 
a humanizing culture or paideia. For Oakeshott as for 
Allan Bloom, who is also quoted, it is the humanities 
that must form the core of a liberal school curriculum.

As for the Conservative alternative, Woodhead 
is not optimistic. Unless schools are freed from the 
yoke of state control, and this means allowing them 
to select their pupils and develop their own curricula 
(neither of which are currently Conservative policy), 
the entrenched orthodoxies of the educational 
establishment will prevail as they always have. We 
will simply get ‘more Balls’. 

Chris Woodhead’s depiction of Labour’s ‘thought 
world’, its enforcement agencies and its Orwellian 
abuse of words in the name of its utopian vision is a 
truly nightmarish one. The title of the book is taken 
from Geoffrey Hill’s elegiac ‘The Triumph of Love’. In 
place of ‘a daily acknowledgement of what is owed to 
the dead’, we see instead ‘these strange children pitiless 
in their ignorance and contempt’. We can only hope 
that the Conservatives wake up before it is too late. 

FILM
Living through Tragedy

Katyn

Directed by Andrzej Wajda 

Katharine Szamuely

In 1939 first Germany, then the Soviet Union invaded 
Poland. People ran in whichever direction they could, 
hoping to find family and safety, and that the enemy 
they were heading towards was not as bad as the one 

from whom they were fleeing. The opening sequence 
in Andrzej Wajda’s latest film, Katyn, illustrates this 
beautifully. Two of the women whose stories we will 
follow are shown rushing in opposite directions over 
a railway bridge, one on a bicycle trying to get away 
from the Germans and towards the Soviets, where her 
officer husband is, and the other, driven in a car as she 
is a general’s wife, away from the Soviets towards the 
Germans, as her husband has assured her that she will 
be safe. Both Soviets and Germans will continue to 
harm these women and their families for years.

For a start, both of their husbands are taken away by 
the Soviets to Kozelsk, near Katyn forest, where they 
are put in prison for a year, before being murdered, 
their bodies left in mass graves, in 1940. In total 
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around 22,000 people were shot in Katyn forest and 
other locations, of whom around 8,000 were the 
Polish officers arrested in 1939. In 1943 the Germans, 
having by this time invaded their former allies, found 
the graves and publicised 
the horrific details as an 
example of the aggression 
of the Soviet enemy and the 
reasons why Poles should 
be so happy to be free from 
them. 

One of the women may 
have lost her husband to the 
Soviets in Katyn, but she also 
loses her father-in-law to the 
Germans in Krakow. He is a 
university professor, and the 
brutality of the soldiers to 
him and his colleagues when 
they arrest them is one of 
the many startling moments 
in the film. These soldiers 
are presumably not fanatical 
ideologues, and not necessarily 
even unpleasant people in 
every day life. Yet they can 
run through a hall of elderly 
gentlemen who are offering 
no resistance and push them 
around so hard one falls down 
the stairs. Wajda’s film is focussed on the Poles and their 
reactions, so does not investigate this. It is, however, one 
of the perennial questions of war, and, for that matter, of 
totalitarian regimes. We know about the things that people 
do, but that does not make it any easier to understand how 
they end up doing them.

In 1945 the Soviets were back in power in Poland. 
The story changed. The peace-loving Soviets had 
merely held the Polish officers in prison (presumably 
in a peace-loving way). In 1941 the Germans declared 
war on the Soviet Union by sweeping across parts of 
Soviet-occupied Poland. Here, the story went, they 
found these officers, murdered them and put their 
bodies in mass graves. This was clearly an example of 
the aggression of the Teutonic enemy and the reasons 
why Poles should be so happy to be free from them.

Officially this story continued until 1990, when 
the Soviet Union admitted culpability for the Katyn 
massacres. In reality, many had always known the 
truth. Even before the massacre was uncovered there 
were suspicions about the fate of the officers, and once 
the Germans had found the bodies there was plenty of 
evidence that the Soviets were responsible. This did 

not stop Western powers going along with the cover-
up (although the prosecutors at Nuremburg stopped 
short of supporting the Soviets when they wanted this 
included among the crimes tried). During the war it 

was deemed inappropriate 
to make a fuss because no-
one wanted to offend such 
a crucial ally. After the war 
it continued to be deemed 
inappropr ia te ,  by  now 
because no-one wanted to 
offend a country with whom 
such a complicated power 
relationship was in place.

