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Israel's Descent
Adam Shatz

6980 wordsWhen Ariel Sharon  withdrew more than eight thousand Jewish settlers from the Gaza Strip in 2005, his principal aim was to consolidate Israel's colonisation of the West Bank, where the settler population immediately began to increase. But 'disengagement' had another purpose: to enable Israel's air force to bomb Gaza at will, something they could not do when Israeli settlers lived there. The Palestinians of the West Bank have been, it seems, gruesomely lucky. They are encircled by settlers determined to steal their lands - and not at all hesitant about inflicting violence in the process - but the Jewish presence in their territory has spared them the mass bombardment and devastation to which Israel subjects the people of Gaza every few years.
The Israeli government refers to these episodes of collective punishment as 'mowing the lawn'. In the last fifteen years, it has launched five offensives in the Strip. The first four were brutal and cruel, as colonial counterinsurgencies invariably are, killing thousands of civilians in retribution for Hamas rocket fire and hostage-taking. But the latest, Operation Iron Swords, launched on 7 October in response to Hamas's murderous raid in southern Israel, is different in kind, not merely in degree. Over the last eight months, Israel has killed more than 36,000 Palestinians. An untold number remain under the debris and still more will die of hunger and disease. Eighty thousand Palestinians have been injured, many of them permanently maimed. Children whose parents - whose entire families - have been killed constitute a new population sub-group. Israel has destroyed Gaza's housing infrastructure, its hospitals and all its universities. Most of Gaza's 2.3 million residents have been displaced, some of them repeatedly; many have fled to 'safe' areas only to be bombed there. No one has been spared: aid workers, journalists and medics have been killed in record numbers. And as levels of starvation have risen, Israel has created one obstacle after another to the provision of food, all while insisting that its army is the 'most moral' in the world. The images from Gaza - widely available on TikTok, which Israel's supporters in the US have tried to ban, and on Al Jazeera, whose Jerusalem office was shut down by the Israeli government - tell a different story, one of famished Palestinians killed outside aid trucks on Al-Rashid Street in February; of tent-dwellers in Rafah burned alive in Israeli air strikes; of women and children subsisting on 245 calories a day. This is what Benjamin Netanyahu describes as 'the victory of Judaeo-Christian civilisation against barbarism'.
The military operation in Gaza has altered the shape, perhaps even the meaning, of the struggle over Palestine - it seems misleading, and even offensive, to refer to a 'conflict' between two peoples after one of them has slaughtered the other in such staggering numbers. The scale of the destruction is reflected in the terminology: 'domicide' for the destruction of housing stock; 'scholasticide' for the destruction of the education system, including its teachers (95 university professors have been killed); 'ecocide' for the ruination of Gaza's agriculture and natural landscape. Sara Roy, a leading expert on Gaza who is herself the daughter of Holocaust survivors, describes this as a process of 'econocide', 'the wholesale destruction of an economy and its constituent parts' - the 'logical extension', she writes, of Israel's deliberate 'de-development' of Gaza's economy since 1967.
But, to borrow the language of a 1948 UN convention, there is an older term for 'acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group'. That term is genocide, and among international jurists and human rights experts there is a growing consensus that Israel has committed genocide - or at least acts of genocide - in Gaza. This is the opinion not only of international bodies, but also of experts who have a record of circumspection - indeed, of extreme caution - where Israel is involved, notably Aryeh Neier, a founder of Human Rights Watch.
The charge of genocide isn't new among Palestinians. I remember hearing it when I was in Beirut in 2002, during Israel's assault on the Jenin refugee camp, and thinking, no, it's a ruthless, pitiless siege. The use of the word 'genocide' struck me then as typical of the rhetorical inflation of Middle East political debate, and as a symptom of the bitter, ugly competition over victimhood in Israel-Palestine. The game had been rigged against Palestinians because of their oppressors' history: the destruction of European Jewry conferred moral capital on the young Jewish state in the eyes of the Western powers. The Palestinian claim of genocide seemed like a bid to even the score, something that words such as 'occupation' and even 'apartheid' could never do.
This time it's different, however, not only because of the wanton killing of thousands of women and children, but because the sheer scale of the devastation has rendered life itself all but impossible for those who have survived Israel's bombardment. The war was provoked by Hamas's unprecedented attack, but the desire to inflict suffering on Gaza, not just on Hamas, didn't arise on 7 October. Here is Ariel Sharon's son Gilad in 2012: 'We need to flatten entire neighbourhoods in Gaza. Flatten all of Gaza. The Americans didn't stop with Hiroshima - the Japanese weren't surrendering fast enough, so they hit Nagasaki, too. There should be no electricity in Gaza, no gasoline or moving vehicles, nothing.' Today this reads like a prophecy.
Exterminationist violence is almost always preceded by other forms of persecution, which aim to render the victims as miserable as possible, including plunder, denial of the franchise, ghettoisation, ethnic cleansing and racist dehumanisation. All of these have been features of Israel's relationship to the Palestinian people since its founding. What causes persecution to slide into mass killing is usually war, in particular a war defined as an existential battle for survival - as we have seen in the war on Gaza. The statements of Israel's leaders (the defence minister, Yoav Gallant: 'We are fighting human animals, and we will act accordingly'; President Isaac Herzog: 'It is an entire nation out there that is responsible') have not disguised their intentions but provided a precise guide. So have the gleeful selfies taken by Israeli soldiers amid the ruins of Gaza: for some, at least, its destruction has been a source of pleasure.
Israel's methods may bear a closer resemblance to those of the French in Algeria, or the Assad regime in Syria, than to those of the Nazis in Treblinka or the Hutu genocidaires in Rwanda, but this doesn't mean they do not constitute genocide. Nor does the fact that Israel has killed 'only' a portion of Gaza's population. What, after all, is left for those who survive? Bare life, as Giorgio Agamben calls it: an existence menaced by hunger, destitution and the ever present threat of the next airstrike (or 'tragic accident', as Netanyahu described the incineration of 45 civilians in Rafah). Israel's supporters might argue that this is not the Shoah, but the belief that the best way of honouring the memory of those who died in Auschwitz is to condone the mass killing of Palestinians so that Israeli Jews can feel safe again is one of the great moral perversions of our time.
In Israel, this belief amounts to an article of faith. Netanyahu may be despised by half the population but his war on Gaza is not, and according to recent polls, a substantial majority of Israelis think either that his response has been appropriate or that it hasn't gone far enough. Unable or unwilling to look beyond the atrocities of 7 October, most of Israel's Jews regard themselves as fully justified in waging war until Hamas is destroyed, even - or especially - if this means the total destruction of Gaza. They reject the idea that Israel's own conduct - its suffocation of Gaza, its colonisation of the West Bank, its use of apartheid, its provocations at Al-Aqsa Mosque, its continuing denial of Palestinian self-determination - might have led to the furies of 7 October. Instead, they insist that they are once again the victims of antisemitism, of 'Amalek', the enemy nation of the Israelites. That Israelis cannot see, or refuse to see, their own responsibility in the making of 7 October is a testament to their ancestral fears and terrors, which have been rekindled by the massacres. But it also reveals the extent to which Israeli Jews inhabit what Jean Daniel called 'the Jewish prison'.
Zionism's original ambition was to transform Jews into historical actors: sovereign, legitimate, endowed with a sense of power and agency. But the tendency of Israeli Jews to see themselves as eternal victims, among other habits of the diaspora, has proved stronger than Zionism itself, and Israel's leaders have found a powerful ideological armour, and source of cohesion, in this reflex. It is hardly surprising that Israelis have interpreted 7 October as a sequel to the Holocaust, or that their leaders have encouraged this interpretation: both adhere to a theological reading of history based on mythic repetition, in which any violence against Jews, regardless of the context, is understood within a continuum of persecution; they are incapable of distinguishing between violence against Jews as Jews, and violence against Jews in connection with the practices of the Jewish state. (Ironically, this vision of history renders the industrialised killing of the Shoah less exceptional, since it appears simply to be a big pogrom.) What this means, in practice, is that anyone who faults Israel for its policies before 7 October, or for its slaughter in Gaza, can be dismissed as an antisemite, a friend of Hamas, Iran and Hizbullah, of Amalek.
It also means that almost anything is justified on the battlefield, where a growing number of soldiers in combat units are extremist settlers. It is not uncommon to hear Israeli Jews defending the killing of children, since they would grow up to be terrorists (an argument no different from the claim by some Palestinians that to kill an Israeli Jewish child is to kill a future IDF soldier). The question is how many Palestinian children must die before Israelis feel safe - or whether Israeli Jews regard the removal of the Palestinian population as a necessary condition of their security.
The Zionist idea of 'transfer' - the expulsion of the Arab population - is older than Israel itself. It was embraced both by Ben-Gurion and by his rival Vladimir Jabotinsky, the Revisionist Zionist who was a mentor to Netanyahu's father, and it fed directly into the expulsions of the 1948 war. But until the 1980s, and the rise of the New Historians, Israel strenuously denied that it had committed ethnic cleansing, claiming that Palestinians had left or 'fled' because the invading Arab armies had encouraged them to do so; when the expulsion of the Palestinians and the destruction of their villages were evoked, as in S. Yizhar's 1949 novella Khirbet Khizeh and A.B. Yehoshua's 1963 story 'Facing the Forests', it was with anguish and guilt-laden rationalisation. But, as the French journalist Sylvain Cypel points out in The State of Israel v. the Jews, the 'secret shame underlying the denial' has evaporated. Today the catastrophe of 1948 is brazenly defended in Israel as a necessity - and viewed as an uncompleted, even heroic, project. Bezalel Smotrich, the minister of finance, and Itamar Ben-Gvir, the minister of national security, are both unabashed advocates of transfer. What we are witnessing in Gaza is something more than the most murderous chapter in the history of Israel-Palestine: it is the culmination of the 1948 Nakba and the transformation of Israel, a state that once provided a sanctuary for survivors of the death camps, into a nation guilty of genocide.
'There are decades  where nothing happens,' Lenin wrote, 'and there are weeks where decades happen.' The last eight months have seen an extraordinary acceleration of Israel's long war against the Palestinians. Could the history of Zionism have turned out otherwise? Benjamin Netanyahu is a callow man of limited imagination, driven in large part by his appetite for power and his desire to avoid conviction for fraud and bribery (his trial has been running intermittently since early 2020). But he is also Israel's longest-serving prime minister, and his expansionist, racist ideology is the Israeli mainstream. Always an ethnocracy based on Jewish privilege, Israel has, under his watch, become a reactionary nationalist state, a country that now officially belongs exclusively to its Jewish citizens. Or in the words of the nation-state law of 2018, which enshrines Jewish supremacy: 'The right to exercise national self-determination in the state of Israel is unique to the Jewish people.' It's no wonder Palestinians and their supporters proclaim: 'Palestine shall be free from the river to the sea.' What many Zionists hear as a call to ethnic cleansing or genocide is, for most Palestinians, a call for an end to Jewish supremacy over the entirety of the land - an end to conditions of total unfreedom.
It isn't surprising that on the student left the word 'Zionist' has become an epithet for those who oppose equal rights and freedom for Palestinians, or who, even if they claim to endorse the idea of a Palestinian state, persist in thinking that the desires of Israeli Jews, by virtue of their ancestors' persecution in Europe, outweigh those of Palestine's indigenous Arabs. But, as Shlomo Sand reminds us in Deux peuples pour un etat?, there was another, dissident Zionism, a 'cultural Zionism' that advocated the creation of a binational state based on Arab-Jewish co-operation, one that counted among its members Ahad Ha'am, Judah Magnes, Martin Buber and Hannah Arendt. In 1907, the cultural Zionist Yitzhak Epstein accused the Zionist movement of having forgotten 'one small detail: that there is in our beloved land an entire people that has been attached to it for hundreds of years and has never considered leaving it'. Epstein and his allies, who founded Brit Shalom, the Alliance for Peace, in 1925, imagined Zion as a place of cultural and spiritual rebirth. Any attempt to create an exclusively Jewish state, they warned, would turn Zionism into a classical colonial movement and result in permanent warfare with the Palestinian Arabs. After the Arab riots of 1929, Brit Shalom's secretary, Hans Kohn, denounced the official Zionist movement for 'adopting the posture of wounded innocents' and for dodging 'the least debate with the people who live in this country. We have depended entirely on the force of British power. We have set ourselves goals that were inevitably going to degenerate into conflict.'
But this was no accident: conflict with the Arabs was essential to the Zionist mainstream. For the advocates of 'muscular Zionism', as Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin has argued, the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine would allow Jews not only to achieve the 'negation of exile' but also, and paradoxically, to reinvent themselves as citizens of the white West - in Herzl's words, as a 'rampart of Europe against Asia'. Brit Shalom's vision of reconciliation and co-operation with the indigenous population was unthinkable to most Zionists, because they regarded the Arabs of Palestine as squatters on sacred Jewish land. And, as Ben-Gurion put it, 'we don't want Israelis to be Arabs. It's our duty to fight against the Levantine mentality that destroys individuals and societies.' In 1933, Brit Shalom folded; a year later, Kohn left Palestine in despair, convinced that the Zionist movement was on a collision course with the Palestinians and the region.
Ben-Gurion's movement was also on a collision course with those who, like Kohn and Arendt, sympathised with the idea of a Jewish cultural sanctuary in Palestine, but rejected the maximalist, exclusionary, territorial vision of the state associated with Israel's creation in 1948. Jewish critics of Israel who traced their roots to the cultural Zionism of Magnes and Buber - or to the anti-Zionist Jewish Labor Bund - would find themselves vilified as heretics and traitors. In Our Palestine Question, Geoffrey Levin shows how American Jewish critics of Israel were dislodged from Jewish institutions in the decades following the state's formation. After the 1948 war, the American Jewish press featured extensive, and largely sympathetic, coverage of the plight of Palestinian refugees: Israel had not yet declared that it would not readmit a single refugee. 'The question of the Arab refugees is a moral issue which rises above diplomacy,' William Zukerman, the editor of the Jewish Newsletter, wrote in 1950. 'The land now called Israel belongs to the Arab Refugees no less than to any Israeli. They have lived on that soil and worked on it ... for twelve hundred years ... The fact that they fled in panic is no excuse for depriving them of their homes.' Under Israeli pressure, Zukerman lost his job as a New York correspondent for the London-based Jewish Chronicle. Arthur Lourie, the Israeli consul general in New York, exulted in his firing: 'a real MITZVAH'.
Zukerman wasn't alone. In 1953, the American Reform rabbi Morris Lazaron recited a prayer of atonement in the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut, declaring 'we have sinned' and calling for the immediate repatriation of a hundred thousand refugees: as members of the 'tribe of the wandering feet', he said, Jews should stand with Palestine's refugees. The leading expert in the US on the Palestinian refugees, Don Peretz, was employed by the American Jewish Committee (AJC). After the 1948 war, he worked with a Quaker group that distributed food and clothing to displaced Palestinians living under Israel's military government. Horrified to discover 'an attitude towards the Arabs which resembles that of American racists', Peretz wrote a pamphlet on the refugees for the AJC. Israeli officials responded by trying to have him fired; Esther Herlitz, Israel's consul in New York, recommended that the embassy 'consider digging him a grave' at the Jewish college in Pennsylvania where he taught. Peretz was not a radical: he simply wanted to create what he called 'a platform from which to voice not only eulogies of Israel, but a critical concern about many of the problems with which the new state has become involved', above all the 'Arab refugee problem, the condition of Israel's Arab minority'. Instead, he encountered an 'emotional environment' that made it 'as difficult to create an atmosphere for free discussion as it is in the South today to discuss interracial relations'.
Among the most illuminating episodes recounted in Levin's book is the campaign to smear the reputation of Fayez Sayegh, the leading Palestinian spokesman in the US in the 1950s and early 1960s. A native of Tiberias, 'Sayegh understood acutely that any Arab flirtation with antisemites tarnished their cause,' Levin writes, and so steered clear of neo-Nazis and other anti-Jewish activists who turned up at his door. He joined forces with an anti-Zionist rabbi, Elmer Berger of the American Council for Judaism, who had already established himself as a critic of Zionism in his 1951 book, A Partisan History of Judaism, in which he assailed the movement for embracing 'Hitler's decree of separatism' and betraying Judaism's universalist message. Described by a pro-Israel activist as 'one of the most competent polemicists that American Jewry has ever had to counteract', Sayegh was considered especially dangerous because he could not easily be painted as an antisemite. In their efforts to combat this Arab ally of a prominent, if controversial, rabbi who never succumbed to antisemitic rhetoric, Zionist activists were forced to invent a novel charge: that anti-Zionism was itself a form of antisemitism. The Anti-Defamation League developed this argument into a book in 1974, but, as Levin shows, it was already in circulation twenty years earlier.
Sayegh eventually moved to Beirut, where he joined the PLO. And in the wake of the Six-Day War in 1967, the American Jewish community underwent what Norman Podhoretz called a 'complete Zionisation'. As Joshua Leifer argues in his new book, Tablets Shattered, the Jewish establishment became increasingly 'particularist, their rhetoric blunter in its defence of Jewish self-interest'. That establishment continues to exert influence in American institutions of power and higher learning: the downfall of Claudine Gay, the Harvard president, engineered by the Zionist billionaire Bill Ackman, is just one illustration. As Leifer writes, the uncritical embrace of Zionism has 'engendered a moral myopia' with respect to Israel's oppression of Palestinians. The far left's denial that Hamas committed any atrocities on 7 October is mirrored by the genocide denialism of American Jews who claim there is plenty of food in Gaza and that Palestinian starvation is simply a form of theatre.
This moral myopia has always been resisted by a minority of American Jews. There have been successive waves of resistance, provoked by previous episodes of Israeli brutality: the Lebanon War, the First Intifada, the Second Intifada. But the most consequential wave of resistance may be the one we are seeing now from a generation of young Jews for whom identification with an explicitly illiberal, openly racist state, led by a close ally of Donald Trump, is impossible to stomach. As Peter Beinart wrote in 2010, the Jewish establishment asked American Jews to 'check their liberalism at Zionism's door', only to find that 'many young Jews had checked their Zionism instead.'
The conflict that Beinart described is an old one. In 1967, I.F. Stone wrote:
Israel is creating a kind of moral schizophrenia in world Jewry. In the outside world the welfare of Jewry depends on the maintenance of secular, non-racial, pluralistic societies. In Israel, Jewry finds itself defending a society in which mixed marriages cannot be legalised, in which non-Jews have a lesser status than Jews, and in which the ideal is racial and exclusionist. Jews must fight elsewhere for their very security and existence - against principles and practices they find themselves defending in Israel.

Among many young American Jewish liberals, this contradiction has proved intolerable: Jewish students have made up an unusually high number of the protesters on campus.
They have also tried to develop what Leifer calls 'new expressions of Jewish identity and community ... untethered to Israeli militarism'. Some, like Leifer, express an affinity for traditional, even Orthodox Judaism, because of its distance from the anything-goes liberalism of American Judaism, even as they deplore Israel's human rights abuses. The most radical among them have espoused a 'soft diaspora nationalism', disavowing any ties to Israel, proclaiming their support for the boycott, divestment and sanctions movement and embracing the symbols of the Palestinian struggle. Leifer is troubled by the failure of some Jews to criticise the 7 October attacks. He accuses them of 'callousness towards the lives of other Jews, whose ancestors happened to flee to the embattled, fledgling Jewish state, instead of the United States'.
The cool response to the events of 7 October that critics such as Leifer find so disturbing, particularly when expressed by left-wing Jews, may not reflect callousness so much as a conscious act of disaffiliation, bred by shame and a sense of unwanted complicity with a state that insists on loyalty from Jews throughout the world - as well as a repudiation of the Zionist movement's claim that Jews comprise a single, united people with a shared destiny. Leifer's book is a critique of the Jewish prison, written from within its walls: 'renunciation' of Israel, he insists, is impossible because it will soon contain the majority of the world's Jews, 'a revolution in the basic conditions of Jewish existence'. Those who prioritise their membership of a larger secular community seek to liberate themselves from the prison altogether, even at the risk of being excommunicated as 'un-Jews'. For these writers and activists, many of them gathered around the revived journal Jewish Currents and the activist organisation Jewish Voice for Peace, fidelity with the principles of ethical Judaism requires them to adopt what Krakotzkin calls 'the perspective of the expelled' - who, since 1948, have been Palestinian, not Jewish.
'We have  no known Einsteins, no Chagall, no Freud or Rubinstein to protect us with a legacy of glorious achievements,' Edward Said wrote of the Palestinians in 1986. 'We have had no Holocaust to protect us with the world's compassion. We are "other", and opposite, a flaw in the geometry of resettlement and exodus.' Palestinians are still 'others' in the moral calculus of the US and Western powers, without whose support Israel could not have carried out its assault on Gaza. But they can now invoke a genocide of their own, and though it may not yet offer them protection, it has done much to diminish Israel's already eroded moral capital. Palestinian claims to the land and to justice, already embedded in the conscience of the Global South, have made extraordinary inroads into that of the liberal West, as well as that of American Jewry, in no small part thanks to Said and other Palestinian writers and activists. The birth of a global movement in opposition to Israel's war in Gaza, and in defence of Palestinian rights, is, if nothing else, a sign that Israel has lost the moral war among people of conscience. While the Palestinian cause is wedded to international justice, to solidarity among oppressed peoples, and to the preservation of a rules-based order, Israel's appeal is largely confined to religious Jews, the far right, white nationalists and Democratic politicians of an older generation such as Joe Biden, who warned of a 'ferocious surge' in antisemitism in America following the protests, and Nancy Pelosi, who claimed to detect a 'Russian tinge' to them. When the Proud Boys' founder, Gavin McInnes, and the House Speaker, Mike Johnson, descended on Columbia's New York campus to defend Jewish students from 'antisemitic' protesters (among them Jews holding liberation seders), they looked as though they'd convened a 6 January reunion. For all their claims to isolation in a sea of sympathy for Palestine, Jewish supporters of Israel, like the state itself, have powerful allies in Washington, in the administration and on university boards.
The excessive, militarised reactions to the encampments at Columbia, UCLA and elsewhere, along with the furious responses of the British, German and French governments to demonstrations in London, Paris and Berlin, are a measure of the movement's growing influence. As Regis Debray put it, 'the revolution revolutionises the counterrevolution.' A worrying development for anyone who cares about free speech and freedom of assembly, the clearing of the solidarity encampments by the police was a reminder that the rhetoric of 'safe spaces' can easily lend itself to right-wing capture. The antisemitism bill recently passed in the House of Representatives threatens to stifle pro-Palestinian speech on American campuses, since university administrations could become liable for failing to enforce the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance's definition of antisemitism, which conflates anti-Zionism and antisemitism. Like the anti-BDS measures adopted by more than thirty states, the Antisemitism Awareness Act is an expression of what Susan Neiman, writing about Germany's suppression of support for Palestinian rights, has called 'philosemitic McCarthyism', and will almost certainly lead to more antisemitism, since it treats Jewish students as a privileged minority whose feelings of safety require special legal protection. It only adds to the unreal quality of the debate in the US that the threat of antisemitism is being weaponised by right-wing Evangelicals who have otherwise made common cause with white nationalists and actual antisemites, while liberal Democratic politicians acquiesce.
After a New York City police officer took down a Palestinian flag at City College and replaced it with an American flag, Mayor Eric Adams said: 'Blame me for being proud to be an American ... We're not surrendering our way of life to anyone.' This was, of course, a ludicrous expression of xenophobia - and it's hard to imagine Adams, or any American politician, making such a remark about those who wave the Ukrainian flag. (The NYPD filmed the clearing of the Columbia campus for a promotional video, as if it were an anti-terrorism raid.) But it's indicative of the casual racism, often laced with anti-Muslim and anti-Arab prejudice, that has long been directed against Palestinians. Said was called the 'professor of terror', Columbia's Middle East Studies Department 'Birzeit on the Hudson'. Bari Weiss, the former New York Times columnist who sees herself as a 'free speech warrior', cut her teeth as an undergraduate at Columbia trying to have members of the Middle East faculty fired. The campaign against Palestinian scholars, which helped lay the intellectual groundwork for the attack on the encampments, is instructive. Arafat was wrong when he said the Palestinians' greatest weapon is the womb of the Palestinian woman: it is the knowledge and documentation of what Israel has done, and is doing, to the Palestinian people. Hence Israel's looting of the Palestine Research Centre during the 1982 invasion of Lebanon and the attacks on professors who might shed light on a history some would prefer to suppress.
Has some of the rhetoric on US campuses slid into antisemitism? Have some Jewish supporters of Israel been bullied, physically or verbally? Yes, though the extent of anti-Jewish harassment remains unknown and contested. There is also the question, as Shaul Magid writes in The Necessity of Exile, of whether 'the single umbrella of antisemitism' best describes all these incidents. 'What is antisemitism if it is no longer accompanied by oppression?' Magid asks. 'What constitutes antisemitism when Jews are in fact the oppressors?'
Amid all the attention on heightened Jewish vulnerability, there has been little discussion of the vulnerability of Palestinian, Arab and Muslim students, much less an academic commission or political bill to address it. Unlike Jews, they have to prove their right simply to be on campus. Palestinians - particularly if they take part in protests - risk being seen as 'trespassers', infiltrators from a foreign land. Last November, three Palestinian students visiting relatives in Vermont were shot by a racist fanatic; one of them will be paralysed for life. Biden did not respond to this or other attacks on Muslims by saying that 'silence is complicity,' as he did about antisemitism.
It was, in fact, the refusal of silence, the refusal of complicity, that led students of every background into the streets in protest, at far greater risk to their futures than during the 2020 protests against police killings. Opposition to anti-black racism is embraced by elite liberals; opposition to Israel's wars against Palestine is not. They braved doxxing, the contempt of their university administrations, police violence and in some cases expulsion. Prominent law firms have announced that they will not hire students who took part in the encampments.
The political establishment and the mainstream press were largely disdainful. Liberal commentators belittled the students as 'privileged', although many of them, particularly at state colleges, came from poor and working-class backgrounds; the protests, some claimed, were ultimately about America, not about the Middle East. (They were about both.) The protesters were also accused of making Jews feel unsafe with their ritualised denunciations of Zionism, of grandstanding, of engaging in a fantasy of 1968-style rebellion, of ignoring Hamas's cruelties or even justifying them, of romanticising armed struggle in their calls to 'globalise the intifada,' of being possessed by a Manichean fervour that blinded them to the complexities of a war that involved multiple parties, not just Israel and Gaza.
There is, of course, a grain of truth to these criticisms. Like 'defund the police,' 'from the river to the sea' is appealing in its absolutism, but also dangerously ambiguous, fuel for right-wing adversaries looking for evidence of calls for 'genocide' against Jews. And there was, as there always is, a theatrical dimension to the protests, with some students imagining themselves to be part of the same drama unfolding in Gaza, confusing the rough clearing of an encampment ('liberated zones') with the violent destruction of a refugee camp. But the attacks on the demonstrators - whether for 'privilege', supposed hostility to Jews or fanaticism - weren't a fair portrayal of a broad-based movement that includes Palestinians and Jews, African Americans and Latinos, Christians and atheists.
For all their missteps, the students drew attention to matters that seemed to elude their detractors: the obscenity of Israel's war on Gaza; the complicity of their government in arming Israel and facilitating the slaughter; the hypocrisy of America's claim to defend human rights and a rules-based international order while giving Israel carte blanche; and the urgent need for a ceasefire. Nor were they cowed by Netanyahu's grotesque comparison of the protests to anti-Jewish mobilisations in German universities in the 1930s (where no one was holding seders). If Trump wins they will be blamed, along with Arab and Muslim voters who can't bring themselves to vote for a president who armed Bibi, but they deserve credit for mobilising support for a ceasefire and for helping to shift the narrative on Palestine.
The destruction of Gaza will be as formative for them as the struggles against the Vietnam War, apartheid in South Africa and the Iraq War were for earlier generations. Their image of a child murdered by a genocidal state will not be Anne Frank but Hind Rajab, the six-year-old girl killed by Israeli tank fire as she sat in a car pleading for help, surrounded by the bodies of her murdered relatives. When they chant 'We are all Palestinians,' they are moved by the same feeling of solidarity that led students in 1968 to chant 'Nous sommes tous des juifs allemands' after the German-Jewish student leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit was expelled from France. These are emotions of which no group of victims can forever remain the privileged beneficiary, not even the descendants of the European Jews who perished in the death camps.
As the historian  Enzo Traverso has argued, a particular version of Holocaust remembrance, centred on Jewish suffering and the 'miraculous' founding of Israel, has been a 'civil religion' in the West since the 1970s. People in the Global South have never been parishioners of this church, not least because it has been linked to a reflexive defence of the state of Israel, described in Germany as a Staatsrason. For many Jews, steeped in Zionism's narrative of Jewish persecution and Israeli redemption, and encouraged to think that 1939 might be just around the corner, the fact that Palestinians, not Israelis, are seen by most people as Jews themselves once were - as victims of oppression and persecution, as stateless refugees - no doubt comes as a shock. Their reaction, naturally, is to steer the conversation back to the Holocaust, or to the events of 7 October. These anxieties shouldn't be dismissed. But, as James Baldwin wrote in the late 1960s, 'one does not wish ... to be told by an American Jew that his suffering is as great as the American Negro's suffering. It isn't, and one knows it isn't from the very tone in which he assures you that it is.'
The question is how, if at all, these movements can help to end the war in Gaza, to end the occupation and the repressive matrix of control that affects all Palestinians, including Palestinian citizens of Israel, who make up a fifth of the population. While the justice of the Palestinian cause has never enjoyed wider or more universal recognition, and the BDS movement (vilified as 'antisemitic' and 'terrorist' by Israel's defenders) has never attracted comparable support, the Palestinian national movement itself is in almost complete disarray. The Palestinian Authority is an authority only in name, a virtual gendarme of Israel, reviled and mocked by those who live under it. It has been unable to protect Palestinians in the West Bank from the wave of settler attacks and military violence that has killed five hundred Palestinians in the last eight months and resulted in the theft of more than 37,000 acres of land, a creeping Gaza-fication. Palestinians inside Israel are under intense surveillance, ever at risk of being accused of treason, and left to the mercy of the criminal gangs that increasingly tyrannise Arab towns.
The future of Gaza looks still more bleak, even in the event of a long-term truce or ceasefire. 'Gaza 2035', a proposal circulated by Netanyahu's office, envisages it as a Gulf-style free-trade zone. Jared Kushner has his eye on beachfront developments and the Israeli right is determined to re-establish settlements. As for the survivors of Israel's assault, the political scientist Nathan Brown predicts that they will be living in a 'supercamp', where, as he writes in Deluge, a collection of essays on the current war, 'law and order ... will likely be handled - if they are handled at all - by camp committees and self-appointed gangs.' He adds: 'This seems less like the day after a conflict than a long twilight of disintegration and despair.'
Disintegration and despair are, of course, the conditions that encourage the 'terrorism' that Israel claims to be fighting. And it would be easy for Gaza's survivors to succumb to this temptation, particularly since they have been given no hope for a better life, much less a state, only lectures on the reason they ought to turn the Strip into the next Dubai rather than build tunnels.
Over the last eight months, Palestine has become to the American and UK student left what Ukraine is to liberals: the symbol of a pure struggle against aggression. But just as Zelensky's admirers ignore the illiberal elements in the national movement, so Palestine's supporters tend to overlook the brutality of Hamas, not only against Israeli Jews but against its Palestinian critics. As Isaac Deutscher wrote, while 'the nationalism of the exploited and oppressed' cannot be 'put on the same moral-political level as the nationalism of conquerors and oppressors', it 'should not be viewed uncritically'.
In The Hundred Years' War on Palestine (2020), Rashid Khalidi writes that when the Pakistani activist Eqbal Ahmad visited the PLO's bases in southern Lebanon, 'he returned with a critique that disconcerted those who had asked his advice. While in principle a supporter of armed struggle against colonial regimes such as that in Algeria ... he questioned whether armed struggle was the right course of action against the PLO's particular adversary, Israel.' As Ahmad saw it, 'the use of force only strengthened a pre-existing and pervasive sense of victimhood among Israelis, while it unified Israeli society, reinforced the most militant tendencies in Zionism and bolstered the support of external actors.' Ahmad did not deny the right of Palestinians to engage in armed resistance, but he believed it should be practised intelligently - to create divisions among the Israeli Jews with whom a settlement, a liberating new dispensation based on coexistence, mutual recognition and justice, would ultimately have to be reached.
Today it is difficult to imagine an alliance between Palestinians and progressive Israeli Jews of the kind that flickered during the First Intifada. Groups pursuing joint action between Palestinians and Israelis still exist, but they are fewer than ever and deeply embattled: advocates for the binationalism sketched out by figures as various as Judah Magnes and Edward Said, Tony Judt and Azmi Bishara, have all but vanished. Nonetheless, one wonders what Ahmad would have made of Hamas's spectacular raid on 7 October, a daring assault on Israeli bases that devolved into hideous massacres at a rave and in kibbutzes. Its short-term impact is undeniable: Operation Al-Aqsa Flood thrust the question of Palestine back on the international agenda, sabotaging the normalisation of relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia, shattering both the myth of a cost-free occupation and the myth of Israel's invincibility. But its architects, Yahya Sinwar and Mohammed Deif, appear to have had no plan to protect Gaza's own people from what would come next. Like Netanyahu, with whom they recently appeared on the International Criminal Court's wanted list, they are ruthless tacticians, capable of brutal, apocalyptic violence but possessing little strategic vision. 'Tomorrow will be different,' Deif promised in his 7 October communique. He was correct. But that difference - after the initial exuberance brought about by the prison breakout - can now be seen in the ruins of Gaza.
Eight months after 7 October, Palestine remains in the grip, and at the mercy, of a furious, vengeful Jewish state, ever more committed to its colonisation project and contemptuous of international criticism, ruling over a people who have been transformed into strangers in their own land or helpless survivors, awaiting the next delivery of rations. The self-styled 'start-up' nation has leveraged its surveillance weapons into lucrative deals with Arab dictatorships and offers counterinsurgency training to visiting police squads, but its instinctive militarism leaves no room for new initiatives. Israel cannot imagine a future with its neighbours or its own Palestinian citizens in which it would no longer rely on force.
The 'Iron Wall' is not simply a defence strategy: it is Israel's comfort zone. Netanyahu's brinkmanship with Iran and Hizbullah is more than a bid to remain in power; it is a classical extension of Moshe Dayan's policy of 'active defence'. The violence will not cease unless the US cuts off the delivery of arms and forces Israel's hand. This isn't likely to happen anytime soon: Netanyahu is due to address Congress on 24 July, after receiving an unctuous, bipartisan invitation to share his 'vision for defending democracy, combating terror and establishing a just and lasting peace in the region'. Biden's call for a ceasefire has been met with another humiliating rejection by Netanyahu, who knows that the administration isn't about to suspend military aid or observe any of its own 'red lines'. But the encampment movement, and the growing dissent among progressive Democratic leaders from Rashida Tlaib to Bernie Sanders, foreshadows a future in which Washington will no longer provide weapons and diplomatic cover for Israel's crimes. Whether Palestinians will be able to hold onto their lands until that day, in the face of the settler zealots and ethnic cleansers who have captured the Israeli state, remains to be seen.
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Higher Ordinariness
  Jonathan Meades provides an eloquent excoriation of the gruesome architecture for which Surrey is now notorious (LRB, 23 May). Yet he doesn't question  why it was a sitting duck for so many ersatz and egregious buildings.
  Meades quotes William Cobbett's distaste for its 'furzy hills and sandy trails'. Cobbett was a native, 'bred at the plough-tail', well acquainted with back-breaking work and the poverty of the  land. What Cobbett hated was that this kind of land was so unproductive. While the heather makes Meades think of 'north Britain', Cobbett knew that heather loves nutrient-poor soil. Indeed, no  county in south Britain is so nutrient-poor as Surrey. Almost its only fertility lies in the thin sliver of gault clay on which the main settlements sit, linked by the A25. North of the A25 is the  escarpment of the North Downs, topped with clay and flint, unforgiving to plough, and beyond that, London clay. To the south rise the Surrey Hills, relentlessly sandy, followed even further south  by the heavy clays of the Weald. The 'ancient cart tracks' to which Meades refers were far from 'unplanned and haphazard meandering': like many of the parish boundaries they ran deliberately  north-south across these geological transitions, to ensure access to, and an equitable allocation of, the different unpromising soils. If these sunken lanes are picturesque, it is accidental. It  was the railway-borne settlers who brought the newly discovered Asian rhododendron species that thrive in these soils, and which Meades rightly deplores.
  No wonder infertile Surrey remained proportionately the most wooded but least populated county of southern England. It was a sitting duck for colonisation by Londoners, once the railway invaded its  purlieus. It was perfect for commuters or holiday homes. Yet even during its period of rapid development, poverty still dominated this sparse countryside. In the 1890s George Sturt recorded seeing  village women carrying heavy loads of gleaned firewood or fir cones 'nearly double under them ... toiling painfully along, with hats or bonnets awry and skirts dragging'. In the winter of 1889-90  Sturt's gardener, Grover, prised potatoes out of the frozen ground for his starving neighbours. Gertrude Jekyll is another Surrey native not mentioned by Meades. Her Old West Surrey  appeared in 1904, a guide to the way much of the county looked before it was colonised. She photographed timber-framed, mainly brick cottages and their inhabitants, some of them in ordinary peasant  clothes: embroidered smocks or dresses in styles they had worn all their adult lives.
  A few other locals tried to protect old Surrey. Reginald Bray, squire of Shere, one of Surrey's loveliest villages, bought up cottages where he could to guarantee secure homes for indigenous  working villagers in the face of suddenly rising prices. When he saw large new red brick villas going up in the Surrey Hills, he convened the neighbouring landlords and persuaded them to join him  in a common policy of allowing development only where these mansions could be hidden in wooded valleys, so as not to disfigure the landscape. His thinking pre-empted the green belt. The policy has,  on the whole, been successful. Despite the often very ugly villas despoiling the land, it was and still is possible to see an older Surrey.


David McDowall

				Richmond, Surrey
			

  Jonathan Meades identifies Nottingham's Guildhall as part of a distinct 'Wrenish' group of interwar public buildings that he calls 'stripped classical'. Both descriptors are apt - but they apply to  the Council House that presides over the city's Market Square, not the unloved Guildhall a quarter of a mile to the north. The Council House's classicism may well be 'stripped' but it is  nonetheless impeccably literate, its octostyle portico in antis a triumph. Its drum and dome are indeed virtual quotations from Wren, and the whole thing is built in his favoured Portland stone. It  was designed by T.C. Howitt, Nottingham's city architect in the late 1920s.


Rod Wood

				Nottingham
			

  In taking aim at the obvious targets - John Major's suburbanity, the parthenogenesis of Tudorbethan, the meretriciousness of oligarchitecture - I feel that Jonathan Meades does Surrey an injustice.  There is more to it than golf courses and gated communities. He talks of 'the fraternities centred on Haslemere' suffering 'the usual fate of being sundered by minute divergences of ideology and  aspiration'. Yet if it weren't for the pioneering Arts and Crafts antiquarianism of the instrument-maker Arnold Dolmetsch and the Haslemere Festival, historically informed performance practice  wouldn't have become so significant in international music.
  At the other end of the county lies Limpsfield-Oxted, where I was born after the war. For all that it has now become the preserve of fat cats, it was then a progressive cultural environment, as  expressed in the unpretentious Arts and Crafts legacy-vernacular of its day. It was home to May Harrison (the dedicatee of Elgar's Violin Concerto) and her sister Beatrice, whose house is now shorn  of the woods that nightingales once visited. Delius was buried in Limpsfield churchyard by my grandfather in the teeth of opposition from the Protestant Truth Society, followed by the conductors  Thomas Beecham and Norman Del Mar. My other grandfather founded the Oxted Music Club, which still exists.


Michael Maxwell Steer

				Tisbury, Wiltshire
			

  In my piece the architect Oliver Hill is described as a 'versatile naturalist'. He may well have been. However, what I wrote was 'versatile naturist' - which he certainly was.


Jonathan Meades

				Marseille
			


Better than the Book
  'Novelists don't usually care for screen adaptations of their work,' Blake Morrison claims (LRB, 6 June). They should be so lucky. Films often improve  the books on which they're based. Robert Bloch's novel Psycho is not generally taken to be better than Hitchcock's film. Most people don't know Pierre Boileau's D'entre les morts,  but they do know Vertigo. Orson Welles's Magnificent Ambersons, even with its butchered ending, is far more memorable than Booth Tarkington's original. Robert Harris adapted his  own novel for Roman Polanski's masterpiece about the Dreyfus case, An Officer and a Spy. Does anyone think Dreiser's American Tragedy is a patch on George Stevens's A Place in  the Sun? As for The Zone of Interest ... I rest my case.


David Hare

				London NW3
			


In Orbit
  'In the absence of gravity,' Andrew Gelman writes, an object in orbit 'would move in a straight line at constant velocity' (Letters, 23 May). That's according to  Newton. In Einstein's account, an object in 'free fall' - moving under the exclusive influence of gravity, whether in orbit or as, say, a ball thrown on earth - is viewed as not accelerating at  all, and does indeed move in a straight line, but through a space that has been curved by the presence of the planet. The observable effect is that the object returns to the spatial point it was at  one orbit ago. Newton modelled all this by inventing a somewhat occult 'gravitational force' emanating from the centre of the planet, which grabs the orbiting object via a mechanism even he found  unsatisfactory. Einstein starts from a different place, with different absolutes (that free fall is no-acceleration), and arrives at a place compatible with Newton by a radically different route.


Norman Gray

				University of Glasgow
			


Unfair to the Former President
Alexander Clapp's article about Montenegro and its former president, Milo Dukanovic, contains untruthful statements and wrong interpretations of events (LRB, 25 April). He also pays scant attention to the reputations of the witnesses he quotes. To take one example, Clapp presents a person he calls 'a Bosnian Serb officer' as a credible witness, even though it is generally known that this person has been pursuing revenge on former president Dukanovic for years. He was arrested in Montenegro in 2005 and then deported to Bosnia and Herzegovina based on a warrant against him for fraud and embezzlement. Clapp does not mention that this person was proclaimed by the State Department to have been the key source of financing for Radovan Karadzic, that he has been a close associate of convicted war criminals and that he has in the last ten years circulated untrue statements about Montenegro and Mr Dukanovic based on the instructions of the Serbian intelligence services, with which he is closely connected.
Clapp had the opportunity to ask Mr Dukanovic about the matters he was interested in. Had he done so, at least some of his factual errors might have been avoided. But he did not. Montenegro is not a mobster state, as Clapp presents it. It restored its independence in 2006, became a candidate for membership of the EU in 2010 and joined Nato in 2017. Montenegro has made enormous progress, both in terms of the inflow of foreign direct investment from credible partners and in its development of a democratic society with respect for the heritage of the Euro-Atlantic partnership. All of this was achieved while Mr Dukanovic was in office.


Office of the Former President of Montenegro

				Podgorica
			


The Shoah after Gaza
  Martin Gorsky cites Bob Dylan's 1964 song 'With God on Our Side' as evidence that Americans were aware of the Holocaust before the Six-Day War (Letters, 23 May).  It's true that the song mentions 'the Germans' and that 'they murdered six million,' although it doesn't mention Jews. Dylan omitted these references when he recorded the song again for Bob  Dylan Unplugged in 1995. The song itself isn't really by Dylan. Its traditional Irish music is identical and its lyrics similar to 'The Patriot Game' by Brendan Behan's brother Dominic. Behan  called Dylan a plagiarist and a thief and berated him over the phone. Dylan, with characteristic integrity, told Behan: 'My lawyers can speak with your lawyers.' Behan replied: 'I've got two  lawyers, and they're on the end of my wrists.' That nothing came of the spat, not even a fistfight, is testament to the fact that Dylan's 'With God on Our Side' was a dud. Nobody cared.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Written Out
  One of those present at the birth of the Village Voice, which Vivian Gornick writes about, was the Sheffield-born journalist John Wilcock (LRB, 6  June). Wilcock was active in setting up the paper, served as its first news editor and wrote a weekly column before falling out with everybody and departing for the more counter-cultural  East Village Other in 1965, and thereafter, or so he complained in Manhattan Memories (2009), getting written out of the Voice's history. Norman Mailer's account of the  Voice's birth in Advertisements for Myself (1959) also failed to mention Wilcock. In 1983, somewhat belatedly getting wind of Wilcock's displeasure at his omission, Mailer wrote  him a mollifying letter, acknowledging Wilcock's role in curbing his egotism and hailing Wilcock as a 'stand-up guy ... and generally speaking an asset to that curious community of the  counter-culture'.


John Baxendale

				Sheffield
			


Big toes are gross
  As I luxuriated in Hal Foster's quest to discover the marvellous in the mundanity of Georges Bataille's big toe, I wondered if Foster was aware of two of the meanings of the French substantive  incarnation - the fact or assumption of God in Christ made flesh in human form, and an ingrowing toenail (LRB, 6 June).


Glyn Thompson

				Appleby-in-Westmorland, Cumbria
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Anticipatory Anxiety
William Davies

3651 wordsIn the  1980s the term 'anxiety' was almost eliminated from the lexicon of American psychiatry. The infamous DSM-III (the third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) took an axe to various legacies of psychoanalysis that had dominated psychiatric thinking in the postwar decades. Among them was a preoccupation with anxiety. Anything and everything could, it seemed, be attributed to anxiety: whether it presented as a specific phobia or a panic attack, a somatic symptom or just a lurking sense of dread, anxiety was at the root. It was this sort of all-purpose explanation, with no apparent scientific rigour or falsifiability, that the authors of DSM-III were trying to root out.
It wasn't just psychoanalysts and their psychiatrist co-travellers who had given so much credence to anxiety. Existentialists from Kierkegaard to Sartre had also turned to it in their search for fundamental truths about human beings. In the literature and philosophy of the interwar and postwar period, anxiety figured as the mood appropriate to a time of freedom, contingency and godlessness - a modernity that had torn the old world down but failed to build anything secure or meaningful in its place. Anxiety was isolating, but isolation was the truth.
For those who sought to place psychiatry on a medical footing (something that also suited the US health insurance industry), 'anxiety' had become too heavily freighted with theory. In place of the sweeping Freudian language of neurosis, the authors of DSM-III drew up an extensive menu of disaggregated disorders, along with checklists of their defining symptoms. Patients who might once have been diagnosed with 'anxious neurosis' could now be assigned to the new categories of 'panic disorder' or 'somatisation disorder'. There was a growing concern with depression - now understood in wholly non-Freudian terms as a collapse of energy and pleasure - which intensified with the launch of SSRIs, a new class of antidepressant, in the late 1980s. Anxiety staggered on in DSM-III in the form of 'generalised anxiety disorder' (a catch-all for cases that didn't fit other diagnoses, not least because they seemed to be unresponsive to antidepressants), but by the turn of the century it was the language of depression that was most often used to articulate alienation and unease.
Yet within a few years, anxiety had come to the fore again. 'Anxiety disorders' began to rise precipitously after 2008, becoming the world's most common mental health disorder by 2019, affecting an estimated 4 per cent of the global population. More often than not, anxiety and depression are comorbid, and the increase in the incidence of anxiety disorders was partly the result of clinicians' realisation that they had applied the term 'depression' too liberally in the past. There is, after all, a difference between a debilitating low mood and a debilitating sense of dread, even if the two often coincide. In the 1980s and 1990s it was the low mood that experts were more attentive to, today it is the dread.
The demography of distress has changed too. The sharpest rise in mental health diagnoses after 2008 was among the young, girls and women especially. In The Anxious Generation, the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt draws on an extensive range of evidence - rates of diagnosis, self-harm, suicide - to show the ways in which the mental health of young people has deteriorated. In the US between 2010 and 2018, self-reported anxiety rose by 18 per cent for those aged between 35 and 49, but by 92 per cent for those aged between 18 and 25. In the UK, acute mental health problems among children have overwhelmed the available service provision. Last summer, it was reported that the number of urgent referrals to mental health crisis teams had reached 3500 a month, three times higher than in 2019. Anyone working in children's services or education will be familiar with the problems of young people who find it nearly impossible to leave the house, go to school or campus, or speak in front of strangers. More than 250,000 children are on the waiting list for an appointment with Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, 40,000 of them have been waiting for longer than two years.
The mental health crisis among young people is now having a significant impact on the labour market and the welfare state in the UK. In 2019, the then prime minister, Theresa May, declared Britain's mental health record one of the 'burning injustices' she aimed to remedy. But now that levels of economic inactivity and government spending on disability benefits are on the rise - driven especially since Covid-19 by the number of people in their twenties unable to work because of mental and behavioural problems - Conservative politicians are taking a sterner line. Right-wing newspapers have dusted off tirades against 'sicknote culture', while Tory politicians have taken to speculating about what really lies behind the surge in diagnoses, with the outgoing secretary of state for work and pensions, Mel Stride, blaming online influencers for making too much of mental health awareness.
The fiscal impact is real, but behind it is an extraordinary and still barely comprehended transformation in the social distribution of distress. The Resolution Foundation recently reported that people in their early twenties are more likely to be economically inactive because of ill-health than those in their early forties. Young people in the UK now suffer higher rates of mental health disorders than any other age group; twenty years ago young people had the lowest incidence of these problems. This is evidence of an epic failure in Britain's post-crash social, economic and political model, yet until it started to show up as a problem in Treasury spreadsheets it was hardly recognised - except, of course, by the millions of sufferers and their families.
One way to interpret the data is to suppose that the diagnostic and demographic shifts are related. Depression, beyond its definition as an illness, has very often been viewed as an affliction of mid-life - a period of excessive responsibility, debt, guilt, when one becomes accountable for what one has done and who one has become. It involves self-reproach, a sense that options have narrowed and that there is nobody to blame but oneself. Research on 'subjective wellbeing' consistently finds that it bottoms out when people are in their late forties (at 47, to be precise) before rising again until they are in their seventies.
Anxiety has often been interpreted as the consequence of an excess of freedom, of there being too much that might happen and not enough that definitely will. Existentialists and psychoanalysts agreed that anxiety has an anticipatory quality, stemming from the indeterminacy of the future. A person with acute social anxiety may have experienced many social situations that passed off without a hitch, but there's no guarantee that the next one won't be catastrophic. When this converts into somatic symptoms - racing heart, tightness of the throat, sweating - fears become self-fulfilling prophecies. Rituals and traditions are useful protections: they demonstrate that, contrary to our worst fears, in important ways the future will be like the past. By the same logic, modernity generates anxiety by insisting that change is constantly round the corner.
We should be cautious of generalisations about the youth mental health crisis. Yet some kind of narrative is needed, if the post-2008 trend is to be recognised as a political and economic phenomenon, rather than just left as a blizzard of disparate statistics and diagnoses. Perhaps the reasons so many young people are crippled with anxiety (as well as depression) have something to do with the anticipatory dimension of a society governed in the interests of finance and in which there are no guarantees about the future. To be young today is to face the future - the planet's as well as one's own - at a time when social safety nets and familiar institutional pathways are being eroded. Education has been recast as an individual investment, whose consequences for good and ill extend for decades. Millions of young people find ordinary parts of life such as school or work impossibly dangerous. If depression represents a grinding to an exhausted standstill, anxiety is a terror of ever getting started - but that must be at least in part because the road ahead appears so long and arduous.
Haidt isn't particularly interested in the distinction between depression and anxiety, although The Anxious Generation shares the supposition of his 2018 book, The Coddling of the American Mind (co-authored with Greg Lukianoff), that young people have grown unreasonably fragile. Haidt's long-standing supposition, that 'identity politics' has led young people to revel in feelings of victimhood, has seen him celebrated on the right as a defender of robust debate and Enlightenment values. This is also a preoccupation with anxiety: exaggerated fears of everyday situations, potentially escalating to acute mental illness manifested in self-harm and suicidal ideation. The Coddling of the American Mind focused on campus politics and 'safetyism' among students, but Haidt's attention is now on two 'experience blockers' that interrupt the all-important years of adolescent development: a culture of 'overprotection' that stems from ideas about childrearing which have evolved since the 1980s, and the more recent rise of smartphones.
Haidt starts from the uncontroversial proposition that free, unstructured play is a crucial part of childhood. It is through sometimes uncomfortable experiences of peer-to-peer relations and risk-taking that children acquire a sense of security in the world. By navigating difficult social and physical situations, they begin to develop a realistic sense of the dangers the world presents. Adult supervision, no matter how well-intentioned, disrupts the way children gradually 'learn to tolerate bruises, handle their emotions, read other children's emotions, take turns, resolve conflicts and play fair'. But in the 1980s, and even more in the 1990s, American society in particular became fixated on risks to children (whether accidents or deliberate acts) and on the constant work of 'parenting', which had the result of reducing the time children spend away from adults. The rise of what has elsewhere been termed 'schoolification', whereby a child's free time is increasingly organised into structured (often paid-for) activities, is another dimension of the same problem. The Anxious Generation is a manifesto for a 'play-based childhood' that encourages parents and risk assessors to back off. In practical terms, Haidt suggests more hanging out in the park or walking to school with friends, at an earlier age than many parents are currently comfortable with.
The second of the two 'experience blockers' is the one that has attracted attention since Haidt's book was published, prompting an international policy debate that briefly gave Downing Street something to campaign about. Smartphones became a mass phenomenon in 2007, and Haidt's central contention is that this is the explanation for the dramatic increase in youth mental illness in the years that followed, as 'play-based childhood' was supplanted by 'phone-based childhood'. Haidt thinks that smartphones are responsible for four identifiable harms: the loss of face-to-face social contact outside school, sleep deprivation, attention fragmentation and addiction. A crucial factor, he argues, is whether or not a young person has a smartphone while they are going through puberty: one of his recommendations is that the legal age limit for possessing a social media account (the most significant use of a smartphone for a teenager) should be raised from thirteen to sixteen, and parents should hold off giving their child a smartphone until they are fourteen. The physiological transition out of childhood is fraught with anxiety and conflict at the best of times, and throwing Instagram and TikTok into the mix scrambles the processes that otherwise set the child up for a healthy and psychologically secure adulthood.
As a founder of the Heterodox Academy, a campaigning organisation aimed at defending 'viewpoint diversity' from the tyranny of progressive ideologies, Haidt would make no apology for any gender essentialism. Social media is, he says, worse for girls than for boys, because they are more likely to channel their aggression towards one another by means of social and reputational tactics, while boys are more likely to do so physically. Girls want community; boys want agency. Visually oriented social media platforms such as Instagram weaponise the female instinct to gain social approval, and one result of this is that girls spend far more of their time on them than boys, and get more anxious and depressed. Boys, meanwhile, are swamped with instantly available pornography and violence - although social media is nurturing a mindset of toxic social comparison for them too. It's true that the statistics on youth mental health (anxiety disorders in particular) show unambiguously that girls are doing worse than boys. We also know from the testimony of the Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen that the company's own research showed that Instagram (which is owned by Facebook's parent company, Meta) was doing demonstrable harm to girls' mental health. The question is how much weight to grant social media when we try to explain wider demographic trends and their gender discrepancies.
It is the loss of non-screen-based activities, added to the rise of 'fearful parenting', that concerns Haidt as much as anything. Encounters with nature, aimless messing around and physical synchronicity (when dancing or playing sport) are features of healthy human development that are obstructed by a 'phone-based childhood', not just because teenagers stop sharing physical spaces, but also because their interactions are increasingly asynchronous. At times, The Anxious Generation echoes sociological critiques of post-Fordism: a society that has lost all sense of rhythm, adults seeking to turn their offspring into a 'superior product', the tyranny of risk management. Too often it relies on the sort of neuro-balls (phones laying down 'new paths in the brains of Gen Z'), anthropological anecdote and Jordan Peterson-style secular religiosity that plays well on the TED Talk circuit. (One of Haidt's TED Talks has had 2.6 million views online.)
Haidt would not identify as a political 'conservative' in the American sense, but there is undoubtedly a conservative tenor to his analysis, as reflected in its warm reception both from Downing Street and such right-wing think tanks as Policy Exchange. Tories claim not to like banning things, but the idea of enforcing 'phone-free schools' has gained traction thanks not least to the noise generated by The Anxious Generation. Analogies are made between tobacco and smartphones, and the delay in recognising the harms of both. A grassroots campaign called Smartphone Free Childhood emerged in the UK shortly before Haidt's book appeared, and aimed at pushing up the normal age at which a child is given a smartphone (getting one when starting at secondary school aged eleven has become a rite of passage, though Ofcom reports that nearly a quarter of five to seven-year-olds have them).
Haidt is not the messenger that anyone on the left, or indeed many experts, would want to hear from on these matters. He has form as a woke-basher, and wades into academic disciplines wielding the crude biological reductionism that is the hallmark of so many 'free speech' campaigners. One of his data points, which apparently shows that boys have increasingly 'internalised' their problems since 2010 (in a way more commonly seen in girls), thereby substituting self-directed harms for outwardly-directed ones, is that hospital admissions for unintentional injuries among young men have fallen. Rarely has the 'school of hard knocks' been celebrated so literally.
There has already been plenty of criticism of Haidt's thesis, often pointing out that he mistakes correlation for causation. In a review for Nature, the psychologist Candice Odgers suggests that he may have the causality the wrong way round: children already suffering from anxiety and depression may become heavier users of smartphones and the platforms they make available. 'As a parent of adolescents, I would also like to identify a simple source for the sadness and pain that this generation is reporting,' Odgers writes. 'There are, unfortunately, no simple answers. The onset and development of mental disorders, such as anxiety and depression, are driven by a complex set of genetic and environmental factors.' She also thinks that Haidt underplays the impact of the 2008 financial crisis on the life chances and economic security available to younger generations. Children's experts and teachers have criticised the book, too, claiming that banning phones from schools would be counterproductive, that there are already norms in place to limit their use, and that the smartphone and the internet are now so ingrained in childhood that it's impossible to turn the clock back to a Just William world of muddy knees and tree-climbing.
One frustrating thing about this debate is how much space a figure like Haidt takes up. Some of the success of his book no doubt reflects the force of the truths it contains, but these would once have stirred the left as much as the right. Why has human suffering on the scale Haidt describes failed to provoke more of a critical and political response over the past fifteen years? In the past, critical psychologists and cultural theorists were ready with conjectures which may have simplified the 'complex set of genetic and environmental factors' involved in mental illness, but contributed nonetheless to building a narrative that considered where society was going wrong. It may be partly that there has been a long-term decline in the status of critical psychology and anti-psychiatry, but today it is the right and grifters such as Johann Hari who are politicising mental health and the scourge of Big Tech.
To give Haidt his due, the rise of the 'phone-based childhood' is only half of his explanation for the downward trend in young people's mental health. He isn't wrong on the facts concerning the decline of 'play-based childhood'. A recent survey found that the average age when children are allowed to play outside unsupervised is now eleven, compared to nine in their parents' generation. Time-use studies have made the finding - perplexing, but only at first glance - that both men and women are spending both more hours a week 'parenting' and more hours doing paid work than was the case in the 1970s. Children are seen less as people with their own lives, milling around doing what children do; they are now seen as a project. Parents get exhausted by the incessant activities and demands, and that's when most of us, more or less guiltily, hand a child a screen.
Haidt doesn't have much to say about the way these dynamics intersect with class, inequality and the post-2008 economic landscape. Contrary to the tabloid suspicion that the youth mental health crisis is driven by 'zoomers', shopping around for diagnoses so they can spend more time in the park, the statistics suggest that material factors are at work. NHS figures show a strong correlation between the incidence of mental health diagnoses in children and the economic insecurity of their parents. A report by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Anxiety Nation?, shows that being a homeowner and having savings goes along with better mental health across a wide range of indicators, such as good sleep and feelings of self-worth. Prescriptions for anti-depressants are issued in greatest numbers in the most deprived areas, to children as well as adults. Whatever else might be going on, mental health disorders are certainly not a symptom of privilege.
Parents who are worrying about money, and perhaps suffering from depression and anxiety themselves, are less likely to provide a secure emotional environment for their children. One question is what children who aren't being enthusiastically 'parented' are doing with their time. Haidt notes that, in the US, 'lower-income, Black and Latino children put in more screen time and have less supervision of their electronic lives, on average, than children from wealthy families and white families.' This being the case, 'the "digital divide" is no longer that poor kids and racial minorities have less access to the internet, as was feared in the early 2000s; it is now that they have less protection from it.'
It needn't be the case that the only options for children are hanging out on street corners, scrolling through TikTok in their bedrooms, or taking endless violin and ceramics lessons. There is another possibility: invest in public institutions for children. In the UK at least, the post-2008 environment has been a disaster in this respect. At the time of the 2010 election, 3631 Sure Start centres were providing support for early years development (and for parents), receiving PS1.8 billion in funding. By 2023, that funding had fallen by two-thirds, and there were only 2204 centres left. The YMCA found that local authority funding for youth services in England fell by 75 per cent between 2010 and 2023. To say that austerity has been a war on the young isn't just to complain about university tuition fees.
Labour has pledged to create the 'healthiest generation of children ever' through a mixture of targeted NHS investment and banning things like vaping and the advertising of junk food. Fine. But what institutions could be created to help teenagers discover a sense of autonomy and self-worth, in a safe environment that isn't controlled by their parents? Local government has taken such a fiscal battering over the last fourteen years that youth clubs and other youth services scarcely get a look in. Extracurricular provision in schools is the last remaining safety net, and a significant share of the current levels of distress must be attributed to the school closures of 2020 and 2021, from which (as experts warned at the time) many children may never fully recover. The costs and benefits of those closures will never be conclusively established, and hindsight is in any case a bad guide to the chaotic, fearful atmosphere of pandemic politics. What was clear even at the time, though, was that while school closures were fought over by teachers' unions and their sworn enemies in the Department for Education and the press, children were given barely any say in the matter. Lest we forget where our national priorities lie, pubs were reopened before schools.
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Poem
The Persistence of Memory
John Burnside

106 wordsOut in the field where, once,
we played Dead Man's Fall,
the others are being called
through the evening dusk
- Kenny and Marek, the Corrigans, Alex McClure -
mothers and sisters calling them home for tea
from kitchens fogged with steam and buttered toast,
broth on the hot plate, ham hough and yellow lentils.
Barely a wave, then they're gone, till no one is left,
and the dark from the woods closes in on myself alone,
the animals watching, the older gods
couched in the shadows.
Decades ago, I suppose,
though I cannot be sure.
I have waited here, under the stars,
for the longest time.
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When Labour Was New
Malcolm Petrie