In post-war Poland, people 
were faced with difficult 
choices. Were they going 
to allow this lie to continue 
or stand up for the truth? 
Would a stand make any 
difference? After all, the 
officers were dead and there 
was a country in ruins to 
be rebuilt, something the 
Soviets would not allow if 
people kept making trouble. 
On the other hand, if they 
compromised on this, how 
many other compromises 
would they be forced to 

make? Two sides of this are covered in the film:
You are siding with the dead; that is morbid.
No. I am siding with the murdered, not the murderers.

It is moving to think that for decades this film could not 
be made. It is shaming to note that it took two years to 
come to the United Kingdom, despite being nominated 
for a foreign language Oscar, and that now it is here 
almost no-one has heard of it. 

The subject matter alone would make it of interest, 
but it is actually an engrossing, if upsetting and at times 
graphically violent, film. The characters are entirely 
believable as real people who are caught up in the 
horrors of regimes that we read of in twentieth century 
history books. They react nobly, pragmatically, angrily, 
in fear, with determination and with resignation. It is 
winter for them, and they can see no end to the season. 
Although spread over years, much of the action takes 
place in winter too. A knitted jumper is central to one 
part of the plot, and the snow, as it blows past church 
spires or is trampled by soldiers’ boots, gives the film 
a beautiful and melancholic wrapper. 

Katyn Memorial, Poland
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Cultural Imperialism?
Andrew Lambirth

Quite often I wish there were a Museum of American 
Art in London. Although I may denigrate the 
pernicious influence of American attitudes on our 

native culture, the Americans have produced some very fine 
painting and sculpture, and we rarely get to see much of it. 
When we do, as in the glorious exhibition of 19th century 
American landscape painting at the Tate a few years ago, 
the effect is memorable. The vast canvases by Frederick 
Church and Albert Bierstadt of the untamed face of nature, 
the wilderness in which the Romantic met the nationalistic, 
as America strove to guarantee its own identity, are awe-
inspiring. Here is a truly spiritual landscape where the 
designs of God may be said to have survived in their original 
state, unmodified by man. 

Church combined in his magnificent landscapes precise 
description with intense feeling and moral reflection. He 
became America’s national artist, accurate in his detailed 
visual description, yet answering also to a higher purpose. 
Robert Hughes writes of Church in his history American 
Visions (1997): ‘In his work, he reconciled science with 
religion, fusing myriads of observable facts with an 
overarching sense of the presence of God in His creation. 

Bierstadt had emigrated to America from Germany. He 
became an assiduous promoter in paint of the image of 
Manifest Destiny. This was the great American drive to 
expand and subdue the continent. In the pioneer spirit of 
Daniel Boone, Bierstadt saw the Wild West as a golden 
opportunity for painting great panoramas not just of unspoilt 
nature, but of emigrants crossing the plains, or of the 
railroads opening up virgin territories. However, Church 
and Bierstadt are still not well known in this country, so 
an American Museum could provide permanent access to 
their work and reveal other artists we don’t know so well, 
like Thomas Eakins and Winslow Homer.

There was a impressive survey of American print-making 
at the British Museum recently, but it only made me hungry 
for more — Thomas Hart Benton, Grant Wood or Benton 
Spruance.Then there’s George Bellows for boxing paintings, 
Arthur Dove and John Marin for early Modernism, Marsden 
Hartley for a unique combination of the mystical and 
emblematic. There was a show of Albert Pinkham Ryder’s 
dark visionary paintings at the Whitechapel many years ago, 
but it didn’t have enough in it. Milton Avery’s seascapes 
look breathtaking in reproduction; but are they as good in 
reality? An American Museum could show more examples 
of these artists which we seldom have the chance to study. 

Edward Hopper and Georgia O’Keeffe need little 
introduction, but how many people really know Wayne 

Thiebaud’s paintings? Enthusiasts of Pop art will know his 
classic depictions of serried ranks of hot dogs or angel cakes, 
but his landscapes (particularly of the Sacramento Valley) 
are original and beautiful. Thiebaud hasn’t visited England 
since his maiden voyage in the 60s, and his work is almost 
unknown here. A museum which mounted a retrospective of 
his work would be doing us a valuable service.

The dearth of a centre for American studies means that we 
rely on books and exhibition catalogues for our information, 
or on a few enterprising galleries. Bernard Jacobson in Cork 
Street does a good job of bringing the American modern and 
contemporary figures to our shores. He has recently mounted 
a long-awaited Robert Motherwell exhibition, showing 
some really first-rate paintings, and marking the event with 
a sumptuous monograph entitled Open (21 Publishing, £40). 
But inevitably the show was limited by the size of the gallery, 
and the interested viewer was left unsatisfied. One dealer 
with vast galleries, more like a museum than a commercial 
operation, is Gagosian in his King’s Cross premises (6-24 
Britannia Street, WC1). I recently saw there a series of 
paintings by Cy Twombly on the subject of the rose. They 
looked tremendous in those large white rooms, and although 
the show was on for nearly three months, I wonder how many 
saw it? A lavish publication to celebrate this event is priced 
somewhat prohibitively at $80. 

 I envisage this projected American Museum to be 
a sizeable establishment, with room for a permanent 
collection of the greats as well as temporary exhibitions to 
focus on individuals and movements. In the 1950s, when 
English artists were just beginning to learn about the radical 
new abstract art that Americans were producing, one valued 
source of information was — perhaps surprisingly — the 
American Embassy in London. Here a series of exhibitions 
of contemporary American art was staged showing some 
of the most avant garde work of the time. English artists 
hot-footed it to the openings every month, drank the free 
champagne and helped themselves to the catalogues. It’s 
difficult to imagine this happening in any British embassy, 
but the Americans were actively proud of their art, and saw 
fit to promote it. Later it emerged that the shows were CIA-
funded, but what did that matter? Cultural imperialism? 
Well, it was the responsibility of England’s painters to make 
up their own minds about Abstract Expressionism. You 
can’t do that in ignorance. Much more valuable to have a 
proper museum devoted to the best of American art — not 
just Rothko, Pollock, Johns and Rauschenberg — where 
we can go to contemplate and learn. Surely there can’t be 
a shortage of American benefactors?



The Salisbury Review — Autumn 2009 55

Mavericks in music are as likely to miss out 
on preferment as those in politics and, 
like them, often present some consolatory 

achievement to posterity. The conductor Vernon 
‘Tod’ Handley, who died last September, never took 
permanent charge of a major orchestra other than the 
Ulster and the Malmö (Sweden), but he enjoyed the 
reputation of having trained the spotlight on neglected 
British composers and consolidated the status of 
others who needed no special pleading but whose 
work required dissemination. In the early 1990s, he 
told me that he was off to Scandinavia to give the first 
performance there of Walton’s Belshazzar’s Feast. You 
can bet it melted a few icicles.

Whenever people ask why conductors like him 
and Norman del Mar will always be seen as eternal 
freelances, they never consider that the long-term 
responsibility and tie of being a principal were not 
wanted or that there were never enough orchestras to go 
round. Late in life, Handley did become director of the 
Worcestershire-based English Symphony Orchestra, 
no doubt partly because of its enthusiasm for the 
British canon. There were also similarities between 
the two men, del Mar having once taken charge of 
the BBC Scottish and the Aarhus (Norway). I got the 
impression from Handley that he liked the freedom 
of his guest and associate relationships with the great 
British bands, even if it meant scooting to Australia 
now and then as salaried helmsman of the Melbourne 
Symphony, a not inconsiderable body despite its geo-
cultural remoteness. The West Australia Symphony, of 
which he was chief conductor and artistic director in 
the mid-1990s, is less well-known and may be said to 
have stood in relation to the listening public as certain 
British composers had before Handley shook them into 
some semblance of life. The idea of a Celtic rhapsody 
by Moeran playing inside while outside they are frying 
eggs on the pavement has always amused me. The 
audience, of course, would have been all the richer for 
the experience of having discovered that the messenger 
was as ferociously committed as the message.