3511 wordsThe  first Labour government assumed office in January 1924 after a general election a month earlier resulted in a hung Parliament, with the Conservatives the largest party. In the previous decade British politics had changed in ways that might have been expected to assist the Labour Party, most obviously with the decline of the Liberal Party, the dominant progressive political force until the First World War, which had slipped behind Labour in the 1922 election. The other big change was the postwar extension of the franchise, which nearly trebled the size of the electorate. Even taking these shifts into account, it remains staggering that a party founded in 1900 (as the Labour Representation Committee), and which had a distinctive parliamentary presence as the Labour Party only from 1906, could find itself in power within a generation. The electoral realignment suggested in 1924 endured; although the new government lasted only nine months, Labour was now the principal challenger to the Conservatives, a position it has not ceded in the hundred years since.
 Despite its significance, the 1924 government has not been remembered fondly, even by Labour supporters, and its leading figures have been forgotten, or, in the case of the party's first prime minister, James Ramsay MacDonald, disowned. The Labour left, then and since, thought the new administration was too timid and had failed to promote socialism. The centre and right of the party felt that the experience of 1924 had confirmed the dangers of taking office without a majority: Labour was dependent on Liberal tolerance. The short life of the government entrenched a distrust of coalitions and alliances that Labour has never fully shed. For all sections of the party, the memory of 1924 was sullied by the failure of the second Labour government, elected in 1929 and led again by MacDonald, which disintegrated two years later under the pressures of the Depression. In the aftermath, MacDonald, accompanied by Philip Snowden, chancellor in both Labour governments, and J.H. Thomas, colonial secretary in 1924, joined the National Government dominated by the Conservatives. After that, the shortcomings of the 1924 government came to be regarded as a rehearsal for the more profound betrayal of 1931. The Labour government elected in 1945, with its solid parliamentary majority and relatively coherent programme, has seemed a more attractive founding moment. Whatever their other differences, both Keir Starmer and his predecessor as Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn, have endorsed a reading of Labour history in which the vital electoral triumphs are those of 1945, 1964 and 1997; neither has found any inspiration in 1924 or 1929.
 Peter Clark and David Torrance both set out to reassert the political importance of the 1924 government and to restore the place of its senior figures in the history of the Labour Party. Both focus on high politics, and in particular the way the members of the first Labour cabinet navigated the challenge of forming a government. There are some differences in emphasis and approach. Clark's account is structured more straightforwardly as a series of short biographies, preceded by a history of the Labour Party up to 1924. Torrance uses the careers of individual cabinet ministers to explore the issues that confronted the government. For both of them, the significance of the Labour government was primarily representative. As Clark notes, although the cabinet was composed entirely of middle-aged white men, it was socially 'the most diverse there had been in British history', with a majority of its members having left school by the age of fifteen. Torrance, though conscious of the absence of women, also sees the new cabinet as symbolic of the advent of mass democracy: the presence of 'so many men from such humble backgrounds' in the corridors of power was, he suggests, an expression of Britain's shifting 'governing traditions'. Both quote from the memoirs of John Robert Clynes, Labour leader between 1921 and 1922 and lord privy seal in 1924. Reflecting on meeting George V, Clynes could 'not help marvelling at the strange turn of Fortune's wheel' that had brought him and his colleagues 'to this pinnacle beside the man whose forebears had been kings for so many splendid generations'. The new cabinet members were, Clynes concluded, 'making history'.
 The dominant figures in the new cabinet were the 'big five': MacDonald, Snowden, Thomas, Clynes and Arthur Henderson. Henderson, who became home secretary, had lost his seat in 1923 and required a by-election to return to the Commons. The remaining cabinet roles were filled by men who represented the various strands in the Labour movement. Some, such as William Adamson, Vernon Hartshorn, Thomas Shaw and Stephen Walsh, were trade union moderates; others, like Fred Jowett and John Wheatley, were socialists from the Independent Labour Party (ILP) strongholds of West Yorkshire and Clydeside. In addition, there were the Fabian intellectuals Sydney Olivier and Sidney Webb, the military expert Lord Thomson, and Noel Buxton, Viscount Haldane, Charles Trevelyan and Josiah Wedgwood, all recent converts from the Liberal Party. Disconcertingly for some, present too were Lord Parmoor, a former Unionist MP, and Viscount Chelmsford, who, although a Conservative, agreed to serve as first lord of the Admiralty.
 The incoming ministers could be seen as reflecting the changing nature of the Labour Party, as it evolved from a parliamentary pressure group, reliant on an electoral pact with the Liberals, into an independent electoral force. Clark comes close to adopting this framing, allocating cabinet members to the consciously anachronistic categories of 'old' and 'new' Labour. But this is misleading. As both Clark and Torrance recount, despite the misgivings of some of his colleagues, the allocation of jobs was left almost entirely to MacDonald; there was no input from the wider party. MacDonald, meanwhile, confided to Snowden that he was 'appalled' by the quality of the Labour MPs, who were mostly 'new and undisciplined' and would demand that the government 'do all sorts of impossible things'. The prominence of former Liberals and Conservatives in the cabinet was at least in part intended to signal the unthreatening party Labour might become. There was also a desire to demonstrate that the new government would not represent an abrupt departure, that Labour could govern in a similar manner to its predecessors. This necessitated the marginalisation of the party's left, represented in cabinet only by Jowett as first commissioner of works and Wheatley as health secretary. Important radical voices, such as George Lansbury, the former mayor of Poplar, who had been imprisoned in 1921 for leading a rates rebellion there, were left out. Torrance suggests that Lansbury's exclusion was in deference to the king, who had been upset by his criticisms of the monarchy during the election campaign. MacDonald's restoration as Labour leader in 1922 had relied on support from left-wing MPs, but he clearly did not feel indebted to them.
 Treating members of the cabinet as representatives of competing party factions creates other potential risks. We might, for example, see the influx of former Liberals into the party as a consequence of their opposition to the First World War, and especially to the introduction of conscription; the Union of Democratic Control, which united Liberal and Labour opponents of the war, and in which MacDonald, who had resigned the Labour leadership in August 1914, occupied a prominent role, was significant here. But the role of the war in drawing Radical Liberals towards Labour can be overstated, given the close prewar understanding between the parties; indeed, MacDonald, Snowden and Henderson were all involved in Liberal politics before joining Labour and retained traces of their earlier allegiance. Labour wasn't unequivocally anti-war between 1914 and 1918. Henderson, who replaced MacDonald as leader in 1914, entered the wartime coalition government in 1915, and many other members of the 1924 cabinet had supported the war effort.
 Such ambiguities raise the more fundamental question of the ideological character of the Labour Party in this era, an issue that is at times obscured by the biographical approach taken by Clark and Torrance. Labour leaders did profess a belief in socialism, and the party's 1918 constitution featured, in Clause IV, a pledge to secure 'common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange'. But this coexisted with an attachment to the Radical Liberal tradition, particularly in economic policy, where Labour was committed to free trade. In practice, the party's version of socialism denoted a general faith in a fairer, more just society, and a confidence that Britain was moving in this direction. MacDonald did most to define Labour's ideology, refuting claims that socialism might require a revolution; it would, he wrote in 1911, emerge from capitalism through an 'organic process'. As Clark writes, MacDonald, who was born in 1866, was intellectually a product of the 19th century, deeply influenced by Darwinism: his socialism was the 'method of evolution applied to society'. At times, this resulted in a determinism which saw socialism's eventual arrival as preordained.
 This optimism was combined with a distrust of the electorate, who, MacDonald believed, were yet to show they were worthy of socialism. Always present, this suspicion of the masses had been deepened by MacDonald's wartime experiences, when his reputation as a pacifist saw him attacked in the press and his illegitimacy publicised, resulting in his defeat in Leicester West at the 1918 general election. The public were, he concluded, 'credulous', too often moved by 'passion'; socialism would come only when voters showed they were 'intelligent enough' to want it. This passive, even fatalistic, view of political change was matched by a Whiggish reverence for Britain's political institutions. Parliament, in MacDonald's view, was a neutral site, a tool for governing that Labour could command as soon as the electorate allowed. Rejecting the idea that British socialists could learn anything from the Russian Revolution, MacDonald maintained in 1919 that, by winning 'a parliamentary election', Labour could accrue 'all the power that Lenin had to get by a revolution'.
 It's hardly surprising that Labour displayed moderation in office, though, as Clark and Torrance establish, there were areas where it was willing to pursue a distinctive course. This was most obvious in foreign affairs, where the decision to grant de jure recognition to the Soviet Union, taken within weeks of Labour's entering office, represented a clear difference in approach; similarly, MacDonald had some success during the negotiations over German reparations in the summer of 1924. Domestically, the 1924 Housing Act, steered through Parliament by Wheatley, which provided increased central subsidies for local authority housing and resulted in the building of half a million homes, was the government's major achievement. But the cabinet's main focus was to demonstrate that a Labour government would not disturb Britain's political traditions and would maintain the authority and prestige of its institutions. Torrance describes William Adamson, the secretary of state for Scotland, telling the senior Scottish law officer, Hugh Macmillan, a Conservative, that he would be 'surprised to find what a Tory' Adamson was.
 Torrance also notes that, while some Labour figures tried to construct a more progressive justification for Britain's imperial role, in practice, notably in Iraq and India, the government pursued 'imperial business as usual'. Similarly, delivering Labour's first budget in April 1924, Snowden emphasised the continuities between his approach and that of his predecessors. A devout free trader, he boasted that, by cutting duties on coffee, tea, sugar and dried fruit, he had helped bring closer the 'cherished Radical ideal of a free breakfast table'. He might have been expected to welcome Liberal claims that the budget 'was based on sound Liberal principles', but he went further, saying that his measures were intended to reassure the wealthy that they had nothing to fear from a Labour government, and that, apart from the repeal of some protectionist duties, his was 'a budget that might well have been introduced by a Tory chancellor'.
 Rather than seeking to implement a distinctive socialist programme, then, the Labour cabinet had two main ambitions in 1924. The first was to cement the party's position as the progressive alternative to the Conservatives and to prevent a Liberal revival. It's striking, given Labour's ideological debt to Liberalism, how visceral the dislike of the Liberal Party was among its senior figures. One reason for Labour's emergence had been the unwillingness of local Liberal associations to accept working-class parliamentary candidates; in addition, Liberal MPs had tended to see their Labour counterparts as subordinate elements in the prewar Liberal coalition: useful, but not equal. The result was that Labour MPs felt, often justifiably, that the Liberals were unbearable snobs; and, in the case of Lloyd George and his followers, corrupt, dishonest hypocrites. As Torrance remarks, MacDonald thought he 'could get on with the Tories': while there might be disagreements over policy, they 'were gentlemen'; the Liberals, however, 'were cads'. There was also a sharp awareness that Labour and the Liberals were, in effect, competing for a single vacancy: if Labour was to have a long-term future as a governing party, the goal had to be, as Clark argues, 'to destroy' the Liberals.
 The second objective was to repudiate the accusation, voiced most bluntly by Winston Churchill in 1920 when he was still a Liberal, that Labour wasn't fit to govern. This explains the composition of the cabinet, and Labour ministers' willingness to appear in court dress, despite the unease this provoked on the political left. It is also the reason some of the party's most prominent policies were discarded as soon as it became clear that Labour could form a government. The proposed wealth tax, the capital levy, was dumped: Snowden called it 'an electoral millstone'. Scottish home rule, a cause inherited from Radical Liberalism, was also abandoned. When, in May 1924, George Buchanan, the ILP MP for Glasgow Gorbals, introduced a Private Members' Bill on the issue, it was talked out by Conservative backbenchers. Buchanan, backed by his fellow Clydesiders, pleaded with MacDonald to grant additional parliamentary time, but MacDonald, who was Scottish and had been a supporter of home rule, refused. Torrance, who makes excellent use of material from the Royal Archives, reveals that MacDonald, in his updates to George V, was happy to criticise, and even ridicule, the advocates of home rule.
 There were obvious dangers for Labour in its quest to prove its competence. Fitness to govern was not an objective criterion; instead, it signified a set of assumptions about policy, conduct and leadership shaped by those who had already exercised political power. When the question of the party's fitness for office was raised, the underlying concern was whether a Labour government would be vulnerable to pressure from the political left. Even the most fervent anti-socialists didn't believe that MacDonald and his cabinet were revolutionaries; but if MacDonald was implausible as Britain's Lenin, he was more believable as its Kerensky, well-meaning but too weak to control those to his left. Labour's capacity to govern was accordingly reduced to the question of whether the cabinet could restrain left-wing MPs and resist extra-parliamentary pressures. Torrance's title is deceptive in this sense: the 'wild men' were, with the possible exceptions of Jowett and Wheatley, not cabinet members; rather, they were the activists and MPs that the cabinet had to show it could discipline. Perhaps the most significant moment in the short life of the new government was its early willingness to invoke the 1920 Emergency Powers Act in response to industrial action in the transport sector. As Clark concludes, the priority was to show that it would not be 'sectional' but would act as the 'custodian of the whole of society'.
 It was ironic, taking all this into account, that allegations of communist influence over the Labour Party caused the government's downfall. The decision to normalise relations with the Soviet Union, and then to negotiate a loan with the Bolshevik regime, had been its most controversial act. Accusations that this revealed Labour's extremist sympathies were exacerbated by the Campbell Case, which followed the appearance in July 1924 of an article in Workers' Weekly, a communist newspaper edited by J.R. Campbell, which called on members of the armed forces to refuse to suppress strikes. Campbell was charged under the 1797 Incitement to Mutiny Act before the case was abandoned amid some confusion. The government's argument was that, since Campbell had not written the article, the prosecution was unlikely to succeed. But, as Torrance writes, Campbell, originally from Paisley, was known to many of the left-wing Clydeside MPs and they had publicly criticised the decision to prosecute him. By early October, Labour was facing demands for an inquiry into the handling of the case, and, after opting to treat the matter as a question of confidence, it suffered a final Commons defeat on 8 October 1924.
 The decision to accept defeat rather than accede to Liberal calls to set up a committee of inquiry - a decision that appears to have been MacDonald's - was controversial: Snowden, as Torrance writes, was willing to concede anything to stay in office; Torrance also quotes Margaret Bondfield, a junior minister in 1924, lamenting that the government had fallen because MacDonald 'lost his head'. Torrance concludes that the most plausible explanation is that the prime minister had 'simply had enough'. Certainly, he had reason to be exhausted: alongside the Campbell Case, he had been humiliated by questions surrounding the granting of a baronetcy to Alexander Grant, a director at the biscuit manufacturer McVitie & Price, who had supported him financially. Whatever the reasons, the outcome was a general election fought on the question of Labour's relationship with communism, and which is now best remembered for the forged Zinoviev letter, published four days before polling, which purported to disclose communist plans to infiltrate the British armed forces. While the Labour vote rose in 1924 (from 30.7 per cent to 33.3 per cent), the election produced a comfortable Conservative majority as Liberal support collapsed, confirming that British politics was now a two-horse race. This had, of course, been one of Labour's aims when it took office; nevertheless, the 1924 election made clear that this process was unfolding on terms dictated by the Conservatives. If elections were now going to be fought on the question of the supposed relationship between socialism and communism, or the need to oppose socialism, many erstwhile Liberals would vote Conservative.
 The broader legacy of the first Labour government is difficult to measure. Criticisms have concentrated on MacDonald's personal flaws, especially his fondness for aristocratic company - here the spectre of 1931 again looms. But there are more troubling precedents. Labour entered office determined to disprove accusations of extremism and to show that it was a respectable party. Both Clark and Torrance portray the government as a success in those terms, yet in order to achieve this, the Labour leadership tempered their ambitions and bent to the demands of their opponents, conceding so much along the way - disavowing policy commitments, sidelining the left - that the purpose of a Labour government, beyond attaining office, became difficult to discern.
 This has been a criticism of the party for much of its existence; still, it is difficult to read accounts of the 1924 government without seeing contemporary parallels. Under Starmer's leadership, the Labour Party is campaigning for a general election it will almost certainly win now that it has relentlessly scaled back its policy platform to ensure that there is little for its opponents to criticise. Its pledge to invest PS28 billion a year in the green transition has been abandoned. Its position on Israel's military offensive in Gaza is seemingly dictated by a refusal to condemn the actions of the Netanyahu regime and a disdain for its own left wing, which is blamed for accusations that Labour had become a haven for antisemitism. The Labour left, in turn, has been marginalised to the extent that the whip was withdrawn from Corbyn, who is standing in the election as an independent, while other left-wing Labour candidates have been excluded. The message to the electorate, whether on public spending, constitutional reform or support for bankrupt local authorities, is blunt: don't expect too much. Even the flagship programme to extend workers' rights, badged as a New Deal for Working People, is under threat, with senior members of the shadow cabinet despatched to assure concerned business leaders that they will be able to soften any reforms through a consultation process.
 These self-imposed strictures reminded me of a scene in the memoirs of David Kirkwood, who in 1922 became the Labour MP for Dumbarton Burghs. Kirkwood, a member of the ILP and a supporter of Scottish home rule, recalled that soon after his arrival in Parliament, he walked from the Commons to the Lords alongside Wheatley. He turned to Wheatley and announced that Labour would 'soon change all this'. Wheatley, widely considered to have been Labour's most effective minister in 1924, did not rejoin the cabinet when the party returned to office in 1929 (he had been critical of MacDonald's marginalisation of the left) and died the following year. Kirkwood remained in the Commons until 1951, then became Baron Kirkwood of Bearsden. In February Labour announced that its plans to abolish the House of Lords in the first term of a new government had been shelved.
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Short Cuts
Labour or the SNP?
Rory Scothorne

1949 wordsThis time  ten years ago, Scotland was gearing up for its first, and as yet only, independence referendum. The 'Yes' campaign was noisy, lively, inventive - a 'political carnival', as Lynn Bennie, James Mitchell and Robert Johns describe it in their new book, Surges in Party Membership: The SNP and Scottish Greens after the Independence Referendum (Routledge, PS135). Its 'innovative campaigning methods' included 'campaign stalls, impromptu flash mobs, city marches and creative, cultural events. There were choirs, concerts, flags and posters, fire engines and other Yes-mobiles.' In the middle of the coalition government's austerity programme, the 'Yes' campaign promised a country free from Tory policies and Tory prime ministers. The Conservatives lost all of their Scottish seats when Labour won at Westminster in 1997, regaining one in 2001. They still had only that single seat at the time of the referendum. Much was made of the fact that, since the arrival of Yang Guang and Tian Tian at Edinburgh Zoo in 2011, there had been more pandas than Tory MPs in Scotland. But this hadn't stopped the Tories coming to power in the UK in 2010 and inflicting long-distance economic devastation on Scotland on a scale not seen since Thatcher. Wasn't devolution supposed to protect us from this?
Soon enough, Yang Guang and Tian Tian would also outnumber Labour's Scottish contingent at Westminster. The referendum went against independence - 55 per cent to 45 - but was followed by an extraordinary upheaval, as tens of thousands of people, politically animated or re-animated by the referendum, flooded into the 'Yes' parties - not just the SNP but also the Scottish Greens and the Scottish Socialists. Before the vote, SNP membership was around 25,000. By the end of 2015 it was 115,000 - one in every 33 registered voters in Scotland. Membership of the Scottish Greens went from 1500 to 9000, membership of the SSP from 1500 to 3500. Within a year, the majority of members of each party had joined since the referendum.
According to Bennie et al, many factors lay behind the influx: a principled commitment to independence; the desire to remain politically active after the referendum; the ease and low cost of joining parties online; the participatory thrill of the surge itself, which was hyped across the media. But the most striking motivation was anger. The 2015 general election provided an opportunity to take revenge.
Labour had been the party of Scotland for decades. Having panicked at the rise of the SNP in the 1970s, when the party's membership peaked at around 70,000, Labour portrayed itself as the natural protector of a nation defined by heavy industry and high levels of social housing (more than half of all households in the 1970s). All of this underpinned a distinctive Scottish value system that was threatened by the South of England's Tory turn. By the end of the 1980s, even many nationalists saw a Labour government in London as the only viable route to a Scottish Parliament and therefore to protection from further denationalisation. Labour delivered this in 1999.
The SNP victory in the Scottish Parliament election of 2007, when it won 47 seats to Scottish Labour's 46, signalled a backlash to Labour's UK-wide success. In government at both Westminster and Holyrood, it was harder for Labour to serve as protector against itself, but it could and should have. In the 1980s, Labour had become expert in the rhetoric of Scottish difference from England, partly because this was something its Scottish MPs instinctively understood; it was all very well talking about the unity of working people and the dangers of narrow nationalism, but anyone could see the glaring differences in political culture between the Thatcherite South-East and Clydeside. Pandering to the former was obviously going to store up problems with the latter. But Scottish voters proved a loyal bunch, especially to one of their own: Gordon Brown actually increased Labour's vote share in Scotland by 2.5 per cent in 2010, against a drop of 6.2 per cent across the UK.
The referendum result changed everything. In less than a year, Scottish politics reorganised itself around the new poles of 'Yes' and 'No'. Just a few months before the referendum, Labour was polling ahead of the SNP. But of those Scots who voted Labour in 2010 and 'Yes' in 2014, 82 per cent switched to the SNP in 2015. Bennie et al suggest that 10 per cent of the SNP's 'surge joiners' were former Labour Party members. The SNP monopolised the 'Yes' vote, while 'No' splintered between Labour, the Tories and the Liberal Democrats, giving the SNP a natural plurality - and an enormous majority of Scottish seats at Westminster - which would survive as long as independence remained top of the agenda.
For a decade, it did. This was in part a result of the Tories' continued rule at Westminster, which reinforced the SNP's claim to 'stand up for Scotland'. But it also reflected Labour's reluctance to accept that expectations were now different. Analysis of the party's collapse in Scotland in 2015 often attributes it to Labour's willingness to campaign alongside the Conservatives in the 'Better Together' campaign. This certainly didn't help. But the campaign was led by Labour's Alistair Darling, it relied almost entirely on Labour activists and drew on Labour's vision of unionism. The sound collectivist goals that underpinned the case for independence - a stronger social state, an end to austerity, closer links to Europe - would be best achieved, Labour argued, within the UK. It was, in Brown's soggy phrase, about 'pooling and sharing'.
This was what Scottish Labour had always said about independence, reflecting the party's glum philosophy that social justice is desirable, but might not be achievable. But now the context had changed. For years, Labour's vote in Scotland had been becoming increasingly passive; loyalty was long-standing but no longer connected to any great enthusiasm. The referendum inspired a return to active citizenship, encouraged by the kind of self-fashioning optimism about 'new' politics that it is fatal to refute. Of course, independence wouldn't have been all it was cracked up to be. That wasn't the point. Labour offered nothing remotely like the ideal of politics that people saw in the 'Yes' campaign. Instead, they were trying to get things back to normal.
When David Cameron emerged from 10 Downing Street after the referendum to announce a policy of 'English votes for English laws', the scales tipped. One of Bennie et al's interviewees recalls that Cameron 'thought Scotland was back in its box. We remembered we'd been campaigning for fairness. And the way to get this was by joining a party.' The surge that almost wiped out Scottish Labour in the election was propelled by this wounded defiance.
Why swap Labour for the SNP? The spirit of the 'Yes' campaign seemed to promise a rejection of the constraints and compromises of Britain's failing system, not just more party politics. Wasn't Scotland's governing party just another box to get back in? It seemed not: almost 80 per cent of those who had joined the SNP post-referendum reported that that campaign felt 'bottom-up and grassroots'; 84 per cent agreed that it 'felt more like a movement than a party'.
This tells us something important about the SNP's success, and its recent decline. The referendum wasn't a revolution. It was a vote. The point of all those flash-mobs, marches and meetings was to get people to the ballot box. 'It would be wrong to see the "Yes" campaign as entirely or even partly dominated by grassroots activity,' the authors write. 'What emerged was a grassroots campaign combined with the policy of independence largely defined and even framed by the SNP.' But the idea of a spontaneous grassroots campaign, freed from the machinations of political parties, captured the public imagination to the extent that it became hard 'to distinguish between the myth of a social movement campaign and its reality'. People who joined the SNP after the referendum were less inclined to participate in traditional forms of party activism such as canvassing and attending branch meetings, but they were more active online. This sort of armchair participation, the authors suggest, is more attractive to, and inclusive of, younger, disabled and women members, but less likely to be the stuff of which lasting transformations are made.
Scottish nationalism has traded for decades on another myth: Scotland's distinctive model of 'popular sovereignty', in which the people, rather than the Crown-in-Parliament, have power. But real popular sovereignty goes onto the streets and asserts itself as legitimate. Our dismay at what this might look and feel like - and our uncertainty about its legitimacy - is the reason we have something else instead.
The referendum campaign, and the surge that followed, was not, then, a transformative social movement but a shot in the arm for liberal democracy, with its professional representatives and private, peaceful voting booths. After decades of apathy, people returned to the ballot box and party membership rather than to the streets. No alternative was offered. Successive Tory governments have refused to grant another referendum, but despite consistent Holyrood majorities in favour of holding one and a backdrop of disruptive climate change activism, there has been hardly a squeak of direct action in the name of independence.
Instead, the SNP promised to revive liberal democracy, away from the 'democratic deficit' and humiliating compromises of Tory Britain. After the party's fourth successive Holyrood victory in 2021, Nicola Sturgeon made a 'co-operation agreement' with the Scottish Greens that turned the SNP's minority into a 'Yes' majority. Within the parties, this made sense, but the Greens are an activist party, less concerned than the SNP with maintaining a broad coalition, and their promotion to government prompted a backlash from Scotland's media, business lobby and more socially conservative voters. Policies on gender recognition, marine conservation and carbon emissions targets were abandoned under intense pressure.
The problem for independence voters is that parties tend towards oligarchy, and drift away from the bond they initially share with their supporters. Bennie et al suggest that the influx of less active members into the SNP actually helped its leaders to increase their authority and avoid more radical proposals that might have fractured its huge coalition of voters. The result, especially under Sturgeon, was defensiveness and groupthink at the top, exacerbated by the closing off of any legal route to an independence referendum by the UK government. Falling membership numbers were concealed; by the time Sturgeon resigned it was revealed that the official count was 72,186 rather than the reported 100,000. When Green members instigated an internal debate over the future of their deal with the SNP, Sturgeon's successor, Humza Yousaf, rashly opted to dissolve the co-operation agreement, inadvertently forcing his own resignation as the Greens withdrew their support. The police investigation into the SNP's finances, which began with complaints by disgruntled members about a 'ring-fenced' PS660,000 fund for a second referendum, has dispelled any of the glamour and optimism still remaining from the referendum campaign. The SNP, it turns out, is just another party.
The independence movement may not have been as transformative as its supporters hoped, but it was, for a time, genuinely exciting. It raised the political stakes, insisting that those who wanted to rule should offer something worth going outside (or at least online) for. The SNP briefly did that, and Labour was punished for refusing even to contemplate it. Now Labour, surging ahead of the SNP in the polls, is being rewarded for holding the line and refusing a fresh referendum. The slow grind of disenchantment means they have not had to change. Last year, Yang Guang and Tian Tian were sent back to China, having failed to breed. Farewell to Scotland's pandas. Welcome back, Scottish Labour.
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Carnival of Self-Harm
Tom Crewe

9751 wordsShort-term  thinking has been the fatal tendency of the Conservative governments to which Britain has been subjected since 2010. David Cameron's declaration in January 2013 that, if the Conservatives won the next election, they would offer a referendum on membership of the EU - which wasn't a significant concern, never mind a priority, for British voters - is a fine example. Usually, it is attributed to Tory fears about being outflanked on the right by Ukip, and to Cameron's calculation that his promise wouldn't have to be fulfilled because the Tories would fall short in the 2015 election and therefore remain in coalition with the pro-European Liberal Democrats. In Haywire, his steely account of Britain's backfiring start to the new millennium, Andrew Hindmoor suggests that Cameron's announcement was intended as a sop to those on the right of his party who were agitating against his plan to introduce gay marriage (when it came to a vote, nearly half the parliamentary party anyhow opposed the bill, and it passed only with support from the opposition). The result was that Cameron went into the 2015 election with the referendum as a manifesto promise, and unexpectedly won it. The referendum went ahead just over a year later, on 23 June 2016. Cameron announced his resignation the following morning.
Short-term thinking also explains Cameron's refusal to allow the civil service to prepare for a Leave victory, for fear it would look defeatist. After Theresa May replaced him as prime minister, it became clear that no one had any idea what to do, or even what could be done. 'The British state had not done a shred of preparation,' May's deputy, Damian Green, told Tim Shipman. 'The whole machine went on a journey, and part of that journey was to discover problems that hadn't been discussed at the time of the referendum.' The EU, however, was prepared and laid out its timetable for up to two years of negotiations, to begin when Britain formally signalled its desire to secede from the union by invoking Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty. Until then, it would allow no discussions. But rather than pause to consider her options and build consensus after what had been a close referendum result (52:48), May tacked sharply towards a hard Brexit. And she did so without consulting her cabinet. Her chancellor, Philip Hammond, listened to her declare at the Tory Party Conference in October 2016 that after Brexit, Britain would accept no European laws, would take control of its own immigration policy, would have its own trade deal with the EU and would be outside the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice. 'I was absolutely horrified by what I was hearing,' Hammond said later, in an interview for the Brexit Witness Archive.
All I remember thinking was, 'There will be a television camera that will be on your face. If you move a muscle, it will be the story on the front page of every newspaper tomorrow' ... I just remember focusing my entire energy on maintaining a rictus half-smile ... and then [got] out of the room without speaking to any journalists. I was completely and utterly horrified by what I felt was almost a coup.

Hammond flew straight to Washington for the annual IMF conference:
When I arrived in Washington, it was to discover that the pound was in free fall ... I then had to get out on the TV in Washington, to try to reinterpret the prime minister's speech for the markets in a way that would try to stop the slide in sterling ... It was a disaster on all fronts, a total unmitigated disaster that scarred her prime ministership ... but I think she only realised later how badly that had constrained her ability to deliver any kind of practical Brexit at all ... I'm not even sure that she understood ... how extreme the words coming out of her mouth really were.