The independent conductor sometimes has to drop 
in on an undisciplined and often sceptical orchestra. 
Hired for the one-off concert following an afternoon 
of inconclusive rehearsal, he can be understandably 
testy. Handley sometimes conducted the BBC Welsh 

The Conductor as Knight-errant
Nigel Jarrett

Orchestra (now the heftier and magisterial BBC 
National Orchestra of Wales) when, as part of its 
touring remit in the Principality, it had to perform in 
draughty mausolea and leisure centres before Cardiff 
had a purpose-built concert venue. At one of these, 
the second half opened with the Prelude to Act 3 
of Wagner’s Lohengrin. After four bars, Handley, 
realising that a couple of horn players were still 
quaffing, put down his baton and stomped off. During 
his brief absence, his face no doubt turning purple in 
some makeshift annexe for not having noticed the 
gaps earlier, the culprits sheepishly climbed to their 
desks. I am told that he said nothing to them afterwards 
but played hell with the orchestra management for 
failing to round up everyone at the end of the interval. 
Some of the Handley obituaries, presumably written 
by commentators who know nothing personal of the 
idiosyncrasies of British orchestral players, made him 
out to be a teddy-bear in front of these sometimes dour 
individuals, rather like Sooty with his magic wand.

Handley had a reputation for not suffering fools, 
gladly or otherwise, and admitted to me that he 
sometimes lost his temper with musicians at the 
slightest provocation or if something or someone had 
raised his hackles. The confession was linked to a 
tribute, and more liked him than gave him grief. He 
said British orchestral musicians were, on the whole, 
so good that their nonchalance needed to be pushed 
and prodded into a recognition of the spirit of musical 
adventure. Legendary sight-reading skills led them to 
take music for granted. (Anyone who has watched a 
professional rank-and-file violinist steaming through 
a piece of music page after page non-stop before a 
rehearsal will understand the issue.) In championing 
British music and attempting to hoist second division 
works into the premier league, he faced great difficulty, 
which perhaps accounted for his obsession with not 
just its content but the magnitude of making it sound 
perhaps better than some of it really was.

Mention of E J Moeran reminds me that about the face 
Handley resembled him, not so much in linear feature as in 
the determined, somewhat pugnacious, spirit it expressed. 
That is often a characteristic of those entrenched in 
the lone furrow, their unblinking autodidactic focus as 
forbidding as it is inspirational. When he lived at The 
Narth, a hamlet high above the River Wye, I once phoned 
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to tell him that the local Monmouth Choral Society was 
without a conductor following the demise of another 
society with which it had jointly presented concerts. We 
had been talking about the state of choral singing — 
then, in his area, the live but often struggling remnant of 
a tradition — with no idea on my part that he might be 
able to offer a practical solution. He asked me for some 
choir contacts and within two weeks he had offered his 
services free during a short inter-regnum. It was typical of 
him that he told other stories of how he’d come to learn 
of the choir’s plight — once, he said, from a horseman in 
woods where he (the bird-watching Handley) had been 
stationed behind a bush, looking out for some rare warbler. 

When the Monmouth choristers first met him, they 
knew that they were going to have to buck up their 
ideas in matters of deportment and concentration 
— not that, as enthusiastic amateurs, they were 
slouches. Handley’s velvet charm was always extended 
conditionally. He knew what he wanted. How else 
could the buried luminaries of British music hope for 
disinterment by British orchestras? The keenness to 
establish his authority at Monmouth was a mellower 
replay of the occasion at the Royal College of Music 
when, faced with a less-than-enthusiastic student 
response to preparing Howells’s Hymnus Paradisi 
for performance, he refused to continue unless they 
showed total commitment, the equivalent of parade-
ground obedience. (Though he did National Service, 
he was pigeon-toed and had a ‘toddling’ gait, hence 
his nickname.) He had then begun a stint as Professor 
of Conducting at the RCM, having learnt at the feet of 
Adrian Boult — an individual, I suspect, of matching 
temperament — and as the full-time conductor of 
the Guildford Philharmonic Orchestra. Hoisting the 
obscure to some sort of recognition was clearly a 
Handley fixation.