After the speech, Ivan Rogers, Britain's permanent representative to the EU, said to May: 'You've made a decision. This gives me clarity. I can work with this. We're leaving the customs union.' 'I have agreed to no such thing,' May fired back. But perhaps an even more crucial aspect of her speech was the pledge that Britain would invoke Article 50 no later than the following March. When Rogers was informed of this beforehand, he said: 'Fuck! That's obviously insane. It reduces her leverage.' Others agreed, but they were all ignored, in favour of such sages as Iain Duncan Smith. 'You have no idea how bad this is,' Rogers told the cabinet secretary, Jeremy Heywood. 'She's put herself in an incredibly weak negotiating position. She's blown herself up, she just doesn't know it yet.'
We know how it went after that (neither Hammond nor Rogers is mentioned in May's semi-memoir, The Abuse of Power). Or we think we do. In fact, it is useful to view events, in the telling of Hindmoor, Shipman and Tim Bale, with an aerial clarity unavailable at the time. In April 2017, May, lulled by her long lead in the polls and the disarray in the Labour Party partly triggered by Jeremy Corbyn's even sprightlier desire to get going on Article 50 (he talked of activating it the day after the result), decided to call a snap election for 8 June. She had inherited a Tory majority of ten, and wanted a bigger one that would allow her to pass her version of Brexit, but then botched the campaign and lost her majority, becoming dependent on the votes of the Democratic Unionist Party in the Commons. According to Shipman, her most serious error was subsequently to accede to the EU's insistence that negotiations could not be advanced until the issue of the Irish border was resolved. This focused May's mind, and produced a surprising, though ultimately self-undermining outcome. Once she realised that the hard Brexit she had advanced in her conference speech threatened the return of a hard border between Northern Ireland and the Republic she had no choice but to retreat. The Withdrawal Agreement she eventually produced, alongside the infamous 'backstop' (in the event of a breakdown in negotiations between the UK and EU, the backstop would allow an open border by keeping the whole of the UK within a form of customs union and Northern Ireland within the single market), implied close alignment with the EU in the interests of smoother trade. The problem for May was that her tough talk had helped to increase polarisation, with the result that her proposal satisfied no one. She didn't have the political nous to sell it (especially not to the Labour Party) or the votes in Parliament to pass it. In her book, she is scathing about the 'abuse of power' that was MPs voting according to their own lights rather than considering the needs of the country, but her idealisation of 'service', worthy as it is, gives the impression of someone not only with little instinct for the art of politics, but also incapable of recognising the strong limitations and biases of her own worldview. After a series of crushing parliamentary defeats she was forced out, and replaced by Boris Johnson, who promised to exit on the planned date of 31 October whether or not there was a deal with the EU: 'no ifs, no buts'.
In the end, despite all his bluster and disregard for constitutional forms - his prorogation of Parliament, intended to scupper attempts to legislate against 'no deal', was judged illegal by the Supreme Court - Johnson was forced to request an extension to the deadline. The Brexit he eventually agreed with the EU was far harder than May's, introducing non-tariff barriers to trade and supposedly solving the Irish issue by drawing a border in the Irish Sea, so that goods would have to be checked between Britain and Northern Ireland (an idea May had rejected as an impossible breach of the UK's territorial integrity, and Johnson himself had previously scorned). This 'oven-ready' deal was taken to the electorate in December 2019, and Johnson secured a majority of eighty.
The coronation of Johnson, a known chancer and proven liar, easy prey for his desires and deeply mistrusted by the public (only 14 per cent of whom believed he was honest and of good character) as well as by those who knew him, was classic Tory short-termism. May apparently thought him 'morally unfit' for the job. Nobody could be more short-term than a man who, if it was to his benefit, would tell anyone just about anything, and have no qualms about going back on it hours or minutes later. After winning the December 2019 election, one of his first acts was to tell the EU that the 'oven-ready' deal was still missing key ingredients. The Johnson government was even more swaggering and bullying in its post-election incarnation. It's shocking to be reminded that it tried to exclude reporters from unsympathetic papers such as the Mirror and the Independent from a press briefing, backing down only when the other news outfits walked out. It also announced that it was boycotting BBC Radio 4's Today programme, ITV's Good Morning Britain and Channel 4 News, all in punishment for alleged bias. These boycotts were abandoned only after the Covid pandemic struck, not all of them immediately.
Johnson, of course, was the very worst man for that moment. As Covid advanced through Europe, he missed five meetings of Cobra, the committee that deals with national emergencies. At one early press conference, he boasted of having shaken hands with everyone on a hospital visit. Not long into the national lockdown, which he belatedly announced in March 2020, he contracted the virus himself and spent three nights in intensive care. For the rest of the pandemic he veered between the advice given to him by the experts (restrictions imposed early would halt the spread of infection) and his libertarian instincts (played on by his chancellor, Rishi Sunak, a vocal body of Tory MPs and the Tory-supporting press, all of whom were aligned with the views of Tory Party members). This produced such apercus from Johnson as - in response to an anti-lockdown article by Peter 'Bonkers' Hitchens - 'My heart is with Bonkers. I don't believe in any of this, it's all bullshit. I wish I'd been the mayor in Jaws and kept the beaches open.' And - in response to data showing that the median age of people dying of Covid was over eighty - 'That is above life expectancy ... so get Covid and live longer ... I no longer buy all this NHS overwhelmed stuff. Folks I think we may need to recalibrate. There are max 3m in this country aged over eighty.' And: 'No more fucking lockdowns - let the bodies pile high in their thousands!' Predictably, Britain got the worst of all worlds: three national lockdowns; the second highest excess death rate among G7 countries (315 per 100,000); the largest drop in GDP, at 10 per cent; and the slowest economic recovery. Johnson's dither and delay cost lives, both before March 2020, and then, more damagingly, before he called the second lockdown, which began on 5 November and morphed into the third after Christmas. It had taken 251 days (between 2 March and 7 November) for Covid to claim its first 50,000 lives in the UK; it took 79 days to claim the next 50,000 (between 8 November and 25 January).
Both Johnson and his government survived the pandemic, even emerging with some credit after a successful vaccine roll-out. Slowly, normality returned to everyday life, but the behaviour of the gang in charge at Westminster got stranger and stranger. Following Johnson's lead, the government seemed determined not only to invent new ways of avoiding scrutiny, opposition and blame, but - should these prove unavoidable - to outface them brazenly while attempting to sow distrust as to their motivation. The government tried to install friendly MPs as committee chairs, rather than allowing the committee members to decide, as is usual. International law was spoken of lightly: the government planned to break it, but only 'in a specific and limited way', as the Northern Ireland secretary, Brandon Lewis, assured Parliament. This strengthened the impression of the party's newfound scepticism about domestic law (when the Supreme Court declared the 2019 prorogation illegal, Kwasi Kwarteng, a member of cabinet, announced on TV: 'I'm not saying this, but many people are saying the judges are biased'). Robert Jenrick, the communities secretary, was found to have been lobbied by a property developer whom he then helped to avoid millions in tax (the developer followed up with a donation to the Conservative Party), but faced no punishment. Priti Patel, the home secretary, was found to have broken the ministerial code by bullying her staff, driving her most senior civil servant to resign, but again faced no punishment, prompting the resignation of the author of the report, Sir Alex Allen, the independent adviser on ministers' interests. It was revealed that Johnson had refurbished the prime minister's Downing Street flat with PS112,000 provided by Tory donors, but Lord Geidt, Allen's successor, found that Johnson had been unaware of where the money had come from. Geidt himself resigned after his decision was subjected to criticism (he wasn't replaced). Johnson was, however, reprimanded for failing to declare which kind friend had paid for his post-election holiday on Mustique. Johnson put one Tory donor, Peter Cruddas, in the Lords, against the recommendation of the appointments commission; Cruddas shortly afterwards provided another PS500,000 donation. The Tory MP Owen Paterson was found by the Committee on Standards to have received payment for advocating for a private firm in Parliament. Johnson whipped the party to oppose his suspension from Parliament and wanted to bring in a new process to make it harder to suspend MPs. Following an outcry, the decision not to vote on Paterson's suspension was reversed, and he resigned from Parliament. At the ensuing by-election, his safe seat was won by the Lib Dems on a huge swing.
It was Long Covid that finally did for Johnson's government. The Tories were found to have established a 'high priority lane' at the start of the pandemic, which allowed MPs and members of the Lords to recommend firms that could assist with PPE and so on (one Tory peer, Michelle Mone, recommended a firm that went on to receive PS200 million, without mentioning that she and her husband would be beneficiaries). As chancellor, Sunak was accused of failing to prevent or pursue an estimated PS5 billion of Covid-related fraud. Johnson's 'let the bodies pile high' declaration found its way into the press, but much worse, in December 2021 it was discovered that, while people were legally obliged to stay at home, to keep away from friends and family even if they were dying in hospital and to maintain social distancing rules while in public spaces, the government had hosted at least sixteen illegal gatherings, some of them held during the 'cancelled' Christmas of 2020. An especially (though, one supposes, unrelatedly) rowdy party had been held on the eve of Prince Philip's funeral, accounts of which (a suitcase full of wine, a broken child's swing) contrasted with photographs of the queen sitting masked and alone in St George's Chapel at Windsor the following day. The police became involved, handing down 126 fixed penalty notices, including for Johnson and Sunak, the most senior politicians ever to be punished by the law. Johnson's personal poll ratings, never very good, hurtled downwards. When he was found to have appointed the aptly named Chris Pincher as a Tory whip in full knowledge of his history of groping men in bars, and then publicly denied it - the lie exposed by an outraged civil servant - the Tory Party's conscience briefly bestirred itself. In a bizarre spectacle sustained over two days, 61 ministers resigned from the government, while Johnson tried to brazen even this out (apparently he talked of calling another election to avoid his defenestration; should he have gone through with this threat and called the Palace, officials intended the queen to be 'out'). It was no use, and he announced his resignation on 7 July 2022.
'Rarely in three hundred years,' Anthony Seldon and Raymond Newell conclude,
and never since 1916 has a prime minister been so poor at appointments, so incompetent at running cabinet government or so incapable of finding a stable team to run Number 10. The prime minister is the chief executive, yet he belittled the executive and allowed his ministers to do the same, but without producing badly needed practical solutions for improvement. Nor did he act on ambitious plans to reform central government after Brexit. It is hard to find a prime minister who has done more to damage the fabric of government.

Someone should tell Nadine Dorries. Once wielding great power as Johnson's culture secretary, she has produced a terrifyingly strange book that purports to reveal a malevolent conspiracy to remove the People's Boris from power, led by Dominic Cummings and for the benefit of Sunak, and set in train immediately after the 2019 election. What I hesitate to call the details are for the birds ('Much of what I know,' she broods, 'will never see the light of day due to the "legals"'). The truly arresting thing is the prose.
'Were you seen coming in?'
I put my glass on the table.
'I was.'
She looked over my shoulder.
'No one's looking now. You know what used to happen when Dominic Cummings arranged to meet the journalist Simon Walters, formerly at the Daily Mail?'
I frowned. 'No, why would I, and why would he be doing that? Cummings had nothing to do with the media, did he? That was the head of Number 10 comms's job.'
She laughed. 'You are so, so going to have your eyes opened.'

Boris is presented as terribly noble, though pained, in his exile ('But why, why, why would they do this? We were running the country. Why?') and there is a touching moment when Dorries visits him at home just after he has left Number 10.
I was impressed with how he had laid the tray with delicate china and had apologised for there being no strainer. The phone on his desk rang. His silhouette was framed in the peculiar light and something made both Carrie and I look over. His response was sombre, his voice deep. He stood abruptly, pushing back the chair and, without saying a single word, hurried from the room, his phone in hand. Carrie and I exchanged looks, no words were spoken. I guessed that whatever Boris had been told, it related to our ailing queen. As I left the house, the heavens wept, the dark sky over London parted and a huge rainbow spanned the King's Road. I knew then in my heart that the call had been to tell Boris that our queen had passed.

One of the many things Dorries's 'theory' can't account for is the reason the plotters moved in Liz Truss to succeed Johnson, rather than their main man, Sunak. Rory Stewart, a cabinet minister under May and now Britain's most successful failed politician, sees Truss's elevation, like Johnson's, as proof of deep decay in the British political system, which he excoriates in his memoir 'from within'. He highlights the way a political culture that rewarded blind loyalty - Cameron apparently liked to say: 'I divide the world between team players and wankers. Don't be a wanker' - led to over-promotions and shallow-minded government as well as creating the potential for sudden switches of allegiance. Truss was a cabinet minister within four years of becoming an MP in 2010, and in the decade that followed, cycled through five more posts before becoming prime minister. This was a rapid rise, and no one who watched her on television or heard her on the radio, or who merely followed her activities as prime minister, could fail to be astonished by it. Stewart's account of her backstage behaviour as environment secretary confirms that, as he has said elsewhere, she is 'silly ... she wasn't a serious person.'
Truss was far from the only person to benefit in this way. Dominic Raab was a junior minister for housing and planning before becoming May's Brexit secretary in 2018; barely a year later he was foreign secretary; within four years, he was deputy prime minister. There has been a huge amount of change in the great offices of state since 2010: five prime ministers (as opposed to two in thirteen years of Labour government); eight foreign secretaries (as opposed to four); seven home secretaries, six of them since 2016 (as opposed to six); seven chancellors, six of them since 2016 (as opposed to two). The amount of churn lower down the cabinet has been even more significant: there have, for instance, been ten education secretaries. Hindmoor points out that, in April 2023, nearly half of the 22 elected members of Sunak's cabinet, including the prime minister himself, had entered Parliament within the previous decade; only seven members had served in the Johnson cabinet of December 2019, all of them in different roles; only three had belonged to May's cabinet in June 2017. What Stewart doesn't seem to consider - in his own way, like Dorries, he is seeking a structural reason to explain his personal discontent - is the strong likelihood that this is a problem not of the British state, but of a highly unstable Conservative Party, one that made an MP's stance on Brexit, or Johnson, or Truss, the litmus test for appointment.
This instability also magnified the importance of the party membership - around 170,000 mainly white, male pensioners - who account for 0.4 per cent of the electorate and whose views on all subjects are far to the right of the public (Bale regularly reminds the reader of this). They have chosen two prime ministers in the last five years (May and Sunak, unopposed candidates, got to Number 10 with the support of MPs), but their views must be perpetually borne in mind by any would-be leaders. This, in addition to the fact that two multi-candidate leadership elections have encouraged almost every halfway prominent Tory MP to stand and hence to pitch to the membership, must have contributed to the party's rightward drift from the superficial liberalism of the Cameron years. Stewart does not engage with this reality either. His breathless David v. Goliath account of his leadership bid after May's resignation in 2019, running against Johnson, makes much of his coming in fifth place in terms of support from Tory MPs. But it obscures not only the fact that Johnson was the runaway favourite with the members (he won with 66 per cent of the vote against Jeremy Hunt), but that Stewart was not even in their top five.
Against the wishes of the majority of Tory MPs, 57 per cent of party members chose Truss over Sunak in September 2022. Her election was closely followed by Kwasi Kwarteng's kamikaze 'mini-budget', which, following on the heels of a huge commitment to cap every household's energy bills for two years, announced plans to cut the basic rate of income tax, abolish the 45p top rate and cancel a planned rise in corporation tax (these and other initiatives added up to PS45 billion of unfunded tax cuts). The markets took fright; the pound slid; the Bank of England initiated extraordinary measures. Soon almost everything had been reversed. But not before mortgage rates had shot up. In her unwarranted and unasked-for and barely remunerated memoir-cum-manifesto Ten Years to Save the West (for which she was paid an initial advance of PS1512), Truss blames the 'economic establishment' for not properly warning her of the consequences of her policies and complains of a lack of support from everyone except party members, a 'telling reminder of the disconnect' between them and Tory MPs. She admits that it was a 'relief' to resign on 20 October. 'The whole experience as prime minister had been quite surreal and my resignation felt like just another dramatic moment in a very strange film in which I had somehow been cast.' Which is pretty much the way it felt from the outside. She lasted 49 days as prime minister. Short term.
Her replacement, Rishi Sunak, has been prime minister for less than two years, and has succeeded only in reanimating Cameron's career (and life?) by sending him to the Foreign Office, while maintaining exceptionally low opinion ratings for himself and his party. Having called an election for 4 July, seemingly for want of a better idea, Sunak has now been reduced to adapting earlier party slogans: his remarkably uncatchy 'Clear Plan. Bold Action. Secure Future' (contra Labour's 'Change') is a dim echo of May's 'Strong and Stable Government' from 2017, and an even dimmer one of Cameron's 'Long-Term Economic Plan' from 2015. All Sunak can really think to run on is what, until Truss, remained the party's old faithful: its claim to be the trusted keeper of the British economy.
Nowhere  has the Tory Party's short-termism been more evident than in its policy of austerity and its cocksure Bullingdon-boy belief that it could avoid doing injury to itself while presiding over a carnival of national self-harm. The events and personalities I have described up to now are almost irrelevant. It is the disastrous stewardship of the economy and the public realm that has shattered Britain's self-image as a prosperous, successful, well-functioning polity.
In June 2010, George Osborne, newly appointed chancellor, announced that in order to bring the nation's finances under control (in the wake of the 2008 crash, gross government debt stood at 69 per cent of GDP), it would be necessary to reduce government borrowing by PS120 billion within five years, to be achieved overwhelmingly by reducing government expenditure: public sector pay would be frozen; welfare benefits frozen, capped, reduced or merely downgraded in real terms; and the budget of every government department bar two (the NHS and international aid) slashed. Between 2010/11 and 2015/16, more than 50 per cent was cut from the central grant to local government; close to or more than 30 per cent from the budgets of the Department for Communities and Local Government, the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Department for Work and Pensions, the Ministry of Justice and the Department for Culture, Media and Sport; more than 20 per cent from the Foreign Office and the Home Office; more than 10 per cent from the Department of Business, Industry and Skills, the Department for Transport and the Ministry of Defence; between 5 and 10 per cent from the departments for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and the Department for Education. Public sector net investment had grown from PS6 billion a year in 2000/1 to PS35 billion a year by 2007/8; yet, 'showing a preference for the short term ... that would have done justice to the most rapacious of bankers', as Hindmoor writes, public investment was cut by Osborne from PS48 billion in 2010/11 to PS36 billion in 2015/16. After the Tories were returned to power in 2015, no longer in coalition with the meekly enabling Lib Dems, the squeeze continued, and long outlasted the resignation of Cameron and the sacking of Osborne in the wake of the Brexit referendum. When in 2019 Osborne's successor but one, Sajid Javid, announced that for the first time since 2010 all government departments would receive a budget increase, and that this represented 'the end of austerity', the Institute for Fiscal Studies pointed out that real government spending outside the NHS was 21 per cent lower, in per person terms, than in 2010.
Austerity was always a political choice. Aided by a juvenile note left by the outgoing Labour chief secretary to the treasury, Liam Byrne, to his successor - 'Dear Chief Secretary, I'm afraid there is no money. Kind regards - and good luck!' - Osborne framed Britain's apparently parlous economic situation as a direct result not of the financial crash, but of Labour's levels of public investment over its thirteen years in power. (Cameron took a copy of Byrne's note on the campaign trail in 2015 and Sunak was still referring to it on the first day of this year's election campaign.) The dominant, and supremely misleading, comparison was with the Greek economy. The dominant metaphor was the equally misleading one of the 'maxed-out' national credit card. As was pointed out at the time, though not very effectively by the Labour Party itself, this was a travesty of the facts. National economies are not like household finances (and Greece's case was nothing like Britain's). Labour's levels of borrowing on the eve of the crash compared favourably with those of John Major's Conservative government in the early 1990s; and - even if Labour's petting of the financial sector had left Britain overexposed - in his Keynesian response to the crisis, Gordon Brown had pulled the economy back from the brink of disaster, even into modest growth by the time of the 2010 election. Labour had still gone into that campaign arguing that spending reductions would be necessary (largely at the insistence of Brown's chancellor, Alistair Darling). But Osborne's far grimmer prescription had no place for the view that, with interest rates at a historic low, it was an ideal time for the government to borrow to invest in the economy, maintaining services and jobs, boosting demand and growing the tax base, and thereby reducing the debt (something like the route chosen, with success, by President Obama). In fact, as Hindmoor notes, borrowing was so cheap in this period that, while the national debt continued to increase under the Tories (up 30 per cent by 2017), debt interest payments as a proportion of GDP 'fell from 2.4 per cent in the early 2010s to 1.7 per cent in 2019'. The economy contracted under Osborne, before returning to growth; but the Office for Budget Responsibility (which Osborne set up) concluded that, by choosing to take an axe to an emergent recovery, the government had in fact reduced GDP by 1.4 per cent. In 2016, the OECD agreed that Osborne had adopted the wrong approach. As Hindmoor puts it, the 'economy did not recover because of austerity. It recovered despite it.' And yet, this weakened economy was shortly hammered by another Tory fetish: Brexit. And then by the Covid pandemic, which forced borrowing on a scale even larger than the crash. And then by Truss and Kwarteng's market-spooking 'mini-budget'. The cost of borrowing is now far higher than it was in 2010 and national debt is worth more than 100 per cent of GDP.
That Osborne's austerity was ideological, unnecessary and ultimately futile in terms of its stated objectives should be at the front of our minds whenever we consider its consequences. The headline figures for cuts to department budgets give only a very limited idea of the damage that has been done. I mentioned that the central grant to local government more than halved between 2010/11 and 2015/16 (by 2020, it had lost 60p from every pound). Since local government is responsible for administering much of what we understand as the state - including schools and youth services; social care for children, the elderly and the disabled; refuges and child protection; social housing and housing benefit; bin collections, roads, buses, parks, cemeteries, public toilets and swimming pools, museums, galleries and libraries - while having limited ability to raise money for itself and being compelled to present a balanced budget, this alone has had devastating effects. More than half a million council staff lost their jobs. Spending on social care for the over-65s fell by 35 per cent between 2010 and 2018. A paper in the British Medical Journal argued that cuts in social care may have accounted for 45,000 excess deaths between 2012 and 2014. And this while the population has continued to age, live longer and increase. In 2023, it was estimated that funding for social care would have to rise by PS8 billion to keep up with demand.
Women's Aid found that 59 per cent of councils had reduced their funding for women's refuges in 2019-20 and that there was a 24.5 per cent shortfall in places. There were 33 fewer refuges in 2020 than in 2010. In 2023, a government report found that in 2021/22 there were 3329 instances where the reason given for not being able to offer refuge was that the service could not 'meet the needs of the household'. In 7704 instances (40 per cent), the service recorded that they 'did not have capacity'. Sure Start Centres, which, in the IFS's summary, bring together 'health, parenting support, childcare and parental employment services into a one-stop shop for families with children under five', were a recognised Labour success story: 31 per cent of the cost was found to be offset by the number of hospitalisations the centres helped avoid in children under fifteen. Their effectiveness was at its greatest in 2010, when they were best funded and there were 3631 centres in England. Since then, more than 1400 have been closed. Youth services have been cut by 75 per cent - the most recent data, from 2022, show that there are 4500 fewer youth workers and 760 fewer youth centres. Since 2010, the number of people sleeping rough in England has more than doubled and all other forms of homelessness (for instance, families living in temporary accommodation) are at record highs. Around eight hundred libraries have closed (a fifth of all libraries in the UK, most of them in deprived areas) and more than two hundred museums. In many cases, surviving institutions have reduced their hours and cut staff. More than a thousand publicly accessible swimming pools have been closed, and nearly 60 per cent of public toilets. So many bus routes have been cancelled that buses now cover 14 per cent fewer miles than in 2010. Councils face an estimated PS14 billion backlog in road maintenance, with up to 50 per cent of roads judged to be at risk of complete deterioration within fifteen years. In 2023, the RAC reported that the number of callouts for pothole-related breakdowns were at a five-year high, and had increased 40 per cent on the previous year.
This is only  a tiny sample. Most cuts have disproportionately affected poorer areas, which were more reliant on support to begin with. And all of this is in the context of increased demand - social care alone, which councils have tried to protect, now swallows 60 per cent of their budgets - as well as high energy prices and a cost-of-living crisis. Councils have been pushed into dependence on business rates (although the success of local businesses differs widely across the country), encouraged to make investments and to sell off what assets they can, including parks and historic buildings. Meanwhile, local taxes have gone up, producing a situation in which residents are paying more for fewer and worse services. When I first wrote about cuts to local government in the LRB (15 December 2016), I said that in the previous six years Britain had become a 'darker, dirtier and more dangerous place', and it has continued firmly in this direction. I also wrote that 'soon councils themselves will be floated on the market, cut loose from most of their government funding, with every possibility that they will sink.' Since 2000, fourteen section 114 notices have been issued - a declaration by a council of effective bankruptcy. Two were issued in 2000, the other twelve since 2018. There were more section 114 notices in 2022 and 2023 than in the thirty years before 2018; two of these bankruptcies partly reflected the failure of speculative investments. A Local Government Association survey last year found that almost one in five councils thought it 'very or fairly likely that [they] will need to issue a section 114 notice this year or next due to a lack of funding to keep key services running'. I was not being prescient in 2016, but stating what was blindingly obvious to anyone who looked (including the government, which carried on regardless).
In other areas of public spending, the effects of austerity have been just as severe. The civil service itself was cut from 481,000 to 384,000, reaching its lowest level since the war in 2016, just in time for the colossal demands of the Brexit transition. Only in 2022 did it recover to its 2010 level, but then in April Sunak decided to fund a spending increase on defence by cutting numbers all over again (by a proposed 70,000). In education, school capital spending is down 32 per cent (this when more than two hundred school buildings have recently been identified as having been built with collapse-prone concrete). In the decade after 2010, spending per pupil in England fell by 9 per cent in real terms, meaning that 2020 levels were the same as in 2006. Average teacher pay, in real terms, has been reduced to 2001 levels. The legal system has been put under enormous pressure. Since 2010, 43 per cent of the courts in England and Wales (around 240) have been closed, leaving almost half of local authority areas without one. Access to legal aid has been greatly reduced. In 2022, the Law Society reported that in the wake of the 2012 Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act,
the number of legal aid cases to help people get the early advice they need dropped from almost a million in 2009/10 to just 130,000 in 2021/22. Over the same period the number of people having to go to court without representation trebled. The number of advice agencies and law centres doing this work has fallen by 59 per cent.

As the Bar Society has pointed out, one obvious advantage of early legal advice is that it prevents conflicts from reaching the courts. There is currently a record court backlog of more than 67,000 cases. When in 2018 Rory Stewart became prisons minister under May, he brought himself up to speed on the effects of the cuts he had been voting through for the previous eight years:
The problem had begun, I gathered, in 2010 - when Cameron and Osborne had decided that the department's budget would be cut by 25 per cent. There had been some valiant attempts to save money. The first Conservative secretary of state in 2010 had fired a third of all prison officers and privatised the maintenance of prisons. The second secretary of state had privatised the probation service. The third, Michael Gove, had decided to sell off the London prisons, which stood on prime city-centre real estate. Liz Truss, the fourth, had rented out floors in our office building, got rid of more managers and promised to reduce costs across prisons and courts with new technology. But none of this had been enough, in part because Cameron had not followed through on his promise to cut the prison population.

In England and Wales, there is now a record number of prisoners - 87,973 in February this year, projected to rise to a 'central estimate' of 105,800 by March 2028 - and two-thirds of prisons are officially overcrowded. Conditions are known to be appalling (as Stewart attests): rates of suicide, self-harm and violent assault have increased significantly. The chief inspector of prisons, Charlie Taylor, warns of 'more deprivation, squalor, and the risk of further violence'.
Not even totems of Britishness have been safe. The armed forces numbered 207,000 in 2000 and 142,000 in 2023; the number of frontline fighter jets is down by 40 per cent since 2007, to 119. Two showy aircraft carriers were built for PS6.2 billion, but their usefulness is limited, since they cannot both be properly defended at the same time. Ben Wallace, defence secretary from 2019 until 2023, admitted that the armed forces had been 'hollowed out and underfunded'. The BBC has had its budget reduced by 30 per cent in real terms since 2010 and this year announced PS200 million in further cuts. The BBC World Service, a soft-power asset, has been especially badly affected. The director-general, Tim Davie, said this year that, in a crucial period of digital transition, 'to strip money from the BBC ... has been particularly shortsighted.'
In the two departments Osborne swore to protect, the picture is no better. The commitment to spend 0.7 per cent of gross national income on aid, which made Britain one of the world's great powers in international development, was abandoned by Sunak in November 2020, when he was chancellor. It amounted to a PS4 billion cut. May, rebelling against the Conservative whip for the first time in her life, said in Parliament that the decision meant that 'fewer girls will be educated, more girls and boys will become slaves, more children will go hungry and more of the poorest people in the world will die.' The sharpness of the reductions and the abruptness with which they were announced have been widely criticised. Earlier this year, the Public Accounts Committee was told that in 2022/23, 'Afghanistan, Sudan, Ethiopia, Nigeria and Zimbabwe received between PS14.7 million and PS39.8 million less than their initially allocated funds.' According to the Byline Times, in 2022 development aid to Africa was 'down 57 per cent. Pakistan, once recipient of PS331 million a year in aid ... only received PS58 million. The African Development Fund was cut from PS177 million to PS27 million.'
As for the NHS, though its budget continued to increase after 2010, it did so at a far reduced rate compared to both its long-term average and to the average of the (highly successful) previous decade, and its deficit has continued to grow. Staff pay was held down, also amounting to real-terms cuts (as much as 16 per cent for junior doctors, 8 per cent for nurses). What's more, as the King's Fund observed in its report on the 'Rise and Decline of the NHS in England, 2000-2020', the government 'sought to protect spending on NHS running costs by diverting resources from other parts of the Department of Health's budget, such as capital spending and ... spending on public health, education and training, and central administration. Decisions taken in the 2015 spending review amounted to a cut of more than 20 per cent in these other budgets or more than PS3 billion in real terms by 2020/21.' That is to say, the Tories decided to reduce spending, run down hospitals and create shortfalls in staff, while doing an enormous amount (with their decisions on social care, early years wellbeing and poverty, among other things) to funnel many more people into the system and depriving them of a place to go when they're fit to leave it. Last year, there was a 38 per cent increase in the number of people waiting more than a month for an appointment with their GP. This year, 7.5 per cent of the positions meant to be occupied by nurses, midwives and health visitors were unfilled. Already before the pandemic, hospital waiting lists had doubled in size, with average waiting times also inevitably increasing; they have doubled again since 2019. Eighty per cent of patients reporting to A&E departments before the pandemic were seen within four hours; that figure is now down to 55 per cent. The proportion of cancer patients waiting longer than two weeks for an urgent hospital appointment has increased by more than 20 per cent. And the NHS has faced a series of unprecedented strikes. Junior doctors recently announced a five-day walk-out - their eleventh since March 2023 - for just before the election.
The Conservatives have made the country poorer. Employment levels have been very high throughout these years, but the jobs created under the Tories have mainly been low-paid and insecure (the use of zero-hours contracts took off after 2010 and is at yet another record high). Wages have been stagnant. Average pay, adjusted for inflation, is less than it was in 2007. According to the IFS, the total growth in average pre-tax pay 'between 2009/10 and 2023/24 is equivalent to what we previously might have expected in about 17 months'. The main explanation for this lack of growth is Britain's abject failure to meaningfully increase productivity, which had been increasing by around 2 per cent a year until the crash, before being driven down by Osborne's destruction of public investment (according to the World Bank, Britain's Gross Capital Formation between 2010 and 2015, the best marker for levels of domestic investment, placed it 150th out of 174 countries) and hasn't recovered (between 2015 and 2021, it ranked 145th). Last year, productivity grew by 0.1 per cent. Hindmoor points out that the problem is now less to do with public investment (inflated by the pandemic and other pressures) than with private, the City of London preferring the large profits currently offered by short-term dividends. It also reflects regional inequality, a stubborn problem which has only worsened. Since 2000, in all parts of the UK with the exception of London and Scotland, productivity has decreased decade on decade compared to the national average. Two big Tory ideas, Osborne's Northern Powerhouse and Johnson's Levelling Up, came in response to this, but neither concept was allowed to disrupt the predominant strain in the Tories' economic thinking. Devolution to new 'metro mayors' in Manchester, West Midlands and the Tees Valley, among other places, has been judged a success, but has not been backed up with far-ranging powers; Gove's White Paper for Levelling Up was half-baked.
Hindmoor notes that 'stagnant wages, low growth in household income, low overall rates of growth and relatively high levels of income inequality have combined to generate high levels of relative and absolute poverty.' This list of causal factors could also include the facts that the Tories have deliberately put people out of work (nearly a million in the public sector alone) and kept public sector wages below inflation, while overseeing a Gradgrindian welfare regime (including cuts to housing benefit, the two-child benefit cap, the institution of a five-week wait to take up benefits under the new, sometimes punitive Universal Credit system). In 2021, the New Economics Foundation estimated that if the welfare system the Tories inherited in 2010 had been left unchanged, 1.5 million fewer people would be in poverty. The major reduction in child poverty achieved by New Labour has been reversed and the increase from 23.8 percent of UK children living below the poverty line in 2021/2022 to 25 per cent in 2022/2023 was the fastest rise for thirty years. The number of people in working households below the poverty line is now well over a million. In 2010, food banks were almost unknown in the UK; there are now more than three thousand. Between April 2023 and March 2024, the Trussell Trust (which runs around half of them) handed out 3.1 million food parcels, an increase of 94 per cent over the previous five years. It estimates that one person in five who uses a foodbank belongs to a working household. An astonishing fact: British children born and raised in the austerity years are shorter than those in recent generations. Another, stated with startling brevity by Hindmoor: 'Increasing life expectancy in Britain has been replaced by falling life expectancy.'
Needless to say, Brexit has stamped all over this situation in dirty boots, compounding existing problems and creating new ones. The loss of large-scale EU grants for disadvantaged areas was inadequately made up for by the government's new UK Shared Prosperity Fund, which - it's almost funny - Sunak has now pledged to abolish in order to fund the proposed return of national service. The OBR's most recent estimates have Brexit reducing long-term productivity by 4 per cent and reducing both imports and exports by 15 per cent relative to non-Brexit projections. The new, much touted trade deals with Japan and Australia should each increase UK GDP by 0.1 per cent over fifteen years.
Why,  with this record, did the Tories keep on winning? Let's start with some qualifications. They have actually only won twice, failing to gain a majority in 2010 and in 2017. In 2015, Cameron achieved a tiny majority of ten; only Johnson went big with a majority of eighty in 2019, which by the time Parliament was dissolved last week had been reduced, by suspensions of the whip, by-election defeats and defections, to 47. But they have increased their vote share: in 2010 they won 36.1 per cent; in 2015 36.9 per cent; in 2017 and 2019 they won 42.3 per cent and 43.6 per cent respectively. In the last two elections, definitively in 2019, they created an ominous new electoral coalition, using Brexit to unite their traditional moneyed southern base with working-class, non-university-educated voters in the Midlands and Labour's northern heartlands (the fabled 'Red Wall').
As Samuel Earle observes in his snappy (though under-edited) survey of the 'Tory Nation', the Conservatives, who were in power for most of the 20th century, are always able to draw on their identity as the party of government, committed to the 'national interest'. This has been very helpful in girding their messages on the 'necessity' of austerity and economic 'responsibility'. They have also had the booming, blue-faced support of the anti-EU Tory press. Bale, who refers to the 'party in the media', sprinkles choice headlines through his book. There was the Daily Mail declaring the judges at the High Court 'ENEMIES OF THE PEOPLE', when it ruled that Parliament must be given a vote on invoking Article 50. There was a great deal of fawning over May, quite detached from the reality of her political situation: 'STEEL OF THE NEW IRON LADY' (the Mail); 'May to EU: give us a fair deal or you'll be crushed' (the Times). Johnson ('BORIS') was adored (between his resignation as foreign secretary and his becoming prime minister, he wrote a column for the Telegraph and now writes one for the Mail). Truss ('LIZ') was too: 'Cometh the hour, cometh the woman,' the Mail said. Later, along with the Times, Telegraph, Metro and Express, it led with her declaration, on entering Downing Street, that 'Together, we can ride out the storm.' The Truss-Kwarteng mini-budget was greeted by the Mail: 'AT LAST! A TRUE TORY BUDGET.'
Too often - no doubt cowed by the power wielded over it by a hostile government that has continually shrunk its budget - the BBC has allowed itself to follow the agendas set by the 'party in the media' and to accept uncritically the Tories' ideological framing of events. Between 2010 and 2015, it became as fixated on the question of what Labour was going to 'do about the deficit' as Osborne could have wished. (Bale, writing in 2023, notes that 'the wider media's tendency to portray the nation's finances as if they were a household's is ... likely to prove helpful to Jeremy Hunt - just as it was to George Osborne.') The apparatchik status of much of the media has been underlined by a series of 'revolving door' appointments. Osborne, who had never been more than a freelancer for the Daily Telegraph, became editor of the Evening Standard after leaving Parliament in 2017; its owner was later made Lord Lebedev of Siberia by Johnson. James Slack, the Mail's political editor, became May's official spokesman; Jack Doyle, an associate editor at the Mail, became Downing Street communications director. Robbie Gibb, who had worked as an editor at the BBC's Newsnight and on its flagship Andrew Marr political interview show, became Downing Street director of communications in 2017 (Johnson put him on the board of the BBC four years later). James Forsyth, political editor at the Spectator and a columnist on the Sun and Times (and best man at Sunak's wedding) proved a remarkable diviner of government thinking; in 2022 he became Sunak's political private secretary. Forsyth's wife, Allegra Stratton, formerly political editor at Newsnight and national editor at ITV News, became the Downing Street press secretary in 2020, before being implicated in Partygate and resigning. And it is good to be reminded that Johnson tried, unsuccessfully, to have Paul Dacre, long-time editor of the Mail, appointed as head of the media regulator, Ofcom; and to have Charles Moore, former editor of the Telegraph and the Spectator (and still a columnist), appointed as chair of the BBC. In the end, he had to make do with putting them both in the Lords (Moore is happily ensconced; but Dacre's elevation was blocked by the appointments commission, despite Johnson nominating him twice).
The Tories also had several pieces of political good luck, even if they didn't always look that way at the time. First, they were able to ruthlessly exploit the hapless Lib Dems in coalition, gaining useful political cover for austerity and triumphantly defending first-past-the-post in the 2011 referendum on the electoral system (in one of their most brilliantly awful pieces of opportunism, the Tories argued that proportional representation would produce more unprincipled coalitions like the one they were currently in, adducing the Lib Dems' breaking of their promises on student fees). In 2015, the Lib Dems were annihilated (going from 57 MPs to eight), and the Tories gobbled up their seats. The spectacular rise of the SNP after the narrow loss of the Scottish independence referendum granted by Cameron in 2014 also proved helpful: in the 2015 election, it purged Labour from Scotland (losing 40 of 41 seats) and in the long term gave the Scottish Tories a bit of a boost, allowing them to claim their old mantle as defenders of the Union. The SNP continued to claim that Scotland had no influence on who ruled at Westminster, but had the Tories not won thirteen Scottish seats in the 2017 election, twelve from the Nationalists, May would not have been able to form a government, even with the help of the DUP.
Austerity, in the short term (appropriately), was a vote-winner. The public, as judged from opinion polls, bought wholeheartedly into the Tory narrative about the deficit and the need for 'tough decisions'. Labour's post-2015 election post-mortem found that it had lost partly because it 'was perceived as being anti-austerity'. But the Tories were riding a tiger. As Hindmoor writes, public attitudes began to shift not long afterwards, away from the belief that austerity was necessary, to a majority in favour of tax rises and spending increases. Perversely, this initially helped the Tories. The changing of guard in 2016 meant that May was able to respond to this mood and define herself against the Cameron-Osborne government: her pitch to voters was anti-austerity in tone, if not in practice, and her 2017 manifesto talked pointedly about 'the good that government can do'. Johnson, as in all things, did it louder and without blushes. He ran hard against his own party's record, going into the 2019 election shouting about 'Levelling Up' and promising among other things to deliver twenty thousand more police officers, not mentioning that it was the Tories who had cut twenty thousand police officers in the first place. (The anti-austerity turn also produced a Corbyn-led Labour Party, which helped make itself a convenient enemy.) As the cases of May and Johnson prove, it has not been entirely unhelpful for a party so long in power to have had five prime ministers. Each one has formed a 'new' government and presented it as such, wildly indulged in this notion by the 'party in the media'.
The Tories were luckiest of all that, after thirteen years of New Labour investment, as for Thatcher after more than two decades of postwar social-democratic consolidation, the state they sought to wither was in robust health when they went to work. Headline cuts move slowly through layers of bureaucracy and service provision. Safety nets fray, but hold for a time. People don't at first notice the change, or when they do are prepared to accept it as 'necessary', or to put faith in the new tone of the latest prime minister. But that period is now over, and the Tories wasted the chances they were given to switch course. There inevitably comes a time, as in the mid-1990s and now, when the country suddenly looks exhausted, hobbled and gaunt. In 2008, 12 per cent of Britons thought that young people would have a worse life than their parents; now more than 40 per cent do. With the effects of austerity buckling every limb, Labour regularly refers to 'national decline' and makes hay with the idea that 'nothing works in this country any more.' The Tories' poll ratings confirm that this is an accurate reading of the public mood, as does a recent YouGov poll, which found that 73 per cent of Britons think the country 'is worse now than it was in 2010'.
Yet  it would be a mistake to think that what has happened to Britain since 2010 is an accident, an unforeseen side-effect. The Tories are short-term thinkers, judged by any objective standard. But by the standards of a motivating ideology, which tends to dispose of inconvenient facts and justify any amount of harm in the service of a general vision of the way things ought to be, they are not. A neo-Thatcherite ambition can easily be discerned in the country they will bequeath to Labour. The size of the state and the quantity of its contacts with the public have been greatly reduced. Local government - a mini welfare state of its own, and a long-term Tory bugbear - has been destroyed. Trade unions have been further hampered. The right to protest has been restricted. Workers' rights have continued to diminish. Britons now access most of their services through private companies. The housing market is roaring, and so is the rental market, with little social housing between. Universities have been thoroughly marketised. Schools have been detached from local government supervision as 'academies'. The NHS looks more susceptible to capture than ever before. Taxes on the rich remain low by Western European standards. So does corporation tax. Britain has left the EU, is in charge of its own immigration policy, and has made a series of (God help us, Truss-negotiated) independent trade deals. The market is freer, its strictures more unfeelingly enforced.
Thatcherism degraded the social fabric to the point where the Tory Party was removed from office in 1997 on a wave of discontent. Thatcherism in its second guise - represented finally by Sunak announcing the election in a downpour, soaked through in his skinny suit - has done the same, and the Tory Party looks set to be removed again. But Keir Starmer and his soon-to-be chancellor, Rachel Reeves, are, like Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, the children of their political moment. Blair and Brown, for all their achievements, continued to inhabit the house that Thatcher built. Starmer and Reeves, with their aversion to tax rises and rhetorical endorsement of the household budget/national budget parallel ('to my mum,' Reeves has said, 'every penny mattered ... and the basic test for whoever is chancellor is to bring that attitude to our public finances'), their embrace of the private sector, their courting of the City, their exclusive focus on economic growth and insistent acceptance of the grim and limiting Tory 'inheritance', look set to do the same. The structures of the post-1945, pre-Thatcher socio-political settlement are becoming traces. Fourteen years ago, Cameron and Osborne justified austerity by saying they were 'fixing the roof while the sun is shining'. But the roof is gone now, and there is nowhere to escape the rain.
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Every Watermark and Stain
Gill Partington

3141 wordsElizabeth Barrett Browning's  Sonnets, a pamphlet of just 48 pages, was once the holy grail of book collectors. Copies that came to light were, to quote one biographer, 'literally worth ... more than their weight in gold': at auction on Madison Avenue in 1930 one fetched $1250 (around $23,000 in today's money). The book's value was due not only to its extreme scarcity but to its central role in that most celebrated of literary love affairs, between Elizabeth and her fellow poet Robert Browning. Famously eloping in 1846 to escape her tyrannical father, they honeymooned in Pisa, and it was here one morning that Elizabeth shyly slipped a sheaf of papers into her new husband's pocket. She hurried back to her private study, leaving Robert overcome by the contents: a series of love sonnets which, he declared, were the 'finest ... written in any language since Shakespeare's'.
Despite Elizabeth's initial protestations, he insisted they should not be kept from the world and a manuscript was sent to their friend Mary Russell Mitford in Reading with instructions to print a very limited number of copies. These slim volumes, bearing the title Sonnets by E.B.B., then seem to have disappeared from view, parcelled up with some of Mitford's other books and papers at her death before making their way to an obscure poet called William Cox Bennett. They surfaced again only when Bennett invited a young book collector to his lodgings in Camberwell for buttered toast and sausages. As the plates were cleared away and the contents of Mitford's parcel were emptied out onto the table, the collector - one Thomas James Wise - recognised the momentous find and bought all dozen copies.
So the story went, at any rate. But the entire tale - sausages and all - was made up by Wise. In reality the book didn't exist before 1893, when Wise himself had forged it, concocting an entire backstory for its publication and rediscovery, safe in the knowledge that anyone who could have contradicted it - Mitford, Cox Bennett or the Brownings themselves - was safely dead. He'd then fed this myth to the literary editor Edmund Gosse, who breathlessly recounted it in the preface to a subsequent edition of the sonnets, where it assumed the status of fact. The only thing Wise hadn't invented were the poems themselves. They were indeed written by Barrett Browning, published in 1850 as part of her collected works under the title 'Sonnets from the Portuguese', coyly hiding their passion behind a flimsy pretence of translation from an original. Wise had simply lifted these existing verses, reprinted them in a pamphlet under the fake imprint 'Reading' and backdated it to 1847.
It was the Sonnets that would eventually bring Wise down, though not until many decades later, in the 1930s. By then he was a pillar of the establishment, former president of the Bibliographical Society of London and one of the most influential and respected figures in the world of rare books. His private collection, the Ashley Library, was one of the finest in the world and later acquired by the British Museum. But Barrett Browning's Sonnets were just the tip of the iceberg. More than fifty other books - some of the rarest and most valuable 19th-century first editions - were revealed to be the work of the same hand. With scores of copies of each, many in the world's most prestigious libraries, Wise had put more than a thousand individual fakes into circulation. It was forgery on an industrial scale.
Joseph Hone's hugely entertaining new account shows how this 'Moriarty of the book world' met his match in a duo of intrepid young book dealers, John Carter and Graham Pollard, whose investigation is 'worthy of fiction'. The 'impossibly debonaire' Carter, with his immaculately pressed Savile Row suits, could easily be a real-life counterpart of Dorothy L. Sayers's fictional sleuth Lord Peter Wimsey. (It's a nice touch that the affair gets a mention in her 1935 detective novel Gaudy Night. Wimsey himself had clearly been following it keenly.) The dishevelled, corduroy-clad communist Pollard has more than a whiff of Le Carre about him: in one of the story's many twists, he turns out to be a secret agent for MI5. Hone makes the most of such fictional echoes. Shifting between the forger's tale and the book detectives hunting him down some forty years later, The Book Forger unfolds as a propulsive if unlikely thriller, whose plot hinges on typographical minutiae and sherry parties.
Wise's life of crime began innocuously enough in the 1870s, amid the bluestockings and genteel eccentrics of Bloomsbury's literary societies. He was an obsessive bibliophile, spending every spare moment rummaging through second-hand book-barrows. He sold his rarer finds at a profit to finance his collecting habit, but the most valuable treasures remained far out of his reach. His junior clerk's salary would never stretch to a Shakespeare First Folio. There were more modern rarities - early editions of Romantic and Victorian poetry - which he could afford, however, and he went in search of literary connections that might put him in the way of such books. Thus he began to frequent the Shelley Society, paying his guinea a year subscription to attend its weekly lectures. Such amateur societies were the main forum for the study of English poetry (the academic discipline of literature still confined itself to the ancient Greeks and Romans). But it also provided its members with something else: a chance to own reprints of Shelley's more obscure and early writings.
Wise took charge of producing these facsimiles and found he was good at it, meticulous and with a keen eye for detail. Working with the printer Richard Clay and Sons, he was able to match all details of the original pamphlets, with the exception of the paper stock. His versions, he boasted, were 'as exact a representation as it has been found possible', with each 'printer's error, dropped letter or other peculiarity ... being carefully retained'. But in 1886, just as he was working on a reprint of Shelley's The Necessity of Atheism, the poet's son intervened, objecting that the work was too scandalous to reproduce. Wise, having already set the type, went ahead anyway and surreptitiously printed a handful of copies, removing any mention of the Shelley Society so that the imprint now simply read: 'for private circulation'. In practical terms this was a small alteration, but changing the publication information shifted the pamphlet into more murky and ambiguous territory. Wise then repeated the trick, using a selection of Shelley's poems and sonnets only recently uncovered and published in Edward Dowden's biography. He transcribed them from Dowden's book and printed them in pamphlet form, with their publication attributed to one Charles Alfred Seymour of the Philadelphia Historical Society. Both Seymour and the PHS were invented by Wise.
Dowden was understandably taken aback at Wise's effrontery. So too was Dante Gabriel Rossetti, when Wise borrowed some of Shelley's unpublished letters from him, only to copy and publish them in a pamphlet that - according to its imprint - originated in New York. Wise's justification was that he was simply making the work of a great poet more widely available, yet in retrospect it seems that he was honing what was to become his trademark method. Targeting lesser-known writings by major figures - often found in magazines - Wise would reprint the text as a standalone edition with a backdated publication year and a fake imprint. The result appeared to be an early, privately printed copy, and as such a valuable rarity, which he would then sell at auction or pass off to private collectors. By 1889 he had branched out from Shelley to George Eliot, Ruskin and Swinburne, creating more than a dozen antedated editions in that year alone. The move from persuasive facsimile to deliberate forgery was complete. He was no longer simply a collector of 'modern first editions': now he was manufacturing them too.
Working by day for the Rubeck trading company, Wise had risen from junior clerk to broker in exotic goods. Books, he recognised, were just another sort of commodity. He was quick to spot gaps in the market, exploiting the tantalising 'what-ifs' in publishing history. What if some copies of Tennyson's narrative poem Enoch Arden (1864) had been printed under its original title 'Idylls of the Hearth', before the poet's last-minute change of heart? And what if these copies had then been buried away and forgotten in an auctioneer's warehouse? It was a plausible speculation that Wise brought to life, buying up actual first editions of Enoch Arden and paying Clay and Sons to print a fake title page that was then swapped with the real one. (In the 1920s, the book was advertised by the book dealers Maggs Bros as an 'excessively rare trial issue' of 'Idylls of the Hearth', valued at thirty pounds or more.) But inventing publishing lacunae was even more effective than exploiting those that already existed. In 1896 he published Literary Anecdotes of the 19th Century, in which he speculated that Algernon Swinburne's 'The Devil's Due', a prose text published in the Examiner twenty years earlier, may also have been printed in pamphlet form for private distribution. Lo and behold, a few months later, Wise himself discovered just such a volume.
As with Barrett Browning's Sonnets, Wise didn't simply counterfeit books: he also manufactured their provenance. They were carefully laundered, fed into the rare books market in a way that allayed any doubts about their sudden appearance decades after their supposed publication. Anyone wanting to check the publication date of one of his rare pamphlets merely had to consult the supreme bibliographical authority of the British Library catalogue to be reassured of its genuine status. (He ensured that copies reached the librarians, along with his own notes on provenance.) Sometimes he even convinced authors themselves that forgeries of their work were the genuine article. In a move that demonstrates chutzpah and callousness in equal measure, he engineered an introduction to Swinburne in order to alert the ageing poet to one of his confections. It was a pamphlet edition of 'Cleopatra', a poem only ever published in Cornhill Magazine in 1866. Bemused, Swinburne was persuaded that it must have been the unauthorised work of his printer. Wise then gifted the poet a copy of this unexpected first edition, ensuring that there was written correspondence confirming its authenticity.
Wise effectively rewrote the historical record - sometimes literally, in the reference works he was increasingly invited to lend his name to. He wrote a catalogue of Tennyson's works, which of course included his own fakes, and graciously offered his assistance in compiling a new bibliography of the work of John Ruskin, thus ensuring that his forged editions of Ruskin's letters and essays were included in it. As his reputation and authority grew, he was able to play both gamekeeper and poacher, using his column in the Bookman to rail against forgeries while deflecting attention away from his own. 'Easy as it appears to be to fabricate reprints of rare books,' he wrote, 'it is in actual practice absolutely impossible to do so in such a manner that detection cannot follow the result.'
They were words that would come back to haunt him. Wise's method was clever, but not flawless. Sometimes hubris got the better of him. He'd once attempted to write a preface in the style of Ruskin that didn't pass the smell test of later editors. And by the 1920s, doubts had begun to circle around other books too - in particular, Barrett Browning's Sonnets. Why had no copies been sold at auction before 1901? And why didn't Robert Browning himself ever own one? Book dealers had their private suspicions, but it would take a new kind of expertise to prove the fraud. Pollard and Carter, both Soho booksellers, were aficionados of an emerging kind of bibliographic method. Where literary forgery had previously been analysed through textual criticism, unpicking the original version from later interpolations and additions, the 'new bibliography' was focused on the book itself, on the 'look and feel of the ink and the paper'. For the first time, the printed object was subjected to scientific scrutiny, every watermark and stain examined until it gave up its secrets.
Carter and Pollard began their investigation in the early 1930s, homing in on one particular feature of Wise's pamphlet edition: its 'kernless f'. In older typefaces the character has an overhanging arm - a kern - which projects over its neighbours. The detail was phased out in the later 19th century as too fragile for machine presses. The 'f' of the Sonnets thus gave it away: there was no way it could have been published as early as 1847. Weeks of trawling through type specimen books then produced a match with a particular typeface: Long Primer No. 20, dating from 1883. Many printers used it, but there was another telling quirk in the Sonnets: the question mark seemed to be a misfit, an italic character used in place of the correct symbol. Like a fingerprint, it made the font unique. But the breakthrough didn't come until Pollard spotted an 1893 facsimile edition of Matthew Arnold's Alaric at Rome. The text displayed both the kernless f and the misfit question mark. Pollard only had to flip to the book's front matter to see who had set the type: Richard Clay and Sons. But there was another important piece of information there too: the facsimile had been commissioned by Thomas James Wise.
Painstakingly  amassing their dossier of evidence, Pollard and Carter finally confronted their suspect. Backed into a corner, Wise came out swinging with the ferocity of a man with everything to lose. He threatened and intimidated the younger men, publishing angry and rambling ripostes in the press. He vainly attempted to pass the blame onto associates and accomplices, then enlisted loyal allies to fight his case in the letters column of the Times Literary Supplement. But in the end, he ran out of road and out of friends. In 1934, Pollard and Carter published their expose of the affair, An Enquiry into the Nature of Certain Nineteenth Century Pamphlets, printed, in a nice touch of irony, by Clay and Sons. Wise lapsed into silence, and an announcement in the TLS from his wife finally stated that ill-health prevented him from carrying on further 'public correspondence' about the matter. His death came just three years after Pollard and Carter's book was published. He never confessed.
The Book Forger draws on Pollard and Carter's original account for the details but is no mere retread. On legal advice the Enquiry pulled its punches, stopping short of accusing Wise directly. Hone, though, is able to lay out all the damning evidence of his forgeries, and much more besides. The full extent of Wise's activities was discovered only in the 1950s. In later years he had turned his attention to older volumes, to the quarto playbooks of Shakespeare's contemporaries, Jonson, Marlowe and Middleton. These he hadn't forged but doctored, slicing pages out of priceless copies in the British Library to complete his own defective versions. He patched up his own edition of Alexander Pope's An Essay on Man (1773) by stealing all except the title page from the library's copy. But Hone's book ranges beyond the direct circumstances of the Wise affair. It's an unexpectedly gripping history of bibliography, a discipline which emerges - as much as Carter and Pollard - as the dashing hero of the hour. This newly forensic approach to books was what finally caught up with Wise, partly because it's a method that mirrors forgery itself: attuned to the minute material details of watermarks, paperstocks and typefaces. Both are focused on the 'visceral pull' of the book as an irreducibly physical, singular object.
The Book Forger is also a useful reflection on literary forgery in general, which speaks to our own era of post-truth and deepfakes. Wise was not a forger in the same sense as the hapless William Henry Ireland, who claimed to have discovered an entire new Shakespeare play - 'Vortigern' - before suffering the indignity of having it laughed offstage in 1796. Instead, he took what existed and repackaged it, wrapping his fakes around reality so tightly that the threads are hard to untangle. In that sense the results are not forgeries so much as counterfactuals, editions that could have existed but didn't. Or they could be seen as part of print's long history of piracy and subterfuge: false imprints and misleading title pages were once common practice, employed by pressmen for a variety of reasons. To add to the complications, Wise's works were sometimes themselves imitated by less skilled hands, making them, in that context at least, the genuine article. And in the present day, 'Wiseana' has become collectable in its own right - valuable precisely because it is the authentic work of a master forger. Meanwhile Wise's monument, the Ashley Library (acquired by the British Museum after his death), now exists in a kind of limbo in the current British Library, part literary bequest, part crime scene. With the task of sorting the real from the fake still incomplete, the collection remains largely uncatalogued and access is restricted.
With the added perspective of nearly a century, Hone is able to give a fleshed-out portrait of his protagonists' historical and cultural milieux. It's hard not to feel at least some sympathy for Wise, the lowly but ambitious young clerk whose abiding memory of his mother was her love of Shelley, and who would get up before dawn to scour the bookstalls on his way to work. Hard, too, not to see the contrast with Carter and Pollard, all Oxbridge erudition and easy privilege. For this new generation of self-styled 'Biblio Boys', Wise was an object of snobbish ridicule, a pompous old bore who would harangue colleagues with his 'ugly cockney voice'. At heart, then, this is a story about class and status. Books, for Wise, meant social currency as much as cold hard cash. Hobnobbing with the literary great and good was perhaps a way to prove he was the equal of those more educated than himself. Fooling them may have proved that he was actually better. But it wasn't just books he forged: he also made a forgery of himself. Ensconced in his Hampstead mansion in later years amid the trappings of his empire of fakes, his honorary degrees from Oxford and his membership of the exclusive Roxburghe Club, it must have been hard to separate artifice and reality. Even the mahogany bookshelves housing his prized Ashley Library, dismantled after his death, turned out to be veneer.
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Knitted Cathedral
Ange Mlinko

3142 wordsIs Rachel Cusk's  new book a novel, a series of essays or a philosophical inquiry? Parade sends the coin spinning on its edge every time you flip it. It's the most musical work she has written, a punctus contra punctum, made up of stories that invert themselves in a dialectical fashion, propelled by a set of antinomies: male and female, parents and children, hardness and softness, freedom and responsibility. In some ways it recalls the work of Milan Kundera (lightness and heaviness, slowness and speed, good immortality and bad immortality), but Cusk shuns his bonhomie, his playful puppetry. Despite what some might judge a stylistic hauteur, her world teems with personages and anecdotes, echoes and counterfactuals. As she pivots among points of view - framing debates theoretically through her characters, shuffling through opinions and biases - a motif emerges, building to a credo, a cri de coeur.
 The parade of the title is a parade of artists, all signified by the initial G - and this is the first clue that there is something musical about the book's composition. It has a key signature, the key of Genius. In these various archetypal Gs, one can identify the shadowy outlines of Georg Baselitz, Louise Bourgeois, Paula Modersohn-Becker and Eric Rohmer. The unnamed narrator alternates third-person episodes with the first person, recounting scenes from her own life in France: some having to do with a G, others having to do with the body's subjection to violence, both from without and from within. If this all seems baroque, the cool tone and precision of the prose cuts against that. As always in Cusk's work, a singular voice provides the red thread through the labyrinth.
 The first G we meet is an acclaimed artist who has begun painting upside-down portraits. It doesn't especially matter whether the reader recognises this as a sketch of Baselitz, but it does seem a little on the nose as an allegory for an upside-down world. His wife turns out to be wildly drawn to the works: 'When G's wife first saw the upside-down paintings she felt as though she had been hit. The feeling of everything seeming right yet being fundamentally wrong was one she powerfully recognised: it was her condition, the condition of her sex.' At the same time, 'G believed that women could not be artists.' (Baselitz has repeatedly claimed that women make bad painters.) G's wife tells herself that 'this was what most people believed, but it was unfortunate that he should be the one to say it out loud.'
 A familiar script: the male genius and the helpmate who believes that 'his success - his achievement - was also hers.' Cusk will invert this set-up in the next chapter to see how the dynamic plays out when male and female switch roles. It puts Parade in dialogue with Cusk's previous book, Second Place (2021), another hall of mirrors: a rewriting of Mabel Dodge Luhan's Lorenzo in Taos, a memoir of her friendship with D.H. Lawrence. Cusk's middle-aged female narrator, M, invites the ageing enfant terrible L to her 'second place', a guest-house on her property, so he can paint the landscape; she expressly wishes to see it 'through his own eyes'. A contest of wills ensues: will the woman have her way, or will the man defeat her?
Second Place has a deliberately schematic framework: the binary of masculine (amoral, irresponsible) and feminine (utilitarian, dependent) leaves little room for play, though it presents itself as an experiment. Still, what woman who has enjoyed the company of male artists can deny the attraction, and the injustice, of the man who seizes freedom for himself? And what man can deny the ruthlessness required to be free to make art? From the very first sentence ('I once told you, Jeffers, about the time I met the devil on a train leaving Paris') to the last, M is plagued by questions of freedom and authority: how can she believe she has 'truly lived' when a man like L exists? 'Did he understand that by parading his freedom and the fulfilment of his desires in front of me, he was making me less free and less fulfilled than I had been before I walked in the door?' In Parade, G's wife observes that he 'was not the first man to have described women better than women seemed able to describe themselves', but she also perceives in his inverted portraits of her 'a crystallised hatred that both objectified ... and obliterated her'. Like L in Second Place, G is the embodiment of 'a freedom elementally and unrepentantly male down to the last brushstroke'.
 Meanwhile our unnamed narrator is living in Paris, displaced and disoriented after the owner of her sublet reclaims it out of the blue. Just when she has found a new flat and thinks that stability is within reach, she is attacked in broad daylight by a stranger on the street. In keeping with the contrapuntal narration, Parade really has two beginnings: a woman feeling 'hit' by her husband's painting and another woman suffering a blow to the head. One story is a representation of an abstraction, the violence of which is gradually recognised; the second is a representation of the most violent immediate reality. We shall know truth, Cusk seems to suggest, by its force.
 This first chapter is called 'The Stuntman'. Three more follow: 'The Midwife', 'The Diver' and 'The Spy'. They seem like cards drawn from a tarot deck, a modern arcana of types. A stuntman is an 'alternate self' who takes 'the actual risks in the manufacture of a fictional being whose exposure to danger was supposedly fundamental to its identity'. One could say that G, by painting upside-down works, is a stuntman of a different kind. Another G, a Black artist, paints a cathedral on a tiny canvas: this is also an inversion, a stunt. But for the narrator, the stuntman was the woman who came out of nowhere and punched her in the head: 'She was my dark twin ... These were her offerings, the offerings of the stuntman: violence and silence.'
 How else does one represent the trauma of a public attack? One is stripped of dignity, gawped at: 'A crowd of people had gathered and in the moments before they began to react, they seemed simply to be looking at me as they might look at a picture in a museum.' Shortly afterwards, the narrator goes to an exhibition of work by another G, a female sculptor based on Louise Bourgeois. The pieces that catch her eye are made of fabric, 'a memorial in thread and cloth, a knitted cathedral. How could the female sex be commemorated in stone?' Moments later the museum has to be evacuated: a man has thrown himself from a staircase onto the marble floor of the atrium. He too is a stuntman: 'A group of medics came out carrying the body on a stretcher and bore it past us. It was covered with a blue tarpaulin. Carried like that, the man seemed to have attained a shocking freedom.'
 It's a lot to take in: we're two Gs into the book and our narrator has been attacked and witnessed a suicide. Threaded throughout there are ekphrases of portraits and sculptures, all of them subject to gendered theorising, interrogated for their insights into freedom. Connecting Bourgeois's spider sculptures to her works in cloth, the narrator notes: 'The sculptures were a counter-fabrication: through the metamorphosis of art, the ugly insects became emblematic. They represented everything that is denied and suppressed in femininity.' This is a companion piece to Cusk's essay 'Louise Bourgeois: Suites on Fabric' from 2011: 'Cloth expresses the new legitimacy, soft and unprestigious, mediating between body and world, a record of female process.' For the narrator of Parade, the femininity of woven fabric is emblematic of 'repetition without permanence'.
 If the Baselitz figure and his wife represent a typical gender script, the female G and her husband in 'The Midwife' represent a distorted mirror of that relationship. This G, perhaps an avatar of a Young British Artist who made it big, lives with her husband, daughter and nanny in a 'fashionable neighbourhood'. There's a country house, designed by an architect, and a separate studio 'in a dirty and dangerous neighbourhood'. A friend, a fellow painter, suggests that G lives a double life, torn between the freedom of her art and the upper-middle-class comforts of her domestic life. But all is not well at home. The husband, acting out of some repressed resentment at being unsexed, takes up amateur photography. His subject is their young daughter, and his portraits of her are hung all over the house. There is something unsettling about them. He has 'a knack for eliciting a certain expression from the child, whose innocence was tainted in the same instant as it was recorded'.
 G has her own shameful self-doubts. When her daughter asks her why men are necessary, why the world can't just be mothers and children, G shudders: 'The answer seemed to be that there needed to be men because G thought men were superior. The idea of a world filled with mothers and children repelled her.'
 A reckoning comes with a policeman's knock on the door. He has been called to the house by a printer who saw something in the husband's camera roll. But the husband standing in his swanky parlour turns on the charm: 'My wife is an artist, he said, putting his arm around G. So it's me who takes the family snaps. I obviously don't have her talent, he smiled.' He's wormed his way out of trouble, but the marriage is broken. The husband knows it, telling G that she's free to leave but the house and the child will remain with him. 'He explained to her the reason in law why this was so. He told her the amount of money she would be liable for. But if that's what you want, he said sadly, I won't stand in your way.'
 The world of the successful female artist and dependent husband is liable to perversion. If this were the end of it, we would have to hold it against Cusk for stacking the deck - though such stories are not uncommon. Something similar happened to Cusk herself, as she recounts in her divorce memoir, Aftermath (2012). Yet the story of G in 'The Midwife' is a counterpoint to the narrator's account of her holiday on a farm ('Mann's farm') run by a woman ('Mann's wife') because Mann has descended into madness or dementia. She learns that he 'had been selling parcels of the farm behind her back'. In 'The Midwife', a female head of household is an impostor. In the real world - the world of farms, for instance - wives and mothers keep a roof over children's heads. We are the last stay against entropy.
 'The Diver' picks up where 'The Stuntman' left off, in the aftermath of the suicide at the museum. The narrator is invited to dinner with some art world professionals involved with the G (aka Bourgeois) exhibition. To get to the trendy restaurant, she has to pick her way through the rubbish left over from a Bastille Day parade. 'Just because people have thrown garbage all over the streets to celebrate their freedom, that means cripples have to walk?', a fellow guest grumbles, limping to the table on a sprained ankle. This may turn out to be a discussion about the way some people's freedom tramples on others. The museum director, for instance, is late to dinner because she had to deal with the police after the suicide: the man's bid for freedom inconvenienced hundreds. She announces that she is stepping down from her position and leaving the art world:
 Psychologists tell us that little children are proud of their own shit, and enjoy showing it to other people, until they are informed that their shit is disgusting and should be hidden, and I suddenly wondered whether artists somehow never got this message and kept on being proud of their shit and wanting to show it to people. 