Most of the major newspaper tributes last year 
routinely highlighted his support of Bax, Robert 
Simpson, Stanford, York Bowen, Bliss and others but 
few took detours from unconditional praise. Writing 
in the Times, Freddy Fishburn, a fellow student of 
Handley at Balliol, where the conductor scraped a 
degree in English philology, said diplomacy was not 
one of his (Handley’s) talents; it was an omission 
that may have denied him the full understanding and 
appreciation he warranted. Apostolic charm comes 
at a price. The respect Handley earned from many 
orchestral players — his phenomenal memory meant 
that he remembered many of them by their first names 
— was a quid pro quo for their rigorous exactitude 
and finesse in the cause of British music and its moth-
eaten scores. Some of these, such as Bantock’s Omar 
Khayyam, he elevated to a wobbly pedestal: not all 
little-played music merits the limelight. Handley’s 

service was in not only playing it (and recording it) but 
also playing it well, in many cases, as with the cycle 
of Bax symphonies, to a pitch of excellence unlikely 
to be bettered. At least, he gave us the opportunity to 
decide whether to rescue it or let it sink.

However, in music that scarcely requires an advocate, 
he could be equally revealing, the supreme example 
being his LPO recording in 1985 of the Elgar Violin 
Concerto with the marginally pre-punk Nigel Kennedy 
as soloist. This is not so much Kennedy’s doing as 
Handley’s, and it was typical of the conductor that 
he should have harnessed the violinist’s talent and 
curbed what were then only moderate excesses. This 
just happened to be British music that had never 
known eclipse or neglect and it’s a shame that his 
interpretation of core European repertory has been 
overshadowed by his reputation as ‘the British music 
man’, a title he felt had been exaggerated and which 
had blighted the less particular reputation he probably 
wished to bequeath. By an irony that he would have 
wittily acknowledged, his conducting of non-British 
works — I heard enough of them to consider him of 
immense stature — will inhabit the byways that he so 
brilliantly illuminated in search of what was long-lost 
and forgotten in native soil.

Handley was not alone in obsession and mission. The 
late Bryden Thomson did his bit for the Brits, and so 
latterly did Sir Richard Hickox. Both were principal 
conductors of the BBC Welsh in one of its various 
forms and both died suddenly, Hickox last November 
after 18 months in Handley’s antipodes as MD of Opera 
Australia, his contract there having been extended to 
2012. There were others, not least André Previn, a 
musical Anglophile, albeit one whose interest was not 
in repertorial deep-mining.

But how many does it take to successfully champion 
the unsung? And what is ‘success’? There is little 
evidence that fine music by Dyson, Boughton, Brian 
and Rubbra, to name just four (and even Handley had 
his favourites), is being heard regularly in British 
concert halls as a result of intercession, and not much 
that the lesser-known works of Vaughan Williams, 
Frank Bridge and Gustav Holst will be. The crusading 
conductor is by definition embattled and his enemies in 
Britain continue to be inertia and lack of curiosity (let 
alone lack of enlightened patriotism) — against which 
the heroic baton begins to resemble the buckled lance. 
Meanwhile, supporters of events at which, ironically, 
Handley’s kind of music might be expected to flourish 
(it will never be ‘good box-office’), extol their 
‘progressive’ virtues while continually re-launching 
the tried and tested. 

Nigel Jarrett is music critic of the South Wales Argus
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IN SHORT
The Music Room, William Fiennes, Picador, 2009, 
£14.99.

This is the haunting story of an unusually observant boy 
growing up in the shadow of an epileptic brother, eleven 
years older, who is often uncontrollable as a result of 
anti-convulsant drugs and consequent brain damage. 
The result is often either ‘unpredictable bolshiness or 
ingenuous warmth’, with brutish aggression sometimes 
followed by terrible remorse.