 The discussion at the restaurant is all about G: how was she as an artist, a woman, a mother? What was the quality of her freedom, and did her freedom inconvenience those around her, people with their own right to freedom? Betsy, the woman with the sprained ankle, was once the recipient of G's froideur - she was much kinder to young men - but Betsy doesn't hold this against her: 'G was selfish and cruel and egotistical - she was as bad as any man, and she was as good as any man. Better, in my opinion, because she lived two lives.'
 This is an ideal Cusk has elaborated on before: 'To have both motherhood and work was to have two lives instead of one,' she wrote in Aftermath. This G is presented as someone who got to have her cake and eat it: by marrying and having children with a conventional breadwinner, and then leaning into her art when he died and left her well off. 'At least G had the sense not to marry another artist,' Betsy goes on to say, in one of the most disenchanted moments in the book: 'A woman artist marries a male artist because she sees her ambitions mirrored in him ... She thinks he's the one guy who will understand her. But a male artist wants a slave, and when he marries a woman artist he gets the bonus of a slave who thinks he's a genius.' Another woman at the table objects: 'It's a terrible notion ... that a woman can be an artist only if she refuses to love.' A man responds: 'Any woman is better off without love.'
 'The Diver' is the longest chapter in Parade, a virtuosic set piece, and the least conclusive. Point and counterpoint chase each other in dizzying fashion; even the authoritative exchange about the impossibility of love is softened by the testimony of a male guest who explains the way he and his poet wife made their peace with her vocation and his own yearnings - once more, an inversion is involved. But his wife is not a G. As Betsy remarks of the Bourgeois character, 'ordinary forms of happiness were beneath her.'
 The final inversion brings us to an unexpectedly tender, auspicious conclusion. In 'The Spy', G is the filmmaker Eric Rohmer, who defies many of the shibboleths we have come to associate with the other Gs. He isn't a stuntman, turning things upside down. He comes from a repressive Catholic background which he has never renounced and goes by a pseudonym to hide his work from his family. After a failed attempt at becoming a writer, he discovers the camera: 'Invisibility was his conduit to self-expression ... but while he was invisible he was free.' 'To see without being seen: for G there was no better definition of the artist's vocation.' This is the positive inversion of an earlier theory expressed by another G, a proxy for Paula Modersohn-Becker: 'If one were to answer truthfully the question of what a female art might look like, it would have to be composed chiefly of a sort of non-existence.'
 It's clear that in contrast to G (Bourgeois), who was as good and bad 'as any man', G (Rohmer) is as good and bad as any woman, a prophet of male femininity like Rilke, who wrote to his friend Franz Xaver Kappus that 'in the man, too, there is motherhood ... physical and mental; his engendering is also a kind of birthing when he creates out of his innermost fullness.' G's films, which are slow and repetitive, observant and true, are also gentle. They may well be the best illustrations of Rilke's promise in the same letter to Kappus that 'man and maiden, freed of all false feelings and aversions, will seek each other not as opposites but as siblings and neighbours and will join forces as human beings in order to bear in common, simply, earnestly, and patiently, the difficult sex that has been laid upon them.' G's films are so true that they can only be filmed at the pace of real life, with as little cutting or editing as he can possibly manage. 'The thrift and simplicity of G's method,' it turns out, leads to a body of work that 'flowed quietly out into the world and seemed naturally to join the stream of life'. The book-length dialectic of Parade pivots from the idea that one shall know the truth by its violence - the coup de poing - to the idea of truth as patience, acceptance, close attention.
 It takes a while to creep up on us - or at least it did me - that one repeated subplot of Parade is the demise of the parent. Our first G, the Baselitz figure, visits his declining father in a nursing home. Mann's wife contends with her aged husband's madness and returns to Germany to say goodbye to her dying mother. In 'The Spy', the narrator recounts her own mother's death and funeral. We know from her essay collection, Coventry (2019), that Cusk had a difficult relationship with her parents, and the narrator notes that after her mother's death 'there was a feeling of lightness, a feeling almost of freedom. The violence of death had the appearance of a strange generosity. A capital sum had been returned to the living: we on the side of life had been in some way increased.' The Rohmer character has a very different epiphany at his mother's deathbed:
 He detests men, detests all that they are. His belief is that women are the true creators: they are motivated to give, and in the generosity of their creativity they inadvertently make themselves slaves and henchmen. The creativity of men, which is not creativity at all but a mode of conquest, disgusts him. 

 When our parents go, the fetters fall away: we can finally assume our own authority. The narrator's epiphany is that 'our children taught us how to love, and slowly we began to understand the extent of what we had ourselves not received ... We knew that we would be incapable of turning our back on our children. For the first time, an incapacity had the weight of riches.' A fundamental contradiction is left unresolved. As created beings, we chafe. Only as makers - of art or children - are we fully achieved. Go forth and create, Parade concludes. The title reveals itself, at last, as a gradus ad Parnassum littered with false and all too human pretences.
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How to Speak Zazie
Dennis Duncan

2913 words'Si tu t'imagines,' Juliette Greco sang. 'If you imagine.' It was her first time singing in public, on 22 June 1949, at the Boeuf sur le Toit cabaret, the beginning of her seven-decade reign as the first lady of French chanson. Both the venue and the song were selected by Greco's unlikely svengali, Jean-Paul Sartre. Francois Mauriac, three years away from his Nobel Prize, was in the audience. So was Marlon Brando. After the concert he gave Greco a ride home on his motorbike. 'Si tu t'imagines,' indeed.
But the song isn't a wish-upon-a-star fantasy. 'Imagine', here, is used in its finger-wagging, admonitory sense: you've got another think coming if you imagine that ... That what? The next line is the song's best, a sound poetry joke. Over the music-box twinkle, Greco suddenly glitches, 'xa va xa va xa', clicking plosives like the needle skipping on a record, until the line resolves: 'va durer toujours'. If you want to be boring about it, 'xa va' = 'que ca va': 'If you imagine/That this will, that this will, that this/Will last for ever ...' But the poem that Sartre chose, and had set to music, was by Raymond Queneau. And Queneau spells it 'xa'.
Ten years later, in the summer of 1959, the French edition of Elle magazine reported on a new and virulent linguistic disease sweeping the country. 'The Zazie phenomenon is ravaging France like an epidemic. In the streets and on the metro, from the mountains to the beaches, we are all "speaking Zazie".' That summer, simply everyone was imitating the insouciant, potty-mouthed heroine of Queneau's latest novel, Zazie dans le metro. 'Unbearable', Elle's columnist mock-harrumphed.
But Zazie is hardly the only character in the book whose speech seems designed to get up the noses of a certain class of reader. Set over the course of a weekend in Paris, the novel breezes through strikes and riots and abductions as a thwarted but persistent paedophile hounds Zazie and attempts to assault her aunt. Giving languid pursuit, Zazie's uncle Gabriel tries to mollify everyone by inviting them to his drag show. Throughout, everyone speaks some variety or other of slang. The book opens with Gabriel's one-word assessment of the crowds at the Gare d'Austerlitz and their personal hygiene: 'Doukipudonktan'. As with 'xa va', to make sense of it one needs to sound it out: 'D'ou qu'ils puent donc tant?' 'Holifartwatastink', as the novel's first translators had it. Later, Zazie will reveal her obsession with 'blouddjinnzes', a fashionable variety of American legwear, and once again readers are forced to mutter the word aloud.
To be fair to Queneau, the reason everyone was 'speaking Zazie' in 1959 was because that's how they spoke anyway. It was just that Queneau had the temerity to transcribe the laconic patterns of everyday speech - its elisions and inversions, its slang and its borrowings - and put them into literary fiction. And besides, he had been doing it in his novels for a quarter of a century.
The idea had come to Queneau on a visit to Greece in the early 1930s. There he learned about the dispute between adherents of the two rival forms of the Greek language: the archaic, revivalist Katharevousa, harking back to classical Greek, and the modern, vernacular Demotic. Queneau recognised a similar gulf between literary French and the contemporary spoken language: 'I came to realise that modern, written French must free itself from the conventions that still hem it in.' What was needed was an overhaul, an attentiveness to everyday speech, which would bring about a new written language, a 'neo-francais', corresponding to the language as it was actually spoken.
Such a shift would have to encompass not just spelling and vocabulary, but syntax too. Another novel, Le Dimanche de la vie (1951), opens with the sentence: 'He didn't suspect that each time he passed her shop she watched him, the shopkeeper, the soldier Bru.' It's not that hard to parse: the pronouns (she, he) have their referents at the end of the sentence (the shopkeeper, the soldier). It's the kind of thing we might say without batting an eyelid: 'What's he like, this friend of yours?' But in a novel at mid-century it sounds like someone with a point to prove.
Still, there is something else going on in that opening sentence. It describes the moment, fifty years earlier, when Queneau's parents met. His father, Auguste, was a soldier, back from campaigns in Tonkin and Senegal and recently installed in Le Havre. Queneau's mother, Josephine, ran a haberdashery in the town and noticed the new arrival as he passed her window. They were married in 1901, with Auguste moving in to help run the shop. Eighteen months later their only child was born.
At school Raymond was something of a prodigy. He began writing poetry aged ten; at twelve he wrote his first novel. Most of the juvenilia - some 3804 pages, or four kilos of paper (right from the start Queneau was an assiduous recorder of details) - was thrown on a bonfire when he was fifteen. But his personal bibliography listed the titles of everything he wrote, and suggests that the early stories were in the Jules Verne mode: 'Les Aventures d'Anderson', 'La Revolte noire'. Another lost tale, 'Roman fou' ('Crazy Novel'), written around Queneau's fourteenth birthday, stands out for its hint of preoccupations to come. Its subtitle is 'Kakotrinomaneimatetribegorgodiegesimuthiquie'. What are we seeing here? Precociousness, certainly, and a knack for languages. But also a Carrollian silliness, the kind of playfulness that wants to take erudition and shake the heaviness out it.
At seventeen, Queneau left for Paris to study philosophy. His journal from these years is pretty bleak: lots of angst, lots of billiards. In the winter of 1924, however, he fell in with the Surrealists. For a time, he double-dated with Andre Breton. Breton had married Simone Kahn, a Surrealist salonniere, and Queneau followed him by marrying her sister Janine. In the Bretonian world, however, once Andre was done with someone he expected his circle to shun them too. So when Breton left Simone and Queneau refused to ostracise his sister-in-law, he found himself excluded from the Surrealist movement and harbouring a 'passionate hatred' for it.
The genesis of the animosity was personal, but it quickly acquired a theoretical flavour when Queneau denounced Surrealism as intellectually facile. Automatic writing, he argued, was mere gormless passivity, with the poet waiting 'open-mouthed for inspiration like an entomologist hoping to catch an insect'. The Surrealist revolution would not liberate the writer, since 'inspiration which consists in blindly obeying every impulse is in reality a slavery.' Ever the classicist, Queneau looked back to earlier models: the dramatist 'who writes his tragedy observing a certain number of rules that he is familiar with is freer than the poet who writes whatever comes into his head'. In setting himself against Surrealism, Queneau was working out a personal manifesto that he would uphold for the next forty years, the idea that real writing requires effort, planning, revision, technique. For the kind of technique he had in mind, however, he would have to look beyond French models.
We can tell that Ulysses represented more of a project for Queneau than most of the books he ploughed through in his prodigious everyday reading. He bought a notebook, gave it a title page in English ('The Little Cyclopaedia'), and jotted down all the difficult or unusual words he encountered, along with their French translations. 'Snotgreen' = 'vert-pituite'. He also copied out the so-called Gilbert schema, which lists a governing Homeric parallel, art or science, colour, symbol, bodily organ and rhetorical technique for each of Ulysses's eighteen episodes, predetermining the way Joyce would approach the narrative. You can sense Queneau's excitement at seeing this type of organisation. Just as he mocked the Surrealists as clueless butterfly-catchers, so he despaired of the free-form novel: 'Anyone can drive an indeterminate number of seemingly lifelike characters along before him, like a flock of geese, across an empty plain measuring some indeterminate number of pages or chapters. No matter what, the result will always be a novel.' As for himself, 'I cannot countenance such laxity.'
Under the surface, then, Queneau's novels follow their own schema, a roster of rules governing, among other things, the number of chapters, the narrative voice to be used in each and the roles and distribution of the characters. His first three novels all contain buried hints at cyclicality by, for example, having the same first and last sentence, or repeating a term or motif in their opening and closing passages. Writing a novel, for Queneau, should be no different from writing a poem: it requires obedience to formal strictures that have been determined in advance. Towards the end of his life, in a broadcast for Belgian radio, he would describe himself and his colleagues in the Oulipo - the literary collective founded around him in 1960 - as 'rats who construct the labyrinth from which they plan to escape'. Better a rat than an entomologist.
With their hidden structures and their specific concern with the French language, it would be fair to imagine that translating Queneau's books is a beastly task. Nevertheless, thanks in large part to the great Barbara Wright, he has been fairly well served in this respect. (Wright's wry, no-nonsense prefaces to her translations are little masterpieces in themselves, full of brisk practicality: 'All translation, without exception, is difficult, and I am never quite sure why people imagine that Queneau is more difficult to translate than anyone else. Is it because of his puns?')
The bigger problem for Queneau in the anglosphere has been that his work has tended to be received differently outside France. Take Pierrot mon ami, which tells the story of a guileless fairground worker who finds himself on the fringes of a conspiracy involving arson, property development, fakirs and Eastern princes. Since the novel follows the sweet, incurious Pierrot, we only catch glimpses of the bigger plot happening around him: it's not just a whodunnit but also a whattheydone. When Pierrot came out in 1942, Albert Camus reviewed it as 'an ambiguous fairy tale blending the spectacles of everyday life with a timeless melancholy'; the philosopher Alexandre Kojeve saw the novel's passive, likeable hero as an avatar of the Hegelian sage. Compare and contrast with the New Statesman, whose reviewer concluded that 'Pierrot is simply a light-hearted fantasy', or Time and Tide: 'This novel is of the kind called "so very French". It is all very unassuming and amusing and most of us enjoy this kind of fun.' Talk about faint praise. At least Iris Murdoch could see what the fuss was about. For her, the novel was an early touchstone. She wrote to Queneau: 'Translating this little piece of Pierrot I felt such a feeling of joy and triumph - it is a clue, I can see the road more clearly, I can feel more clearly what I want and I am able to.'
Queneau's next novel continued the theme of the outsider separated from the main action by placing its frustrated hero in the gap between suburban reality and the fantasies of the silver screen. Loin de Rueil was serialised between September and December 1944 in Les Lettres francaises, a clandestine Resistance journal suddenly adapting to life above board after the liberation of Paris. Three years later Loin de Rueil was the first of Queneau's novels to appear in English, in a translation by the American diplomat H.J. Kaplan. Kaplan wrestles valiantly with the punning and slang, the jump cuts from one register to another, but the overall result is messy and bewildering, like someone repeating a joke they didn't quite understand. It is satisfying, then, to see that New York Review Books - which has previously reissued existing translations of Queneau (by Wright) - has this time commissioned a new one. Chris Clarke, a member of the Outranspo, a collective of Oulipo-inspired translators, is assured with the novel's delicate balance of reality and fantasy, while having the confidence to be inventive with the jokes.
In one important detail, however, Clarke follows Kaplan. While 'La Peau des reves' ('The Skin of Dreams') was the working title that appeared on Queneau's typescript, it was abandoned before the novel was published. For an English readership its replacement, Loin de Rueil ('Far from Rueil'), is off-puttingly obscure - not to mention virtually unpronounceable. Rueil is the small town on the outskirts of Paris in which the novel begins and ends. Queneau had sketched out his plot to be symmetrical. Its principal locations (barring one chapter added late the manuscript) are Rueil, then Paris, then a small, unnamed town in the provinces, then back through Paris to Rueil again. It starts and finishes - more symmetry - not with its main character, but with the louche, neurotic poet des Cigales, for whom the limited horizons of the suburbs are a blessing: 'All of Rueil admires me and Nanterre as well and Suresnes and Courbevoie.' Across the Seine in Paris, the situation is rather different: 'they snicker when they hear my name mentioned, which actually never happens, so they're not even snickering.' The comforts and pains of provincialism. 'I know all sorts of people in Rueil who have never even seen Notre-Dame,' des Cigales's flatmate announces. Fair enough: Rueil has dancing, moules-frites and a cinema - what more could you want? But for Jacques L'Aumone, our central character, it is the cinema - the source of his fantasies and the motor of his ambition - that makes staying in Rueil impossible.
Queneau's life, he once observed, began at the same time as the cinema era. He watched the earliest classics - Fantomas, Les Vampires, Le Voyage dans la Lune - when they were fresh, catching them with his father in the movie theatres of Le Havre: the Pathe, the Kursaal. Looking back, he recalled the raucous disruptiveness of the audience, the groaning mass of sailors and harbour prowlers, and The Skin of Dreams captures the idea of the cinema as both an attentive and a distracted experience. Queneau notes the erotics of sitting in the dark among strangers, of speculatively resting your leg against your neighbour's, of silent territorial disputes over the armrest, and the ludicrousness of the pianist - this is the silent era - hammering clumsily while the audience fight or grope or grumble through the documentary reel at the start of the programme. But when the main feature starts a transformation occurs, from inattention to pure, immersive identification. When Jacques gazes up at the cowboy hero on screen, he 'isn't the least bit surprised to recognise him as Jacques L'Aumone'.
Jacques, then, is a Mittyish protagonist, a daydreamer inserting himself triumphantly into the narratives he encounters. Queneau makes it hard to track the point at which his imagination takes over. As an adult, Jacques boxes: it matters to the plot that he can handle himself. But when he thinks of himself as 'a (light heavyweight) boxing (amateur) champion (of France)', we have to assume that the parenthetical additions are marks of his impulse to private self-aggrandisement. One long paragraph unspools his imaginary employments: 'captain in the Royal Netherlands Army, plant manager, attache to the embassy in Peking, banker, clown (famous), painter (famous), archivist-palaeographer, midshipman (aboard the last tall ship), racing cyclist (winner of the Tour d'Europe), world chess champion (inventor of the L'Aumone Gambit and the f2-f3, h7-h5 opening) ...' Twenty lines later, the list has slipped beyond fantasies of wealth or success into absurdity: 'triumvir, uhlan, plumber, tetrarch, retiarius, shah, salt smuggler, white elephant (by magical transformation), adulterous grasshopper, Chinese tunic, lump of sugar, melting nub of soap'.
And yet, when Jacques leaves Rueil, performance - acting out fantasies in front of an audience - becomes his reality. He founds a ludicrous, derided theatre troupe in the provinces, then begins to take understudy roles on the Parisian stage; he is given parts as a movie extra, then a few lines in an early talkie. Finally, after a spell as a documentary maker, we see him as a languid Hollywood star, operating under an anglicised version of his name: James Charity. In the novel's last act, he returns to France to make a film of his life, a mise-en-abyme in which the action of the story we have just read is replayed at high speed, beginning with the young actor climbing through the cinema screen to play the part of the cowboy. The film, naturally, is called The Skin of Dreams, and its producer is one 'Ramon Curnough'. Simply sound it out - like 'blouddjinnzes' or 'xa va' - for confirmation that the novel has taken a metatextual turn.
At a screening in Rueil, Jacques's family enjoy the film, but none of them recognises Charity as the boy who left them behind. Des Cigales comes closest to making the connection. He experiences an odd sense of having seen the characters somewhere before. Undressing for bed that night, he tries to explain it to his lover. She brushes the thought away: 'Sometimes we imagine things.' 'We most certainly do,' he replies. In a nicely cinematic touch Clarke has him doing his best Laurel and Hardy impression: 'We certainly do.'
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Tillosophy
Anil Gomes

3544 wordsMy  daughter has Pauline Baynes's map of Narnia hanging above her bed. It's a lovely object, produced in 1972 as a promotional poster for Puffin Books. One of its pleasures is tracing the way locations from the different stories fit together into a whole. There's the island they sail to in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader; and those are the marshes they cross in The Silver Chair.
Some stories are harder to integrate than others. On my first visit to India I was introduced to some cousins who were apparently related to my mother on both her mother and her father's sides of the family. It was confusing: I couldn't see a way to fit the facts together. It was only once I realised what happens when two brothers marry two sisters that all became clear.
The philosopher Wilfrid Sellars thought that philosophy involved the reconciliation of disparate facts. Consider the disconnect between what he called the 'scientific' and the 'manifest' images of the world. Science describes a domain of fundamental particles situated in fields of force, spread out across a four-dimensional spacetime. Ordinary human life contains conscious creatures who make decisions, puzzle over problems, and find things good and beautiful. How do we integrate these two stories into a unified whole? One of the tasks of philosophy, Sellars said, was 'to understand how things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term'.
Daniel Dennett, who died in April, spent much of his career examining matters that populate ordinary thinking about the mind: beliefs, pain, consciousness, free will, the self. He sought to reconcile these aspects of the mind with the scientific story, to show how they can be integrated with such things as neural pathways carrying information, molecules moving according to mechanistic laws, the fundamental particles of atomic physics. Most important, Dennett's aim was to show how all this can be achieved without appealing to anything supernatural.
Descartes didn't believe the mind could be accommodated by the mechanistic stories of science. Instead he posited an immaterial substance, distinct from body, in which thinking was to be found. Contemporary philosophers known as 'panpsychists' ply the same trick with consciousness: since it can't be reconciled with science, consciousness must be smeared across the universe like a magnolia undercoat, adding a basic form of experience to each and every fundamental particle. Dennett had no time for this sort of thing: no magic allowed.
Dennett's supervisor at Oxford was Gilbert Ryle, the commanding presence of mid-20th-century Oxford philosophy. Ryle had argued in The Concept of Mind (1949) that Descartes's account of immaterial substance was a bad answer to a silly question. Questions about the way the mind relates to the body assume that the mind is a thing which we need to locate in the material world. But this is a case of language bewitching. We can talk about doing something for another person's sake without thinking that we need to locate sakes in the material world. We can talk about people who can do sums in their heads without thinking that mental arithmetic is inside the skull in the same way that the occipital lobe is inside the skull. The elements of mind are not denizens of an inner realm but simply a set of abilities, such as being able to answer maths questions without pen and paper.
Dennett wore Ryle's influence with pride. His doctoral thesis, later published as Content and Consciousness (1969), set out the basic approach to reconciliation he maintained throughout his career. Start with 'content'. I believe the next train is for Manchester, and I hope there will be a seat available. Philosophers like to say that these states - belief and hope - exhibit 'intentionality', which is a fancy way of saying that they are about certain things. But 'aboutness' doesn't look like one of the properties that feature in the scientific story of the world. Fundamental particles have spin, they have charge, but they're not about anything. So where do we find intentional states like beliefs and hopes in our scientific stories?
One option is to 'reduce' beliefs to something within those stories. Perhaps beliefs are simply complicated states of the brain, and when I believe the next train is for Manchester, that belief is represented in a language of thought. On such a view, it remains true that I believe the next train is for Manchester. But that's not because there is some immaterial substance doing the thinking: it is because there is a state of my brain that is organised in some particular way.
An alternative means of reconciliation is to eliminate the idea of beliefs altogether. Perhaps they are relics of folk psychology, to be dispensed with once we have a good scientific story about neural states. This is the attitude that some of us take to some aspects of alternative medicine. I have a friend who swears by the benefits of healing massage. Her therapist hovers her hands above my friend's body to facilitate the flow of life energy. Can this life energy be reconciled with our scientific stories? I'm sceptical: we just don't find 'life energy' in our best biological accounts of the way human bodies work. Eliminativists say the same thing about beliefs: they're a nice fiction but not something that stands up to scientific scrutiny.
These two options - reduction and elimination - serve as fixed barriers between which Dennett tries to navigate. He doesn't want to say that our familiar mental phenomena are mere fictions - at least, not entirely so. But neither does he think they can be straightforwardly reduced to any specific part of the scientific story. In particular, the reductionist option for belief makes it seem as if the question of what someone believes is like the question of what type of blood they have - a perfectly objective matter, which could be settled by looking inside their brain. But belief isn't like that. Sometimes it's fuzzy, sometimes it's a matter of perspective. Does my daughter believe that the king is the head of state? Well, does that require her to distinguish the state from the government? Or that she understand how the United Kingdom differs from Great Britain? Determining what someone believes is often more like determining whether Hamlet is an investigation of political power. Sort of. It depends.
Instead, Dennett introduced the idea of the 'intentional stance'. This is the attitude we take towards a system when we view it as having the beliefs and desires that it ought to have, given its place in the world. Think about the ease with which we navigate a crowded street on a rainy day. We assume that people want to avoid getting wet, and that they believe they'll get splashed if they walk too close to the kerb. That gives us a good basis for predicting the route they will take. Very often, our prediction will be correct. Of course, it's rare that we actually deliberate over such predictions, but Dennett thought they were ubiquitous in interpersonal relations. We take people to have the beliefs and desires they ought to have and, by doing so, we are able to predict their behaviour with remarkable accuracy.
It is this predictive power which, in Dennett's view, tells against any attempt to eliminate beliefs. How could mere fiction do such a good job at forecasting the movement of people across space and time? Think of the ease with which I can predict where you will be a week from now, simply by making an arrangement to meet you. I impute to you a desire to see me and a belief about where you should be at what time in order to make this happen, and the prediction is easy. Dennett's striking claim is that this is all there is to having beliefs. If there is a good predictive model that works by ascribing beliefs and desires to you, then those are the beliefs and desires you really have. Having a belief is a bit like possessing a centre of gravity, something not explained by some inner mechanism but through the role it plays in predictive explanation.
One obvious concern about Dennett's approach is that it extends the class of believers too widely. If I'm playing chess against a computer, I might think about what it believes or wants, and on that basis make good predictions about its behaviour. Maybe I can even predict what my alarm clock is going to do by thinking of it as believing it is 7.30 a.m. and that it wants to wake me up. So long as there is a good pattern of prediction here, why shouldn't we think of these systems as believers? The fuzziness of belief allows for generosity of application. This isn't quite reduction but isn't quite elimination either.
What about consciousness? Here Dennett veers slightly closer to the eliminative barrier. On his view of content, what you believe is determined not by the goings on inside your head but by the patterns in your behaviour. This is good Rylean dogma, and Ryle's opponents called it behaviourism. (Not Ryle, though. 'There is no place for "isms" in philosophy,' he wrote. 'To be a "so-and-so-ist" is to be philosophically frail.') But behaviourism seems doomed as an account of consciousness. Surely there is something it is like to smell coffee, to hear music, to see an impressive sunset. How can the technicolour of experience be reduced to mere patterns of behaviour?
It is the difficulty of reconciling this type of consciousness with scientific accounts that pushes some philosophers to add non-physical stuff. But Dennett regards this as just one more appeal to the supernatural. There are no spooky properties that make mental states conscious; nor is there some special theatre in the brain where the conscious presentation of one's life is staged. Rather, there are lots of information-processing streams in the brain that construct multiple narratives about what is happening. Different narratives achieve prominence at different times depending on the stimuli involved. But none is canonical. Dennett concludes from this that there are no fixed facts about consciousness. We have explained consciousness when we understand why some narratives come to the fore and others do not. Nothing more is required.
For Dennett's critics, this is equivalent to denying the reality of consciousness. (One reviewer complained that his book Consciousness Explained, from 1991, should have been called 'Consciousness Ignored'.) But Dennett didn't think he was denying the existence of consciousness, only the silly things philosophers have said about it. As to whether he was a behaviourist, he claims in I've Been Thinking, the autobiography published six months before he died, that 'science is a sort of behaviourism; once you've got a scientific explanation of all the behaviour, inner and outer, large and microscopic, of any phenomenon, there's nothing else to explain - except why some people are so uncomfortable with your explanation!'
Philosophers  often think of themselves as retailers of argument. But Dennett's primary mode of engagement is the story. One famous paper begins: 'Several years ago, I was approached by Pentagon officials who asked me to volunteer for a highly dangerous and secret mission.' The mission involves his brain being removed and placed in a life-support system, from where it continues to relay information to and from the rest of his body. Imagine that. Or imagine people who speak a language just like English, except that when they are tired they talk of coming down with 'the fatigues'. Or that two coffee tasters have come to dislike the house blend, but one of them says the taste has changed while the other says he no longer likes it. What should we say about the location of the self, the nature of 'fatigues', and the modes of consciousness in these respective scenarios?
Dennett calls philosophical stories 'intuition pumps' and sometimes seems to suggest that they are signs of philosophical weakness, wheeled in at the point in a piece of reasoning where the argument has run out. (One of Dennett's most useful insights for anyone reading philosophy: stop whenever you see the word 'surely' - it is usually a sign that you are being nudged towards a conclusion without anything by way of support.) But it's more accurate to say that he is wary of the unselfconscious use of intuition pumps. Just as scientists need to understand their tools in order to understand the results they get by using them, so too a philosopher should be attentive to the use of intuition pumps, to their benefits and limitations.
Dennett's use of stories is carefully controlled, right up to its seeming naivety. Many philosophers think there is something slippery, perhaps even irresponsible, about his work. One wants a clear answer to a question - do you or do you not think that beliefs exist? - and he offers you a story instead. But it's helpful to view this tendency as part of a therapeutic tradition in philosophy that Dennett inherited from both Ryle and Wittgenstein. If, as Wittgenstein claimed, the point of philosophy is to show the fly the way out of the fly bottle, then what good is a carefully constructed argument? Better to interrogate the reason for asking the question in the first place. Better to tell a more compelling story.
Dennett's stories have a dialogical function: they're a way to get you to see the truth, but not by means of argument. This also explains the variety of intuition pumps one finds in his writings. Some philosophers offer multiple arguments for a view, as if stacking them up somehow made for a more convincing case. But if you have just one good argument, nothing more is necessary; and if your arguments are bad, it doesn't matter if they are one or many. Stories, by contrast, can strike different people at different times in different ways. You don't like the story about coffee tasters? Then try imagining a scientist who plays with your memory of colours; or someone who thinks that the dollar is the only real currency; and so on, until you find a story that lands.
One result of this use of stories is that Dennett is resolutely present in his philosophical writing. It's a long way from standard academic prose. The style is gruff, personal, sharp - the regular at the bar rather than the performer at high table. In the autobiography, he writes in a similar way about his academic life, filling in the personal and intellectual backdrop to the philosophical writing. Here his stories are intended to be exemplary, showing 'the secrets of my success, my good tricks and policies, my ways of dealing with people and problems'. These involve a healthy disrespect for disciplinary boundaries and an eye for interesting empirical results. As a graduate student in Oxford, Dennett found his own way to experimental psychology, with the tolerance if not quite the blessing of Ryle. His intellectual and institutional lives have ranged freely across neuroscience, psychology and computing.
In 1965, aged just 23, Dennett was appointed to the new Irvine campus of the University of California, on Ryle's recommendation, and taught its very first class, on Descartes's Meditations. He later moved to Tufts, where he remained until his retirement in 2022. Many of his stories involve collaborators and interlocutors, and some antagonists too. He claimed to take pleasure in seeing his ideas 'rediscovered, reinvented, by philosophers over the past half-century without any acknowledgment', yet the autobiography is punctuated with the repeated staking of claims and settling of scores. He proudly quotes a philosopher saying of him: 'Dan believes modesty is a virtue to be reserved for special occasions.' It shows.
Dennett's early childhood was spent in Beirut, where his father, a historian of early Islam and an intelligence officer, became the first CIA operative to be killed in action. For forty years he had custodianship of a farm in Maine, where he spent his summers fixing barns, making cider champagne and ploughing the fields - doing 'tillosophy', as he puts it. There is something of the handyman too about Dennett's approach to philosophy proper - a confidence that we can make progress on philosophical questions by getting a grip on the details, and an irritation with those who, it seems to him, prefer easy solutions to the complicated work of getting it right.
This approach goes hand in hand with his naturalism. There can't be anything mysterious about the mind because its contours must have been formed through a purely naturalistic process. Thus his attraction to natural selection - 'the single best idea anyone ever had', as he put it in Darwin's Dangerous Idea (1995). Through natural selection, heritable traits that enable animals to survive and reproduce build up in a population over time. We can tell evolutionary stories, then, to show why creatures come to display the complex patterns of behaviour that make them predictable within the intentional stance, with no appeal to miracles.
Dennett was active in the debates about religion that surfaced in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. Breaking the Spell (2006) was an attempt to explain organised religion as the natural outcome of evolutionary pressure. It was grouped together with books by Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris and Richard Dawkins to form the canon of 'new atheism'. I've Been Thinking opens with an account of the open-heart surgery Dennett underwent following a near fatal heart attack. To reduce the risk of mini-strokes, his surgeons reversed the flow of blood to his brain, flushing out bits of debris: quite literally, as he notes with pleasure, brainwashing him. Once he'd recovered, he published a short piece called 'Thank Goodness!' in which he contrasted the critical thinking of science with the dogmatism of religion. 'I have had to forgive my friends who said that they were praying for me,' he wrote. What they were doing was 'morally problematic at best'.
Dennett's  approach to reconciliation was shaped by his naturalism. But why think there's any need for reconciliation in the first place? The wish to pull narratives together into a unified whole is often quixotic. It may be necessary where we have some reason to think that our stories are in conflict and that the conflict can only be abated by finding some larger story into which they can be fitted. But Dennett makes clear that this is not true of the manifest and scientific images of the mind. There is nothing in the scientific story that is in itself at odds with mentality. Whether it is or not can only be established by additional claims from outside science - for instance, the claim that beliefs are real only if they are identical to representations inside your head. It's true that physics doesn't tell us that there are such things as beliefs. But neither does it tell us that there are no such things. It is simply silent on the question.
'It seems to be too readily assumed,' J.L. Austin wrote in 1956,
that if we can only discover the true meanings of each of a cluster of terms ... then it must without question transpire that each will fit into place in some single, interlocking, consistent conceptual scheme. Not only is there no reason to assume this, but all historical probability is against it ... We may cheerfully use, and with weight, terms which are not so much head-on incompatible as simply disparate, which just do not fit in or even on.

The scientific and manifest stories of the mind are not incompatible, but they are disparate. Why think we have to make them fit in? At least part of the answer for Dennett was his distrust of the miraculous. He seems to have thought that any view which fails to reconcile the mental and the scientific is thereby committed to treating the mental as supernatural. But this is to assume that the natural is exhausted by the scientific, as if there were no more to nature than that which science and science alone allows. If we don't make that assumption, we don't have to worry about fitting the mental and scientific together into an integrated whole. The mind's status as natural is not beholden to successful reconciliation.
Marvel Comics used to offer a contest with no prize for readers who found a way to make events across the comics fit together in spite of apparent continuity errors. Over time this morphed into the No-Prize, mailed out to the winner in an empty envelope. Ryle would have loved that shift and the confusions it brought about. (One recipient wrote to Marvel to complain about the empty envelope, imagining that the prize must have gone missing en route.) If there were a No-Prize for reconciling our scientific stories about brains, biology and evolution with the rich topography of mental life, then Dennett would surely have been in the running. But when there are no prizes at stake, why play the game?
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Isn't that . . . female?
Patricia Lockwood

6576 wordsAn eldest sister  was born in the North, daughter of a judge who never lied and a scholar who always did. That was A.S. Byatt. Christened Susan, what on earth, she was later known as Dame Antonia. Byatt wrote about sugar and snails and sex cults and the dead children of children's book authors. She wrote about William Morris and Mariano Fortuny. She wrote about Cambridge, where she and her sister Margaret Drabble were educated in the 1950s, and about the landscape of Yorkshire, where they were raised. She wrote about the educational revolution of the 1960s and the purple goose-pimpled legs of English women in miniskirts. She wrote about air raids and Ragnarok; by the end of the Frederica quartet - The Virgin in the Garden, Still Life, Babel Tower and A Whistling Woman, written and published across a quarter of a century - it is clear she has entered into erotic conjugation with a Norseman. She won the Booker Prize for Possession (1990) and tried for it again with The Children's Book (2009). Her last work of fiction was Medusa's Ankles (2021), a selection of stories that stands for the whole.
I have read it all, beginning with Babel Tower (1996), back when I was the age of Frederica Potter graduating from school at Blesford Ride, sinking her uniform into the canal as her older sister, Stephanie, looks on. I have gone to the bookstore on publication day in my pyjamas and asked them to unbox the new one; it's back there, I know it. I have twice fumbled through The Biographer's Tale (2000), a book which seems to take place entirely in a filing cabinet (don't worry, there are also sadistic pictures). If you told me she had a lost novel about paperweights, I would believe you. And I would read that too.
Byatt died last November, at the age of 87. That is a mellow span and a proper hour. I am not sure if she has had a worthy encomium; nor am I sure that I am the one to give it to her. I do know that she is too little read, not quite respected. Some of this is due to the widely broadcast facts of her life. A feud between sisters? Isn't that ... female? We know about the tragic loss of her son, Charles, at the age of eleven, which means that she exists for us in grief, as a permanent mother. There is nothing so diminishing, to the canonical view, though anyone who has witnessed this sort of loss first-hand knows that it puts you among the Greeks, into Shakespeare. 'I have spent most of my life writing against The Winter's Tale,' Byatt said. To have in your life a problem play, to have it be a problem play because of your life.
As David Mitchell notes in his introduction to this reissue of Medusa's Ankles, the selected stories are as deep and broad as the three decades they cover, though the ones from Sugar and Other Stories (1987) are the most indispensable. Each is different from the last: there are fairy tales, ghost stories, autobiographies, meditations on Ruskin; the settings are boarding schools, narratology conventions, fantasy villages. Any of Byatt's formidable novellas might have been chosen, but we are given 'The Djinn in the Nightingale's Eye', in which a genie, over the course of a hundred pages, holds the whole book swirling in microcosm around him. Mitchell calls her a magpie but Byatt's own metaphor is a bowerbird; she is a lover, offering us little heaps of things. Her era was the reign of microfilm. You can tell that she went through a suede boots and big hat phase. The cover of the original edition of Medusa's Ankles - hell, the title, let's be honest - illustrates the aesthetic problem. An ivory ribbon, a speckled lobster, blown poppies, a lascivious oyster. A hand mirror reflecting a whitish lake, a heavy key. These are seen to be her concerns, lacquerish, decorative, romantic. But the hand mirror fills with blood, the cabinet of wonders displays a skull. On the other side of the pomegranate, maggots like instinct pearls.
Desire, seemly and unseemly: of the icewoman in 'Cold' to slosh and melt, the corner of a painting to come alive in 'Christ in the House of Mary and Martha', the woman at the salon to smash up her reflection in 'Medusa's Ankles' - of history to happen differently. The first story in the book, 'The July Ghost', broaches the loss of Byatt's son - though shyly, sideways, at a strange angle. In a 'precise conversational tone', a bereaved landlady tells us: 'The only thing I want, the only thing I want at all in this world, is to see that boy.' The body keeps waiting, she explains, for him to come home, listens for his sounds, awaits his imprint on the air in Chelsea colours. Hopeless desire, then, and what it would look like for it not to be hopeless. Byatt would not go so far in fiction as to have the ghost appear to the mother, who is insensible, frozen, incurably sane. But she can invent someone - a lodger - to whom the boy, blond and smiling, does appear. The boy can even have his own purposes, as he did in life. He isn't going after a ball this time, he wants to be born again.
To Mitchell's mind Byatt belongs to that category of writers 'who achieve virtuosity in both short and long-form fiction'. She began with the novel - the too-traditional novel - in her undergraduate days at Cambridge, eking it out 'very obsessively and very slowly, knowing it was no good', yet knowing she couldn't write anything else. This was The Shadow of the Sun (1964). Next came The Game (1967), a tale of two sisters and the 'skittish, snake-obsessed' man who comes between them. From there she proliferated: eight more novels, two novellas and five collections of stories, as well as nine collections of essays and criticism, ranging in subject from Wordsworth and Coleridge to Iris Murdoch.
In her best novel, Still Life (1985), Byatt presides as a triple goddess: she is eighteen, in the early stages of motherhood, and menopausal - simultaneously. She shows us frizzed, electric Frederica and rounded, trapped Stephanie and the dry burning slopes of their mother, Winifred, author of these foreign and sometimes hated daughters. And she conjures too their solid husbands and husbands-to-be: the Bluebeardish Nigel, the curate Daniel, the Northern patriarch Bill. She can imagine sadism, both male and female. She writes both temper and quickness and the prison of placidity, which cannot move at the crucial moment. Pepper and ginger and golden milk. A burst of energy and song. 'I should never, in a way, have killed Stephanie,' Byatt said twenty years later. But Stephanie had her own will, a 'life-wish'. A bird flew into the house and it beat where it was trapped. She reached under the refrigerator, far, too far.
To their brother, Marcus Potter (there are the fiery Potters, and the pale ones), Byatt gives her best bad-fairy gifts: her repelled fascination, her asthma and her helplessness. Without these the story, like any fairy tale, would not happen at all. Marcus looking on, the lenses of his spectacles like moons. After any death, someone is doomed to live it over and over; the fact that, coming into the kitchen, he had not thrown the switch that might have saved his sister from electrocution. He is the one who finds her as she now is, as she will be. The curled lip over wet teeth. Still lifes are violent, the apparent calm is only the shock of our first encounter with the scene. The slowing of the heart, the eye - a cry returning from earlier in the book: 'Oh Marcus ... Oh Marcus.'
Byatt's live adjectives creep over her immovable nouns. One moment everything is in proportion; the next, sights brighten, outlines sharpen, the scent of a rose becomes monstrous. Frederica, who by the time of Babel Tower has fled the shock of Stephanie's death into an isolating and brutal marriage with Nigel, eventually breaks free and makes a new life for herself in London. She reads manuscripts and appears on television and teaches. She never thought she wanted to be a teacher: her father was one; Stephanie had taught too, for a time. What she wanted, she says fiercely, was to live.
One day she is teaching Scott Fitzgerald, the scene where the murderer finds Gatsby in the pool. Raw sunlight and scarcely created grass, the old warm world. She admired the passage and made dutiful notes on it.
But as she read it out, she caught the full force of the achieved simplicity of every word in that perfectly created paragraph about destruction, that perfectly, easily coherent paragraph about disintegration. She felt something she had always supposed was mythical, the fine hairs on the back of her neck rising and pricking in a primitive response to a civilised perfection, body recognising mind.
She stopped in mid-sentence, and began again, urgently. Look, she told them, I've just really seen how good this paragraph is. Think about the adjectives, how simple they look, how right every single one is, out of all the adjectives that could have been chosen. Look at 'unfamiliar' and think about a man who had made up his own heaven and earth, who was his own family. Look at 'frightening leaves' which are flatly bald and menacing, but lightly so. 'What a grotesque thing a rose is.' The idea of intricate natural perfection undone in one atmospheric and one psychological adjective - which is also an ancient aesthetic adjective ...
Frederica stared almost wildly at the class, which stared back at her, and then smiled, a common smile of pleasure and understanding. For the rest of her life, she came back and back to this moment, the change in the air, the pricking of the hairs, of really reading every word of something she had believed she 'knew'. And at that moment, she knew what she should do was teach, for what she understood - the thing she was both by accident and by inheritance constructed to understand - was the setting of words in order, to make worlds, to make ideas.

Byatt herself was an illuminator, she carried things to us. She was a teacher for exactly eleven years, the length of her son's life.
My affinity  is perhaps unexpected. I know the books so well that looking at them on the shelf is like reading them. What she created for me, in the Frederica quartet, was a kind of internal geography. Over on the left, in the darkness, is the wood where the smooth-between-the-legs Alexander is not quite managing to make it happen with the frustrated housewife Jenny, released into the ache of the unattainable by her part in the play being put on at Long Royston. Up in the tower is the evasive poet Raphael Faber, ever withdrawing his tapered fingertips, dry as his own spice cakes. Out on the moors is Jacqueline, with thick sandwiches, observing her population of Cepea nemoralis. Carrying dishes to the communal kitchen is ill-fated Ruth, with her plait down her back. In the car the mystic madman Lucas Simmonds is eternally interfering with Marcus. And Stephanie, suffering from 'an excess of exact imagination', exerting her whole will to bring her family together, is wrestling with the slithering Christmas turkey in its dish.
It is in part a response to Middlemarch (a question you must eventually ask yourself, as a novelist, is can I do a Middlemarch?), and Byatt's quartet resembles Eliot's novel in the way it inhabits each of the characters equally. You hover with her above a sort of map. Is this the North? Is this where mothers-in-law put the flowers out at night so they don't kill you with carbon dioxide and invariably pronounce it babby? What begins as a stiff frieze, a mannered pageant, becomes a fluid portrait of the way our jobs, vocations, avocations locate us in the teeming moment. Daniel answering the phone in the crypt of St Simeon's while the nascent cults of the 1960s form around him. Twisting his dog collar. Byatt's ability to describe his jumpers and my ability to picture them - some genius meets between us. She lived among these people. They were people. I live among her and hers.
In an early story called 'On the Day E.M. Forster Died', the middle-aged Mrs Smith is released from the great man's influence. Sitting in the London Library, as is her habit when her three small children are at school, she has the idea for something like the quartet. It is the book that will contain all of it: Suez, the naming of nouns, Angry Young Men, parodies of Tolkien. And it will prove that she lived a segment of history. The tone is manic, time-lapsed, exalted:
Why does condensation of thought have such authority? Like warning, or imperative, dreams. Mrs Smith could have said at any time that of course all her ideas were part of a whole, they were all hers, limited by her history, sex, language, class, education, body and energy. But to experience this so sharply, and to experience it as intense pleasure, to know limitation as release and power, was outside Mrs Smith's pattern. She had probably been solicited by such aesthetic longings before. And rejected them. Why else be so afraid of the bright books?

This is the moment when the needle's eye opens wider than a gate, and writing - the kind of writing Byatt did - becomes possible. Now that Forster is dead, Mrs Smith thinks: 'I have room to move, now I can do as I please, now he can't overlook or reject me.' She says to herself, savouring the words, as Byatt so often tastes words through her characters: 'On the day that E.M. Forster died I decided to write a long novel. And heard in the churchyard a biblical echo. "In the year that King Uzziah died I saw also the Lord ..."' If her lines are unusually memorable, it is because they scan: first the sea, then the Bible, then the whole of English literature.
It was the weight of influence that sat so heavily on the Leavis generation. A teacher, for those symbolic eleven years, Byatt then became a commentator and critic - even in her fiction, a critic of the arguing, roving, appreciative sort. Quote liberally, she may have taught me, and there will be a synthesis of your thought and its object, the beam of the eye taking an active part in creating what it sees. I felt it vividly from the beginning: I am reading her reading. I am watching F.R. Leavis - who taught Byatt's mother, Kathleen - drop books into the rubbish bin. I have to think a lot about D.H. Lawrence for some reason; I have to rebut the idea that there are no accidents in novels. It is pertinent, then, that I had no education. Byatt was freed into hers and also enclosed by it. You are inside its sensual pleasures. Yes, you will sometimes feel smothered by it, as was she.
Frederica's revelation that real life is communication between minds occurs in the last instalment of the quartet, A Whistling Woman (2002), but there is an earlier parallel in Still Life. Stephanie's concern is Wordsworth, the weight of custom, life. She clutches Wordsworth to herself in hospital, before the great splitting scene of her childbirth, darkened plastered hair, and names her son William - a gesture that her hot-tempered father, Bill, takes kindly. She did not think, she says. She wanted him to be himself. It is Wordsworth she thinks of now, on this morning, free, biking to the library. The earth turning over and over, the substantiation of his nouns as heavy and real as her husband. Rocks, and stones, and trees:
Stephanie remembered other libraries, still woolgathering. Principally the Cambridge University Library in the summer of her finals. She remembered the sensation of knowledge, of grasping an argument, seizing an illustration, seeing a link, a connection, between this ancient Greek idea here and this 17th-century English one, in other words. Knowledge had its own sensuous pleasure, its own fierce well-being, like good sex, like a day in bright sun on a hot empty beach. She thought of these various lights, Plato's sun, Daniel's body, that first moment of Will's separate life, herself in sunlight, and thought, as she had not thought clearly for some long time, of 'my life', of the desired shape of 'my life' as it had seemed so clear and so bright in that earlier library. She thought: this will not do, I must think about the 'Immortality Ode', I have no time, any more. And saw that she was thinking about the 'Immortality Ode', that the poem was about all these things, the splendour in the grass, the need for thought, the shape of a life, the light.
She was about to be able to think. And, as always at that moment, all her perceptions sharpened too. She saw the grey frosted windows of the library on Beastfair, the battleship-grey metal shelves, the pebbly polished concrete floor that jarred with the crazy formica of the table that she sat at. One of the old men was secretively tearing up a piece of bread and a lump of perhaps cheese under the library table, popping little gobbets into his mouth when the librarian seemed to be looking away. He pleased her; it all pleased her. She turned to the poem.

Stephanie has fought for this morning, has left William in the care of Daniel's mother and Marcus. While she is having her blazing insight, Marcus attempts to change a nappy, a task which proves quite beyond his powers. She returns to find the baby on the ground, purple, grazed and howling. What is real, what is ordinary life, we must ask ourselves. Is it the scene in the library? Is it the beloved figure on the floor? 'Oh, Marcus,' she cries, 'Oh, Marcus.'
Icame  to Margaret Drabble late. An outrageous waste, a missed connection, to have had The Millstone (1965) so long in my house without opening it. If you have only read one sister, now read the other. You will become, as I did, obsessed. The use of one another's images and lives, the snipping of locks of hair for fictional nests. It's like stumbling on an extended universe, or experiencing the same events from different sides of the brain.
To call what was between them a feud, as the press liked to do, is not quite right. They both referred to it as normal sibling rivalry, but perhaps there isn't a name for what it really was, or else it is part of that invented language that siblings develop - close commingling in youth, rupture and coldness when you are divided. 'My sister was not very nice to me - my big sister,' Drabble said, with uncharacteristic hesitation, in her Paris Review interview, conducted in 1978, a walloping 23 years before Byatt's. 'I used to tag along after her and she was always ... well, she used to play with me a lot when we were little ... I think this is what went wrong. I used to expect her to go on playing with me and of course she got bigger and didn't want me around.' They did go on playing, though, a strategic and enthralling game. Byatt spoke of being 'absolutely appalled by the Brontes' joint imagination', but what she and her sister did between them was at least as strange as Gondal. If Gondal were in Yorkshire, which of course it was.
Drabble's heroines seem like they wouldn't notice if they burned themselves on a hot stove. Towering in their intellect and self-esteem, blunt bangs on a perfect brain, long legs in tarty skirts, don't care, don't care. Marvellous, funny, in a way that Byatt purported to be afraid to be. Delivered straight out of the voice, disarming. 'Literary people are death, I should think. They're always much nastier about each other than any other people I know are about their colleagues,' Sarah observes in A Summer Bird-Cage (1963), Drabble's first novel. 'I hate anyone to be didactic except me.' 'Sometimes it seems the only accomplishment my education ever bestowed on me, the ability to think in quotations.'
In comparison with lines like these, Byatt sometimes seems to be doing a dance of the seven veils, which is always in danger of lapsing into cartoon goldfish territory. She knew that too, and simply vacated the field; she was not there to be brief, distillate or funny. 'And in my view,' she says in her own Paris Review interview, 'all sartorial decisions are comic.' A character who appears in A Whistling Woman writes books with titles that are 'witty variations on confinement. The Bright Prison. The Toy Box. I Cannot Get Out, Said the Bird.' That was the sort of satire she allowed herself, literary and academic, though titles are nothing more than a kind of hat or glove too.
A younger sister may write about an older one, to exorcise the undue power she exerts over her. An older one may see herself and do the same in turn. The events, as they remember them, will chafe against one another. The white satin and little gold pins of Stephanie in The Virgin in the Garden (1978), frightened, unhappy, knowing she is leaving the life of the mind behind, yet compelled by the dense matter of Daniel's body; the chilling image of the bride in A Summer Bird-Cage, devouring, immoral, greedy as golden syrup, drunk on the morning of her wedding, in a wild silk dress and a dirty bra, telling her sister she would love her forever if she made her some Nescafe.
To read Byatt and Drabble side by side was one of the more absorbing experiences of my reading life. I had such an older sister. Oh, I thought, so that's how it was. There is something inhibiting about the family home; people cannot be people in it. And there must, where two people who live in books are concerned, be a simple, petty, and perfect resentment at work: knowing the way things actually happened, they are robbed of the pleasure of reading one another.
An older sister may feel a sense of filial duty, a heavier burden of inheritance, that the younger one is free of. It was Byatt who would assume, in Possession, the mantle of her own mother's subject: loops of hair in mourning lockets, the high Victorians. And if Frederica Potter is the one who can't stop moving, can't stop talking, is intellectually greedy, can't act, whose skin peels off in tigerish strips in the South of France, whose scene of deflowerment is as colourful as Esther Greenwood's - she is the one who goes on, too, in her hot scissoring limbs, her ambition, her speech. She is, by the author at least, seen from every angle, envied. Every warm freckle is indexed. She is not the stone woman, or the statue in The Winter's Tale. Neither would she ask, if the djinn appeared to her as he appeared to Dr Gillian Perholt in 'The Djinn in the Nightingale's Eye', to be in the body of a 32-year-old again. Knife-like, slicing the paper of her costume with every step, she goes on the same. She gets to live.
'I start work in the morning at about ten,' Byatt once said, 'having put the washing in the washing machine, and gone to the greengrocer.' She goes on:
I will read something easy to stop me thinking about the house, and then I read something difficult to make my mind be really moving - you know like running a car in. And then after a bit if I read something difficult that's really interesting I get this itch to start writing. So what I like to do is to write from about half past twelve, one, through to about four. And then I start reading again. That would be a perfect day's work.

Some people always say no to the interviewer. Byatt very often says yes. She says yes to the Paris Review interviewer (her friend Philip Hensher) when he asks whether it isn't Beatrice Nest who is the 'avenging angel' of Possession. She takes this up eagerly. She extends herself at once into the figure of Beatrice, an academic trapped in middle age and unaccustomed softness, holding the whole romance smothering in the front of her jumper, in the archive that has somehow been subsumed in her body - to be freed, at the end, in an ecstatic scene of lightning and rain. Beatrice is custodian of the neutral Ellen Ash, married to the eminent Victorian poet and polymath Randolph Henry Ash, whose love affair with the poet Christabel LaMotte is being investigated by other scholars. Ellen Ash's journal, Beatrice tentatively advances, was written to protect the great man, to baffle. She sees it as a sort of panelling, beyond which there is sometimes a flicker. Randolph telling Ellen you are my dear, dear wife. Ellen saying that one passage about a Mundane Egg, sent to Randolph's lover and nearly lost, is superior to another. We cannot know the particulars. But we know that behind the panelling, the real scene goes on.
Sometimes it does happen, that a scene of history opens to us. A skirt rustles on the stairs. That is all it takes. We have had a private audience. The two novellas included in Angels and Insects (1992) attend Possession, with their compound glitterings and their low-burning censers, and 'Precipice-Encurled', first published in 1987, is a preliminary sketch of it that is almost as rewarding. Libraries and old country houses. Deep in the letters and the rediscovered poems as in a featherbed. You could spend a whole life in it. People do. The whole world waits for Beatrice to release her edition, but she goes carefully, plods stubbornly, she knows that there is more. The plea from one woman to another becomes a plea from the subject to her scholar: I am in your hands.
Robert Browning - one of the models for Randolph Henry Ash, along with Tennyson and Coleridge - appears in person in 'Precipice-Encurled', deciding to write a poem about Descartes. 'The best part of my life, he told himself, the life I have lived most intensely, has been the fitting, the infiltrating, the inventing the self of another man or woman, explored and sleekly filled out, as fingers swell a glove.' There is everything to go in. There is even Lazarus, 'who had briefly been in the presence of God and inhabited eternity, and to whose resuscitated life he had been able to give no other characteristics than these, the lively, indifferent interest in everything, a mule with gourds, a child's death, the flowers of the field, some trifling fact at which he will gaze "rapt with stupor at its very littleness"'.
This is the closest thing we have to a statement of Byatt's art. We will attend a seance at some point. We will return to a period of proper mourning, reinvest the glove with its proper significance. We will make a design of our profusion, like a William Morris wallpaper. Yes, we will raise the dead in our way. Browning would, he told himself a little wildly, 'investigate Flemish stoves'.
Little pebbles in the path derail history. The bowerbird, the collector, might pick those up too, and have a little say in things that way. Joshua, the young painter in 'Precipice-Encurled', whose story first parallels Browning's and then throws it off course, thinks Ruskin's thoughts. This is the astonishment of recognition Frederica felt, body recognising mind, you can think someone else's thoughts. Better ones. See how they arrived at some peak, follow the sublime trail on your grey, stumbling, modest mule. As Joshua rides up the mountain he considers how to paint his subject, Juliana, with whom he has fallen in love: 'It was to do with the flesh and the muslin, the tones in common, the tones that were not shared, a blue in the pink cloth ... you could pick up in the vein or the eyelid, the wrist, a shimmer, a thread ... The hot saddle shifted beneath him: the mule sighed: the man sighed.' We have seen it, yes, he is going to fall. Another of Byatt's rapturous colour words: donkey-brown.
Abrief guide 
. You do have to read the fairy tales the first time. After that you can skip them. (Byatt herself advocated skipping, and often read novels at great speed, to see whether they were possible to read.) No, the poems are not actually good, but they serve well enough to be interesting. If her male characters are slim, they do not have a penis for some reason. If they are stocky and bullish, then they do. Yes, she said that she wrote Possession to be popular. It is a puzzle box, ingenious, plotted to the hair; it is good. Yes, she wrote The Children's Book to win the Booker again, which she did not, for the same reason your head is swimming here: the more you put in, the more there is.
There is sometimes a prancing thing. Just deal with it. In each book she has a new esoteric fixation and there's nothing to do but go along. Bless her equal interests: a dress will be Courreges, a haircut Vidal Sassoon, and you will care about these taxonomies along with Linnaeus. Her fairy tales are too enclosed, but you can hardly begrudge her because she is so happy when she puts one in. She goes into them like the cesm-i bulbul bottle and looks out at you through a peacock's eye. She is one of the people who like to be enclosed, as a matter of sensual pleasure - and then, too, there are the air raids, always going on overhead.
Her ear is excellent - somehow washing over us, like the fine shuffling of index cards - but not impeccable. Her Americans are very, very hilarious (an American called Mortimer Cropper would be like an Englishman called Cowboy Bunky) but I did not realise this when I first read her because it didn't occur to me that she could get something wrong. Leonora the predatory pansexual is even funnier, but I think she is a metaphor for Americans generally: thundering into a room with huge perfume and attempting to suffocate you with their cleavage, which is as deep as all they do not know.
The Children's Book, good as it is in parts, is a bit like watching a slow-moving snuff film about the Fabians. She originally wanted to call it 'The Hedgehog, the White Goose and the Mad March Hare', if that tells you anything. Its conclusion - that Christopher Robin WILL kill himself and erotic potters WILL make obscene vases of their daughters, and everyone else will be swept away by the Great War - is stated so plainly by history that it is not particularly rewarding to work towards in fiction. ('It was 1918,' John Crace wrote in his 'Digested Read' for the Guardian. 'Everyone had been killed. Except the ones that hadn't.') If I were to read it again, I would read it in conjunction with Peacock & Vine (2016), her superb miniature study of William Morris and Mariano Fortuny. I do think what she wanted was to take on William Morris himself, but he was too big, too known. Possession is so good because Randolph Henry Ash is not really Browning, Christabel LaMotte not the disliked Christina Rossetti (thanks to a healthy [-] of Emily Dickinson). They are entwined like her parents' confabulations and facts, and thus somehow closer to real people. She wrote the poems herself.
Contemporary reviewers pointed out that The Children's Book contained a mathematically impossible number of glazes. But colour was one of Byatt's strongest points, such that you can feel different schemes in every book. The greens of Possession - vegetable, mineral and moss when we are in Brittany - and the burnishing panther of the fairy tales, gold-purple-black, stalking through. The buttery sunlight and gouache of Still Life. Reading her at seventeen I had an idea that perhaps the English had a better sense of colour because they spent so much time looking at teacups; I must be highly disadvantaged in this regard. Coffee cups have Garfield on them - or, if you're unlucky, Odie. They do not fill your mind with the soft dreaming tints that made up Byatt's encyclopedia. She has to mention it every time; it is more than an attribute, it is an achievement, a soul. The eggs of things are being lifted up out of their Easter dye, and don't you exclaim every time? What a surprise! Look at that one!
'What is my subject?' Frederica asks herself in Babel Tower, after buying herself a notebook. Should she write about shitting, as it is practised in the modern day? Some writers fill the garden with new animals and name them; she is not one of these. The primary imagination has been educated out of her, or she never had it. Agatha Mond, Frederica's reticent civil-servant roommate, produces the grand and unexpected Tolkien-type work. Grey-skinned Jude Mason, who poses for an art class, gets to do his sadistic little rosy pinching version of Hubert Selby Jr's Last Exit to Brooklyn. Even the prancing Mickey Impey is a real poet - but Frederica, unfitted, educated beyond her own nerve endings, must write Laminations, a cut-up. Her mind is crowded with other works, other words: 'only connect', 'these fragments I have shored', 'the novel is the one bright book of life.'
But there is sometimes the spectre of another kind of writer - a writer whom you think might be realer than me. It is not a Blake or a Browning. It is someone like Phyllis K. Pratt, a woman whose manuscript Frederica picks out from a publisher's slush pile. It is domestic, dry, burning, underestimated - Quakerish, I think now, like her father. Perhaps it is what she might have been without her education, without the fine surf of quotation always in her inner ear. In 'Raw Material', one of the stories in Medusa's Ankles, Jack Smollett has had charge, for the past fifteen years, of an ever-renewed list of student writers whose projects are as various as 'clever murder by a cruel surgeon during an operation'; 'nervous breakdown of a menopausal woman with a beautiful and patient daughter'; and 'cycle of very explicit lesbian love poems involving motorbikes'. When I die I am going to ask Byatt some questions about the lesbian thing.
Smollett instructs the students not to invent melodrama for its own sake. It's no use. 'Every year they wrote melodrama. They clearly needed to write melodrama.' It is this surfeit that makes him so enchanted with the contributions of Cicely Fox, who writes about lead-blacking stoves and wash day, quotidia remembered from her youth. If she were allowed a wider range, she might have written one of Byatt's own stories: 'Sugar', a tour through her grandfather's candy factory, sweets being lifted out of their vats, one source of those clear boiled colours. She might have written 'Racine and the Tablecloth', a boarding-school tale, an experiment in omniscience, with a narrator so vivid she threatens to pop into the room. But melodrama is what comes for Cicely Fox. Toppled, splayed, discovered by the teacher: she too becomes material, raw in every sense. That very English line: 'It was not nice.'
Melodrama is within Byatt's scope. She is not predictable exactly, though her preoccupations are of a piece: a selkie WILL show up in Filey and she'll be wearing an aquamarine brooch at her throat. But just as easily, on the next page, she may put in a moors murder, and this is within her range as well. The black and white headlines are also hers, that rip across the tasteful, that disturb the drawing rooms, customs and proprieties of fiction, yet are more true. She never needed to confront the question that the rest of us must: is fiction big enough to hold the fact that anything may happen? The epigraph to 'Precipice-Encurled' is from Browning:
What's this then, which proves good yet seems untrue?
Is fiction, which makes fact alive, fact too?
The somehow may be thishow.

This becomes Byatt's weapon, as her childhood reading was her weapon. If anything can happen - if the world teems to that extent, with angels above, insects below - then why not this? Tell fairy tales, bring people back to life, grant wishes. The djinn is the opposite of a frozen statue; he is pure colour, a parcel of smoke in the arms. 'Tell me anything,' he says to the narratologist Gillian Perholt. He is the unlikely thing, and yet we are the ones who are conjured up, created out of desire, with a long lazy ear to hear her history. Having worked on this essay so much from memory, realising I had come to the end of it without revisiting so many hundreds of pages, I wondered: could I read it all in a day, hold the scope of it in my hand somehow, tell the whole story in an instant?
Byatt's Browning, in 'Precipice-Encurled',
felt for his idea of what was behind all this diversity, all this interest. At the back was an intricate and extravagantly prolific maker. Sometimes, listening to silence, alone with himself, he heard the irregular but endlessly repeated crash of waves on a pebbled shore. His body was a porcelain-fine arched shell, sculpted who knew how, containing this roar and plash.