 In spite of these appalling difficulties, or perhaps 
partly because of them, the author conveys with great 
subtlety his love for his difficult brother, whose mood 
swings are also affected by his overwhelming devotion 
to the varying fortunes of Leeds United Football 
Club. The other crucial feature of the family’s life is 
its setting at Broughton Castle, near Banbury, strictly 
speaking not a castle at all, but a large Tudor and 
Elizabethan manor house, built round a mediaeval 
core. Though the family history is only touched on, 
it is truly remarkable. This one ended up with the 
formidable name of Twiselton-Wykeham-Fiennes, 
now conveniently shortened to Fiennes. It included 
William of Wykeham, the founder of Winchester and 
New College; a much earlier member was one of the 
barons, or grandees, who forced King John to sign 
Magna Carta. Its most important member was one of 
Oliver Cromwell’s right hand men. The castle’s attics 
are still known as the Barracks, from the soldiers who 
once occupied them, and the whole place is often 
used for revivals of Civil War battles and outdoor 
productions of Shakespeare plays. The ducks and pike 
in the moat, and the heron sailing through the sky on 
huge wings, as well as the ironstone building itself, all 
held a strong fascination for the author as a boy.

His parents are the true heroes of the story, in their 
infinite patience with their terrible predicament; the 
mother working day in day out on the needs of the 
house and of the public who troop through it on three 
days of the week. The father, on top of all his other 
tasks, has been estates bursar to two Oxford colleges, as 
well as founding and running his own firm of chartered 
surveyors and land agents. If you are looking for a 
survival of true nobility, at the opposite end of the 
spectrum from the Bristols and Blandfords and their 
much publicised disasters, you need look no further 
than the author’s parents, Lord and Lady Saye and Sele.

The author has already won a Hawthornden Prize and 
a Somerset Maugham Award, as well as being named 

the Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year. It seems 
ungenerous to mention an occasional tendency towards 
over-writing, or a phrase which seems to misfire (and 
could easily have been ironed out by a good editor.) 
The story is brought up to book length by the insertion 
of seven historical accounts of gruesome research 
experiments into the workings of the human brain 
which I could have done without. But the book is a 
tour de force, with occasional echoes of Le Grand 
Meaulnes, or Robin Fedden’s magical Chantemesle. 
The element of human disaster is described with 
admirable restraint, and the descriptions of castle and 
countryside are beautifully handled. With this tapestry 
unrolled, who can accept the often-stated opinion that 
this country is finished?

John Jolliffe

Watching the door, Kevin Myers, Atlantic, 2008, pb 
£8.99.

Kevin Myers is a provocative, passionate and funny 
writer. This glorious book displays all these qualities 
with a searing sense of humanity that leaves no doubt 
as to what he thinks of the protagonists on either side. 

Myers summed up much of what this book is about 
when he wrote in the preface: ‘ I witnessed the bloody 
chaos that results when the tribe is exalted over the 
individual, and when personal morality is abandoned 
to the autonomous ethos of some imagined community, 
independent of God and law.’ I know something of 
what he means.

Myers is best known for his columns in The Irish 
Times, Irish Independent [his present home] and the 
Sunday Telegraph where he has merrily but with 
sense of purpose and often under fire lampooned 
and eviscerated the pompous, the gangsters and the 
hypocrisies of officialdom and political correctness 
with outlandish humour and real courage.

This book is every bit as courageous. Myers writes as 
he saw it sparing no one and nothing in the process. It is 
the story of a young man’s coming of age but told many 
years after the events. I found this oddly disconcerting 
on first reading; I now of course understand that 
having read Myers for many years I felt I had got to 
know him extremely well. For me, at least initially, 
the young Myers sat somewhat oddly at ease with the 
extravagantly gifted stylist that is Kevin Myers today 
or perhaps they had simply blended as one.
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To describe this book as raw is to do it an injustice. 
You can eat chunks of rawness, smell the blood and 
gorge on the hatred and fear, and through it all strides 
Myers, a little confused, never happier than when 
bedding the wife of a terrorist godfather or soaking 
up the drink-sodden, seedy, ugly Belfast that loves to 
believe it has a unique sense of humour but certainly 
in those days was simply a carnival of hate and horror.

Once again searchingly honest, as always, without 
sentimentality, Myers strips Belfast and himself to the 
very bone.

Sean O’Callaghan

The Aryan Jesus, Susannah Heschel, Princeton UP, 
2008, £17.95.

Amid the vast literature about the Third Reich, a 
tiny number of understandably unsympathetic but 
meticulous studies have documented both its policies 
towards faith communities and the ‘accommodations’ 
of its more educated supporters in university, cultural 
and ecclesiastical circles. While ordinary churchgoers 
backed the regime for social reasons, many Protestant 
academics and a few Catholic priests were attracted 
by its hostility towards Judaism. But its exclusionary 
racial anti-Semitism created obvious credal difficulties 
with respect to the Hebrew scriptures, even as a 
superseded testament, as well as to the original 
apostolic community which moved from circumcision 
to universalism, neither of which appealed to Nordic 
National Socialists. Believers committed to a Party 
whose programme (Article 24) seemed favourable 
to ‘Christianity’ negotiated this official obstacle with 
different degrees of prudence, or enthusiasm. 

Despite a questionable introduction on theology 
and race, and several contentious references to 
certain clerics, Professor Heschel’s painstaking and 
extensive investigation of this subject is exceptionally 
rewarding. She focuses mainly on the antecedents 
and prodigious activism of the heavily subscribed 
Institut zur Erforschung und Beseitigung des judischen 
Einflusses auf das deutsche kirchliche Leben, and 
especially on its leading light Walter Grundmann, a 
radical New Testament exegete, whose voluminous 
scholarship eventually recovered in discreet post-war 
collaboration with the successor dictatorship in the 
Soviet Zone. With every ounce of erudition he could 
muster, his Jesus the Galilean (1940) argued in effect 
that, even if the Nazarene prophet was not exactly a 
Nazi precursor, there was at any rate no certainty that 
he was genetically a scion of the tribe of Judah. This 
came close to Hitler’s own opinion that the admirable 
‘young man’ who overturned the money-tables in the 

Jerusalem Temple must have been of Gentile paternity. 
A similar assumption can be traced, ironically enough, 
in ancient Jewish comment. 

Dr Heschel happens thereby to fill a gap in the 
record of diverse, often bizarre contributions to the 
so-called quest for the ‘historical’ Jesus. Over many 
years the teacher traditionally worshipped as the ‘Word 
made flesh’ has been variously ‘rewritten’ as a social 
revolutionary, a vegetation deity, a pallid pacifist, an 
armed rebel, a clever conjuror, a reforming rabbi, 
a cynic philosopher, and even a complete fiction. 
As this reviewer noted in the Jewish Chronicle, 
intensive literary and archaeological research into the 
socio-cultural cradle of the gospels has conclusively 
undermined Christ-Myth theories. However, two or 
three writers have revived the unlikely identification of 
a Roman archer buried in Germany as the ‘real’ father 
of Jesus, while the religious and ethno-demographic 
character of Galilee during the relevant period 
remains a lively topic of current debate among serious 
specialists.

Information on the ‘Aryan Jesus’ thesis itself was 
not, of course, the author’s principal purpose in this 
work, intended primarily as a supplement to the ever-
burgeoning material on ‘the Holocaust’ — which 
could, quite conceivably, be on the way to replacing 
‘the Crucifixion’ as the dominant ‘reference’ for the 
criteria of civilization.

David Ashton

What Happens Next? Vernon Coleman, Blue Books, 
Barnstaple, EX32 9HG, 2009, £15.99.

Collect a consensus about the foul state of this nation 
from professional journalists like Peter Hitchens, 
Leo McKinstry and Rod Liddle, furnish innumerable 
items in illustration, add predictions that range from 
domestic maltreatment of pensioners to global conflict 
over finite oil supplies, and write it all up with vitriolic 
vehemence, and you might just match this blistering 
catalogue of evils for which ‘our’ political class is 
primarily responsible.

Published before the Parliamentary expenses scandal 
and Lord High Mandelson returned to rescue Gordon 
the Gormless, this book from the prolific Dr Coleman 
is his best to date. It is all there — immigrants and 
scroungers, organised criminals and disorganised 
policemen, dire classrooms and dirty hospitals, 
oppressive legislation and excessive litigation, 
celebrity and obscenity and the decline of the west. 

With so much closely packed into nearly 400 pages it 
is easy to quibble over odd details, but the only major 
disagreement arises from the author’s use of ‘fascism’ 
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to describe broken Britain. This term is relevant 
only to the amount of state interference. Our rulers 
have hardly been inspired by fanatical nationalism, 
engaged in economic autarky, or interested in racial 
self-preservation. The acute vulnerability of our export-
reliant islands to foreign production costs, financial 
speculation and resource accessibility, which justifiably 
concern Coleman, was in fact the starting-point for 
the Fascist movement in this country and its plans to 
develop an Empire still in existence seven decades ago.

The writer suggests how individual readers might 
protect themselves from oncoming dangers, but the 
whole country desperately needs well thought-out 
policies from honest people animated by civic courage 
and positive patriotism.

David Ashton

Sharia Law or ‘One Law for All’? Denis MacEoin, 
Civitas, 2009, £7.50.

In Among the Believers (1981), his book about Islam, 
V S Naipaul discusses the Chachnama, a mediaeval 
chronicle of the conquest of the Hindu-Buddhist 
kingdom of Sind by Muslim Arab invaders in the 
Eighth Century.

Dr Denis MacEoin is an expert in Islamic Law who 
taught at the Mohammed V University in Fez, he 
recalls the Chachnama strongly; evokes, (in Naipaul’s 
words), ‘the destruction, by an imperialist power with 
a strong sense of mission and a wide knowledge of the 
world, of a ... culture that knows only itself and doesn’t 
begin to understand what it is fighting’.  MacEoin’s 
book questions the Government’s unannounced 

decision in 2008 to give judgements handed down by 
Britain’s Sharia courts the force of UK law under the 
1996 Arbitration Act, even when these rulings were 
illegal. (MacEoin cites recent decisions endorsing 
polygamy, false imprisonment, marital rape, divorcing 
wives without informing them, and the ‘the religious 
duty’ of ‘fighting the Americans and British’). He not 
unreasonably suggests that these diktats no longer 
be imposed by the infidel state that Sharia — as the 
constitution of Islamic imperialism — seeks to destroy.

Unfortunately (as in eighth century Sind), he notes 
that the local ruling class extrapolates everything 
from itself, convinced that whatever it doesn’t know 
about must be ‘just like’ the very few things it does 
know about. (As Naipaul observes: ‘The people to 
be conquered see less, know less; their stratified or 
fragmented societies are ready to be taken over’). 
MacEoin is appalled that our ‘brahmins’ (as Naipaul 
calls them) believe that Allah’s illimitable, irrational, 
anti-infidel law can be inserted into a ‘Kaffir’ code that 
is based on proportionality. The book’s account of the 
passion for and ignorance of Sharia evinced by Lord 
Phillips the Lord Chief Justice and Rowan Williams, 
Archbishop of Canterbury — as if the Chief Justice and 
Chief Rabbi in Jerusalem were to call for Israel to adopt 
the Nuremberg Laws — is worth the cover price alone. 
We learn, too, that Phillips is as ignorant of English 
as of Islamic law, as he is apparently unaware of the 
difference between ‘mediation’, an unenforceable 
private agreement, and ‘arbitration’, whose decisions 
can be enforced by the courts.  A timely but horrible 
warning to us all. 

Harry Cummins 
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Forthcoming events

Are the politicAl pArties 
FAiling the voters  
oF BritAin?
Monday, 5th October 2009 

AGENDA:
Lectures: 2.30pm – 3.30pm
Discussion: From 3.30pm

ADMISSION FREE AND OPEN TO ALL

LOCATION: The Radisson Edwardian Hotel  
(Free Trade Hall) Peter Street, Manchester M2 5GP
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Bruges group AnnuAl ConferenCe 
the Future oF the eu… 
Can it Survive?
Saturday, 21st November 2009  
10.30am – 6.15pm 

ADMISSION: £20 (payable on the door or in advance)
Includes lunch, wine, tea, coffee, cheese, biscuits,  
refreshments and nibbles

VENUE: The Great Hall, Kings College London, Strand,  
London WC2R 2LS
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