A woolgathering rhythm, beginning slow and gathering intensity, climbing open-handed from one idea to another. I am not sure if these seem so close to the rhythms of my thought because I read Byatt so much and so early, or if it is because this is the way people - a certain kind of people - really do think. 'At the back, is something simple, undifferentiated, indifferently intelligent, live,' Browning goes on. 'My best times are those when I approximate most closely to that state.' A plea from the past to the present, from the living to the dead, from the writer to the reader: I am in your hands.
As for the resurrection. There was once a morning free. You rode to the library with a book in your basket, and you waited to be able to think. Rising anxiety: the minutes are passing, will you be able to do it? A window opens, a bird flies in, the flash of insight is there and then gone - tomorrow it will seem ordinary, no more blazing than the bacon and eggs, but you had it. You gently close the book. And rise.
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At the Royal Academy
On Angelica Kauffman
Brigid von Preussen

2063 wordsIn  1807, Angelica Kauffman's body was carried in state to her funeral at the church of Sant'Andrea delle Fratte in Rome. A small army of priests, artists and dignitaries accompanied the coffin. Above the mourners, amid a sea of candles, two of her paintings were carried aloft in triumphal procession - a theatrical touch that echoed another funeral three centuries earlier, when Rome mourned the death of the 'divine Raphael'. Such a comparison was an unusual honour for any artist, and especially for a woman, but Kauffman was seen as a prodigious exception to her gender. She was famous across Europe, a favourite of art academies and royal courts alike. After her bust was placed next to Raphael's in the Pantheon, her art historical canonisation seemed assured.
Few today would place Kauffman in the same company as Raphael. Although she was one of just two female founder members of the Royal Academy of Arts in London, Angelica Kauffman (until 30 June) is the first solo show of her work to be held at her home institution. Kauffman's neoclassical history paintings have long been unfashionable, and her images of mourning women, heads bowed over urns or red-rimmed eyes flung heavenwards, seem sentimental and melodramatic to modern tastes. Her portraits, in which she often cast her (mostly female) clientele as Grecian goddesses or muses, could be accused of favouring classical cosplay over psychological penetration. But one aspect of Kauffman's work - her self-portraiture - still speaks vividly to viewers.
[image: ]
'Self-portrait in the Traditional Costume of the Bregenz Forest' (1781)
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'Self-portrait in all'antica Dress' (1787)
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'Portrait of Joshua Reynolds' (1767)
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'Self portrait with Bust of Minerva' (c. 1780-84)
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'Design' (1780)
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On entering the RA show, the visitor encounters two self-portraits, both painted when she was in her forties, that explore different sides of Kauffman's identity. In the first, she wears the typical embroidered dress and black felt hat of her father's native Bregenzerwald in Austria. Although she was born in Switzerland, grew up in Lombardy and spent most of her professional life in London and Rome, Kauffman didn't forget her Austrian roots. She shows herself without flattery, and her direct gaze suggests that foreign pretensions have been stripped away. This private painting is a rarity among her self-portraits, most of which are obviously idealised and resist the specificities of time and place. An example hangs on the adjoining wall: Kauffman appears as a classically dressed maiden with a wistful look, a portfolio in one hand and a stylus (which held chalk or graphite for drawing) in the other. In a painting by a man, such a figure would be assumed to be an allegory or muse of painting, but Kauffman maps these visual traditions onto her own image, portraying herself as both muse and artist. Her features are perfected not simply out of vanity, but in accordance with the tradition, extending back through Raphael to antiquity, that artists make visible the divine ideal that lies behind nature. This painting was made specifically for the Uffizi's gallery of artists' self-portraits (which also included Raphael) - a fitting public forum for Kauffman's bold claim to embody art rather than merely practising it.
Kauffman returned repeatedly to her own image. She painted her first self-portrait in 1753, at the age of twelve, and her last in 1801, when she was sixty. She was aware from the start of her unusual position as a female artist with ambitions beyond contemporary expectations. Her father, the Austrian painter Johann Joseph Kauffman, encouraged her talents, giving her an artistic, literary and musical education to which few women had access. After chaperoning her around Italy, he followed her to London, helping to manage her career as it far eclipsed his own. Even her name - Angelica - seemed to have been chosen in prediction of a brilliant future. Her 'angelic' grace, beauty and sweet disposition contributed to her image as an artist, just as Raphael's good looks and amiable temperament had contributed to his: Johann Gottfried Herder called her a 'heavenly creature' and 'perhaps the most cultivated woman in the whole of Europe'. And like Raphael, Kauffman became one of those artists who in their lifetime are known and recognised by their first name alone: 'Angelica' by name and by nature.
Kauffman used portraiture not only to shape her public image, but also to embed herself within networks of mutually supportive artists and thinkers. Her paintings of David Garrick and Johann Joachim Winckelmann, made in Rome early in her career, helped to establish her fame in Britain, where she moved in 1766. Shortly after she arrived, her portrait was painted by Joshua Reynolds, soon to be president of the Royal Academy; Kauffman consolidated their friendship by painting him in return. In her portrait, Reynolds is surrounded by the flattering trappings of art and intellect, including a bust of his hero, Michelangelo. But the painting is also charged with unexpected intimacy: Reynolds's left hand, placed on his knee at the very front of the picture plane, feels close and fleshy, creating creases in his silk stocking as it presses down on the fabric. Thirteen years later, their conversation was still continuing: after Reynolds painted his grandiloquent self-portrait in academic robes with the same bust of Michelangelo, Kauffman portrayed herself wearing luxurious fur-trimmed robes of her own. Instead of Michelangelo, she is watched over by Minerva, the virgin warrior goddess of wisdom. From the portfolio in Kauffman's hands, the corner of a piece of paper peeps out, like the tip of a tongue emerging from barely parted lips. This paper forms one of the brightest spots in the whole composition; while its whiteness suggests purity, its placement is tantalising; we long to see what she has drawn on the other side. Kauffman's paintings have often been derided as flat and formulaic, but they are just as often energetic and animated by restrained eros.
The ease with which Kauffman gained friends and admirers, as well as her ability to convey closeness and complicity in her portraits, stoked jealousy among her rivals. Had she used her feminine wiles, or even compromised her virtue, to ascend the slippery slope of academic favour? Scurrilous critics attributed her membership of the Royal Academy and her prominence at its annual exhibitions to an improper relationship with Reynolds. Things came to a head in 1775, when Nathaniel Hone submitted a painting to the annual exhibition that took aim at Reynolds's dominance: Kauffman thought she recognised herself among a group of cavorting, naked artists depicted in the background. To have her honour impugned in the satirical press was one thing, but to have it done on the walls of the Academy was quite another. Her response was quick and uncompromising. If Hone's painting was displayed, she told the committee, she would withdraw every one of her canvases from the exhibition, depriving it of her power to attract the viewing (and buying) public.
Kauffman won the battle, but it was only the most visible of many attacks on her character. This was a time when for a woman the very act of looking was fraught. An exchange of portraits necessitated an exchange of meaningful looks, a mutual examination of form that often carried a whiff of scandal. Artistic education at the Royal Academy involved the extensive study of the male body, through nude classical sculptures and naked life models: if the former were thought to be potentially unsettling to delicate female sensibilities, the latter were actively forbidden to women. Despite this, Kauffman carved out a career as a history painter, a genre traditionally underpinned by the anatomical understanding of the (mostly male) form. While many commentators marvelled at her gender-defying ability to produce edifying scenes of myth and legend, others sneered at her lack of anatomical expertise and the effeminacy of her male figures. Even worse, some critics implied that what knowledge she did have was gained through carnal rather than artistic education.
Kauffman's status for much of her life as an unmarried woman laid her particularly open to insinuation, but marriage itself yielded little comfort, at least at first. In 1767, shortly after arriving in London, she was groomed by a conman and bigamist who styled himself with sinister panache as the Count Frederick de Horn. She only realised her mistake after she had married him in secret. The marriage was swiftly annulled and Kauffman escaped with her reputation intact, but the gossip continued. When she finally married again, in 1781, she chose someone less likely to set tongues wagging: the decorative painter Antonio Zucchi, a family friend fifteen years her senior. Zucchi dedicated himself to supporting her work, and Kauffman retained both her name and her financial independence.
As if to counter the idea that the female body and mind were inherently feeble and corruptible, Kauffman swapped the typically male heroes of history painting for female ones. She mined mythology and early British history for stories of gritty, determined women such as Eleanor of Castile, who allegedly saved her husband, Edward I, by sucking the venom from a poisoned knife out of his arm. By pursuing history painting, Kauffman also defied the stereotype that, because their imaginations were reproductive and imitative rather than creative, women could only work in the 'lower' genres of portraiture and still life. At the same time, she turned both reproduction and imitation into virtues rather than marks of insufficiency. She worked with engravers who helped to spread her fame through prints of her designs, particularly in the fashionable new medium of stipple engraving, which emulated the texture of chalk drawing. Only a select few could have a Kauffman painting on their wall, but her prints were widely available and particularly popular with female buyers. Her compositions proliferated not only in print, but also in embroidery, ceramics, marquetry, enamelled snuffboxes and fans, copied by both amateur artists and professional artisans. This work is not represented in the RA show. Perhaps these less exalted media - and the women who made and consumed them - continue to carry the taint of frivolity and empty decoration, of second-hand diffusion rather than original authorship.
Kauffman, however, placed imitation at the heart of the creative process in the four monumental roundels she painted in 1780 for the ceiling of the Royal Academy's Council Room at Somerset House. (They were later moved to the entrance hall of the RA's new home in Burlington House; two are currently on show at Tate Britain's exhibition Now You See Us: Women Artists in Britain, 1520-1920.) Kauffman's gender made her ineligible to join the council's discussions, but the prominent commission allowed her to make her presence felt from above. The series depicts the four 'elements' of art - 'Invention', 'Design', 'Composition' and 'Colouring' - as women in the allegorical mode, but Kauffman injects them with a life and depth beyond standard iconographies, almost turning them into sublimated self-portraits. In Design, a woman is shown in the act of drawing the Belvedere Torso, the hunky remains of an ancient male nude sculpture unearthed in Rome in the 15th century. Somewhat surprisingly, the original torso's forms are reversed, suggesting that Kauffman used a print as the source for her image - perhaps as a subtle demonstration of the power of artistic reproduction. Nonetheless, there is a crackling physical energy between the artist and her chiselled sitter: this is an act of inspired translation rather than rote imitation.
Kauffman's compulsive return to her own image could be seen as a defence against the many competing ideas of her that circulated in her lifetime, a way of asserting her agency while bolstering the 'angelic' identity she had worked so hard to cultivate. But the stage management of her public persona was balanced with an exploration of female creativity and the risky yet productive borderlands between the professional and the personal. The unusually expressive hands that draw the eye in her self-portraits are also the agents of unseen labour. Again and again, Kauffman portrays herself holding a stylus and portfolio, the symbols not of painting but of drawing, of the intellectual and imaginative efforts that precede the messy work of the brush. In her roundel of Design, we finally see those tools put to active use: the artist grips the stylus between her fingers and balances her portfolio on her knee, totally absorbed in her task. She might be a classical fantasy in sandals and cascading drapery, but her sleeves are rolled up. It takes a lot of hard work, she seems to be saying, to look this good.
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On Getting the Life You Want
Adam Phillips

7188 wordsWhat is the reward for knowing the worst?
Donald Barthelme, Snow White
When Richard Rorty  wrote, in one of his many familiar pragmatist pronouncements, that the only way you can tell if something is true is if it helps you get the life you want, it sounded either like a provocative assertion or another advertisement, masquerading as epistemology, for consumer capitalism. How one feels about Rorty's eloquent, deliberate and subtle brashness depends on one's education and sensibility, on one's cultural preferences and prejudices, and indeed on one's politics. There may be a significant difference between getting the life I want and getting the life 'we' might want, between a certain kind of possessive, acquisitive individualism and a collective political project (the phrase 'the life I want' also implies a stability and a degree of certainty in myself; the idea of the life I want fixes the flux of myself). And there are also, by the same token, interesting difficulties in using Rorty's pragmatist definition of truth in relation to psychoanalysis, which in a quite different way claims to have an interest in truth and in the lives people claim that they want. Rorty's description of truth here, read in a psychoanalytic context, couldn't easily be squared with, say, Lacan's goal for psychoanalytic treatment, which, in the useful words of Slavoj Zizek, clearly seeks a different version of truth. Lacan's goal for psychoanalytic treatment, Zizek writes, 'is not the patient's wellbeing, successful social life or personal fulfilment, but to bring the patient to confront the elementary co-ordinates and deadlocks of his or her desire'. It doesn't sound as though helping the patient get the life he wants is among Lacan's priorities (and 'deadlocks', of course, aren't Rorty's thing). This can't help but make us wonder whether, or in what sense, Freud's psychoanalysis has got anything to do with getting the life you want; and if it doesn't, what it might be to do with. Freud does, after all, put wishing at the centre of his theory, but only to radically temper it; as if to say, what you think you want is where the problems start. And yet wanting is what, for both psychoanalysis and American pragmatism, there is, in William James's words, 'to be going on from'. Both Freud's psychoanalysis and Rorty's pragmatism tell us, in their different ways, why wanting matters, and also that wanting has become the thing we most want to know about, as though now we are simply our wants.
It is easy to forget that all accounts of the goals of psychoanalysis are prescriptions presented as descriptions. In the guise of telling us what the goal of psychoanalysis is - what the concept of cure is, what a successful treatment entails - theorists are simply giving us their own account of what they take a good life to be and what they assume a person wants (a person who walks into an analyst's office walks into a vocabulary, and a vocabulary is always a vocabulary of wants). Psychoanalysts, to their credit, have been more than willing to tell us what the good is that we should seek; though not quite so willing to open up their proposed goods for discussion, or indeed to suggest that their proposed goods might be experiments in living and not absolute values. For Freud, the goal is recovering the capacity to love and work, or, rather more grimly, to turn hysterical misery into ordinary unhappiness. For Lacan it is 'not giving ground relative to one's desire'; for Klein it is reaching the Depressive Position; for Winnicott it is about enabling the patient to play and to surprise themselves; for Ferenczi the patient is not cured through free association, but cured when he can free associate, and so on and on and on. All the interesting psychoanalytic theorists are telling us what, in their view, constitutes a good life. Old-fashioned psychoanalysis always had a known destination.
What the Rortyan pragmatist wants us to ask is whether and in what way, say, Lacanian psychoanalysis helps us to get the life we want, understood in terms of the good we have been encouraged to seek. It does not need us to ask whether Lacanian theory and practice is in any sense true. Pragmatism wants us to ask, what is the life we want - or think we want? Whereas psychoanalysis wants us to ask, why do we not want to know what we want? (According to Michel Serres, the only modern question is: what is it you don't want to know about yourself?) Psychoanalysis wants us to ask - against the grain of traditional philosophy - why do we obscure the good that we seek? Pragmatism takes for granted that the good we seek is what we want and asks us how we are going to go about getting it. Indeed, pragmatism tells us that we are good at knowing what we want and good at letting our wants change. In an implicit critique of, among other things, American pragmatism, Charles Taylor, in The Ethics of Authenticity, defines his notion of a moral ideal: 'I mean a picture of what a better or higher mode of life would be where "better" and "higher" are defined not in terms of what we happen to desire or need, but offer a standard of what we ought to desire.' Rorty's work always runs the risk of seeming to promote a kind of capricious, impulsive egotism.
Clearly psychoanalysis and American pragmatism are uneasy bedfellows; they fall out over the phrase 'knowing what you want'. If you are a Kleinian, is psychoanalysis about getting the life you want, or about getting the life Melanie Klein believes you should want? Why do Lacanians want what Lacan wants for them? Clearly acculturation teaches us what to want, and how to want. And psychoanalysis, for some of us, has been part of our acculturation, as pragmatism has been for those drawn to it - though it should perhaps be noted that we come to both psychoanalysis and pragmatism quite late in the day. But to be a little clearer about all this we may, in the psychoanalytic way, have to go back to some beginnings.
If Freud's discovery had to be summed up in a single word, Laplanche and Pontalis write in The Language of Psychoanalysis, 'that word without doubt would have to be "unconscious"'. Freud didn't 'discover' the unconscious, which had been a staple of 19th-century German philosophy and European Romanticism (the term was first used in English in 1712), but he redescribed it in what became known as psychoanalytic terms. Freud was, as it were, making the unconscious his own, formalising it to make it compatible with 19th-century science.
The unconscious described by Freud is a 'reservoir' (Freud's word) of representations of instinctual life and a form of thinking that finds its most vivid exemplar and illustration in dreams. 'The psyche,' Laplanche and Pontalis continue,
cannot be reduced to the conscious domain and certain contents can only become accessible to consciousness once resistances have been overcome; [Freud] revealed that mental life is full of 'active yet unconscious ideas' and that 'symptoms proceed from such ideas' ... [these contents] are instinctual representatives ... governed by the mechanisms specific to the primary process, especially by condensation and displacement.

In this account the Freudian unconscious is at odds with consciousness and not easily accessible; the representations of instinctual life it is said to contain and sustain are disturbing and threaten the individual's hard-won equilibrium. These active yet unconscious ideas issue in symptoms, dreams, so-called Freudian slips, and in many other disruptions of consciousness (in this story composure is a decoy). The unconscious as described by Freud is our most intimate foreign body and our most alternative way of thinking. Freud wants to stress above all its antagonistic and antagonising difference from consciousness. It is, among other things, a way of describing the enigmatic creatureliness that precedes and accompanies our acculturation, and which, in this story, requires acculturation to make it viable. For which the end point, to use one of Freud's most famous titles, is civilisation and its discontents; our adaptation to what Freud calls 'civilisation' comes at considerable cost, our frustration often exceeding our satisfaction, our desire being in excess of any object's capacity to satisfy it.
Freud's unconscious refers to our fundamental unknownness to ourselves; to the bodily desire that drives our development; so in Freud's story we are not suffering from original sin, but from original frustration. This biologically based unconscious is an enigmatic and insistent presence and pressure in ourselves, and in our lives. In Freud's view, we are instinct driven but object anchored; formed and founded by innate appetites, but dependent on a facilitating environment - first the mother, then the parents and the wider culture - to make our biological inheritance work for us. But the unconscious, in Freud's words in 'The Ego and the Id', 'runs its course wholly within the context of material of which the subject remains unaware'. Its course is different from what we presume our course to be, and is something of which we are mostly unaware. Not a ghost in the machine, but a demonic force, our hidden truth, the drama going on behind the scenes. 'Despite the controversial nature of this concept,' the analyst Guy Thompson writes, 'there is a pervasive agreement among analysts that whatever the unconscious is it is certainly not a form of consciousness.' And that means that the Freudian unconscious should not be imagined as similar to, or comparable to, or even like what we call consciousness; it should be imagined as a new and strange kind of essence, or way of thinking; Freud, and psychoanalysts after him, would suggest that we are essentially unconscious creatures; all or most essentialisms, we must remember in this context, being the target of pragmatic critique. In the pragmatic story, essences are there to pre-empt the future by limiting possibilities.
'What is novel in Freud's view of the unconscious,' Rorty writes in 'Freud and Moral Reflection', 'is his claim that our unconscious selves are not dumb, sullen, lurching brutes, but rather the intellectual peers of our conscious selves, possible conversation partners for those selves.' The unconscious is not, in Rorty's provocative and unlikely account, simply formative, or disturbing, or undermining, or unknowable, or radically impersonal, or terrorising. The unconscious is sociable, even convivial. 'The good news,' Joseph Smith and William Kerrigan write in their commentary on Rorty's essay, 'is that what goes on out of awareness can also be one's ally.' The 'also' here is doing all the work. Whether or not there is something novel in Freud's view of the unconscious, Rorty's view of Freud's view of the unconscious is certainly novel. Rorty speaks of 'unconscious selves', which Freud never does, not needing the idea of a self or selves. Rorty does not speak of unrelenting and often violent conflict, and he refers to these putative unconscious selves as 'the intellectual peers of our conscious selves'; as though far from being crude, or primitive, or instinctual - all words Freud uses of the unconscious drives and their representations - these unconscious selves are remarkably sophisticated. Or rather, where Freud describes the unconscious as a different, alien, unlearned, instinct-driven form of thinking, Rorty describes the unconscious - what he calls in that significant sleight of hand 'unconscious selves' - as potentially good company, a group of selves more than able to keep our best interests in mind. These unconscious selves are not, seemingly by definition, a threat. The intrinsic and often violent, persistent conflict between consciousness and unconsciousness that Freud insists on seems to be in abeyance for Rorty, almost beside the point (for Rorty anything that distracts us from our purposes is beside the point). Where Freud has the agonistic, Rorty has the sociable. Where Freud senses trouble, Rorty finds hope and help. Where Freud talks of alienated divided subjects, Rorty talks of good company.
Promoting, as he says elsewhere, 'speaking differently' rather than 'arguing well' - the wish to improvise overriding the wish to prove or persuade - it is integral to Rorty's pragmatic project that in reading and interpreting a text one is not trying to get something right so much as finding a way to use the text to realise and further and enhance and enliven one's own purposes ('the slogan "let's get it right,"' he writes, 'needs to be replaced by something like "let's try something different"'). So Rorty is doing with Freud exactly what he says he (and we) should be doing - he is shaping Freud to his own purposes; he is not clarifying or critiquing Freud; he is, in his best sense, using him. He is making the Freud he needs and wants, recruiting Freud as an ally for his vision of pragmatism. Rorty, that is to say, explicitly embraces Harold Bloom's ideas about the creative misreading of texts, as he creatively misreads Freud's texts for his own purposes. He is explicit that reading is 'a matter of reinterpreting the past so as to make it more suitable for one's own purposes'.
This is and is not an account of psychoanalytic treatment: when Freud says that an interpretation in analysis can be inaccurate but sufficient, he may be intimating something similar to Rorty, that the past is there to be usefully but not necessarily accurately reconstructed. But Freud does not describe the past as a tool we can use. It is the potential our pasts have to make, or inform, or determine a future - and, indeed, to sabotage a future - that is of significance (Freud uses the past as a kind of prediction). It's only worth having a past if you've got a future. Both Freud and Rorty want the past - the personal and the cultural past - to be our best resource for making a future; it is the past as potential kidnapper of the present and the future that alarms them, and sets them to work. And in their secular and post-religious world - and in the light of two catastrophic world wars - it is only what Freud calls our instincts and Rorty calls our purposes that are going to make our lives worth living.
For Freud what gets us and keeps us going are our desires, for Rorty it is our purposes, two very different things; our purposes made up by us, our desires not quite, or not only made up by us. Once again endorsing Bloom as an ally and accomplice, Rorty tells us that 'the point of reading a great many books is to become aware of a great number of alternative purposes, and the point of that is to become an autonomous self.' Alternative purposes because we need to see what's on offer, what's available to us to transform. And for Freud the existence, let alone the ideal, of an 'autonomous self' was precisely what psychoanalysis put into question; the ego, Freud writes, is not the master in his own house: autonomy is a wishful fiction, our self-cure for our helplessness, our abjection and our drivenness and our dependence. Purposes, as I say, could only be for Freud derivatives and sublimations of instinctual drives, attempts at gratification and safety, our paramount and essential considerations. Freud, as Rorty knows, redescribed our ideas about autonomy and the self in ways that virtually discredited them as useful fictions; Rorty took them for granted and promoted them, in, his critics would say, 'the American way'. It has not escaped anyone's attention that Rorty's 'autonomous self' committed to liberal democracy and the segregation of private and public lives can sound like an ambitious patriotic capitalist in a supermarket. So looking at Freud and Rorty together involves us in, among other things, wondering what (if anything) the idea of autonomy might mean.
Or to put it the pragmatic way, what is the idea of autonomy useful for (useful for voting, say, but not that useful for falling in love, or writing poems)? And so it needs to be stressed at the outset that Freud is notably reticent about politics in his writing, providing no sanction or preference for any kind of collective political action, whereas it is integral to the determined practicality of Rorty's pragmatism that it is political all the way down. Rorty as a self-confessed patriot wrote a book called Achieving Our Country; Freud wrote a book called Civilisation and Its Discontents. When Rorty co-opts Freud's unconscious it sounds at once promising, intriguing, somehow inspiring, and possibly rather misleading.
Indeed, Rorty's redescription of Freud's unconscious makes it sound, in his blithe and exhilarating way, rather like one of Bloom's 'strong poets', using what's there to go its own way (the strong poet, Bloom writes in The Anxiety of Influence, 'appropriates'). And Bloom's strong poet seems to be the ultimately autonomous figure, knowing what he wants and having the wherewithal to get it. What Bloom calls the strong poet exploits the texts of previous poets to his own advantage, using earlier poets ('precursors') in the pragmatic way, to facilitate his own vision, for his own purposes. That is what precursors, traditions, other people are there for, to exploit as material for making unpredictable and unpredicted futures. Commenting on Bloom's idea of 'strong misreading', Rorty suggests that
the critic asks neither the author nor the text about their intentions, but simply beats the text into a shape which will serve his own purpose. He makes the text refer to whatever is relevant to that purpose ... the strong misreader, like Foucault or Bloom, prides himself on the same thing, on being able to get more out of the text than its author or its intended audience could possibly have found there.

It is always worth wondering in any 'reading' where the censorship is, what it's thought necessary to remove, or punish, or correct. And Bloom's notion of creative misreading helps us with this, suggesting as it does that our reading can only be in the service of our purposes and projects; with a view to getting more from a text than it, or anyone else, intends or recognises. In this sense the text, for Bloom or Rorty, is a source to be mined. The only criterion for the interpretation of a text is whether it has been usefully used by the interpreter for his or her own purposes. Does it further and enhance what I assume I want?
Rorty is clearly determined, in his upbeat way, to dispel the picture of the Freudian unconscious as violent, driven and conflicted; Rorty's Freudian unconscious is not what he calls a dumb, sullen, lurching brute. It is not, as Freud would go to great lengths to show, originally pre-linguistic, overwhelmingly desirous and so resentfully frustrated and enraged (in the definition of 'brute' in Chambers Dictionary, we have 'irrational, stupid, rude, crude'). Indeed, Rorty is determined to dispel the picture of the Freudian unconscious as some bewildering 'primitive' force driving us through our lives. A predatory voraciousness is replaced by what might be a visionary company; exploitation is made a virtue; an enemy is replaced by a potential friend; where there was only antagonism - with ourselves and others - now there can be agency, co-operation and even fellow feeling. Freud, as we know all too well, was not a fan of optimism, facile or otherwise. Rorty thinks our optimism may be one of the most promising things about us, or at any rate about his fellow Americans.
What  Freud insistently referred to as a 'seething cauldron', the Freudian unconscious, refers to the part of ourselves that is deemed a fundamental threat to the person we would like to be and would like to be seen to be. The unconscious in the Freudian story is the uneducated part of ourselves; and psychoanalysis sets out to show us in what sense, if any, we can be acculturated, educable creatures; and what the cost is to ourselves of being educable (we could say that psychoanalysis begins where education breaks down). Freud's question is what, if anything, can we do with our instincts? And then, what are our instincts doing to, and with, us? Rorty's rather different question is, what do we want to make of ourselves? In Freud, the material we have to work with, our instincts, is a biological foundation, later shaped and informed by cultural norms; in Rorty, the only things we have to work with in making something of ourselves are pre-existing cultural artefacts we happen to inherit or come across (we write the sentences we write because of the sentences we have read; we work with the cultural descriptions we happen to have encountered). Rorty assumes we are by nature, or at our best, sociable and collaborative creatures; Freud shows us what our sociability is up against, what our sociability is sabotaged or waylaid by, how our sociability can dispirit us. Freud describes us ironically as guiding the horse in the direction the horse wants to go; Rorty wants us to wonder what better alternative descriptions might there be? If the horse idea doesn't work we must find a different and better description, a new more useful vocabulary (is riding a horse the best description of what our life is like, or of what we want it to be like? Why is it one horse and not a group of riders?). We must, Rorty suggests, find or invent the vocabulary to do what we want, the vocabulary that helps us formulate and get what we want. Freud, working in the tradition of Darwinian biology, is telling us - albeit tentatively and sceptically - who we really are. Rorty suggests, in an essay with the unlovely but interesting title 'Philosophy as a Transitional Genre', that we need a 'desirable replacement of bad questions like "what is being?", "what is really real?" and "what is man?", with the sensible question, "does anybody have any new ideas about what we human beings might manage to make of ourselves?"'
Rorty makes clear that replacing bad questions with what he calls 'sensible questions' is something that any of us might do. Indeed it is part of his project to promote the self-making that might issue in someone finding their own questions, sensible or not. (Sensible here means more broadly of interest and intelligible to more people; or simply, useful and usable.) What matters, Rorty writes, is 'what one thinks important or interesting. There is not now, and there never will be, a method for settling disputes about what is interesting and important.' Psychoanalysis, at its best, is a method for enabling a person to find and refind what is important and interesting to them (though psychoanalysis always already knows what is interesting and important to everybody). You can only be a Rortyan pragmatist if you know what is important or interesting to you, or rather, whether you are willing to find out. Education - like psychoanalysis - should be in the service of helping people find what is interesting and important to them, without intimidation. Freud is there for Rorty, and for us, describing our essence - our purposes and desires; the satisfactions we seek, and the satisfactions we evade - in sentences that we can refashion according to what we want to do with them. If we become Freudians, we have, Rorty intimates, betrayed ourselves, handed ourselves over to the authorities.
To attend to this issue, the issue of getting the life we want, and so also the issue of whether Freud's psychoanalysis and Rorty's pragmatism are mutually clarifying - antagonists that might enable one another and get us what we want - we need to ask, how do we get from Freud's seething cauldron of instinctual life to Rorty's good conversational partner that feeds us our best lines? How do we get from the unconscious as our great elemental and contentious opponent to Rorty's rather more genial and inspiring collaborative double act; how do we get from what Laplanche calls 'the attack of the drives on the ego' to what Rorty calls 'a plurality of sets of beliefs and desires' that is his preferred account of the Freudian unconscious? How do we, in short, get from a persecutory, or at least disturbing, unconscious to a collaborative one? And the answer is very simple if you are a Rortyan pragmatist: you get there simply by redescription. If a description doesn't suit you - doesn't enhance your purposes, get you the life you think you want or actually sabotages the life you want - you come up with a better one (there isn't an old-style Freudian unconscious here making things difficult). This assumes - or prefers the description of - language as a toolkit (to use Wittgenstein's famous analogy) rather than a bully, or a saboteur, or a dictator, or a seducer. You redescribe the Freudian unconscious in a way better suited to your purposes, to the life you want. For Rorty this means pursuing the project of liberal democracy, which involves, in his view, creating the conditions for the most inclusive conversation possible that will further and proliferate our purposes and increase our sense of autonomy, our sense of ourselves as self-fashioning, collaborative creatures, and not the victims of impersonal forces, religions or political regimes. From Rorty's point of view, we can have both Freud's account of the unconscious and Rorty's version of Freud's account, using each as it suits us. From Freud's point of view we can't.
For Rorty all essences, even the unconscious itself, are what he calls 'God terms'. He treats as versions of bad faith the myriad ways in which we delegate and outsource our purposes, imagination and intelligence to something beyond ourselves - this appeal to non-human authorities being a way of rhetorically enforcing and shoring up and delegating our wants and beliefs and opinions. Rorty thinks that the only resources we have are one another and there can be no appeal to anything higher, or impersonal, or to anything beyond us or within us. 'Even if a non-human authority tells you something,' he writes, 'the only way to figure out whether what you have been told is true is to see whether it gets you the sort of life you want.' We need to increase the range and scope of our conversations in order to find out what sort of life we want and how to get it (when we treat people, Rorty writes, as 'irredeemably crazy, stupid, base or sinful' we fail to see these people as 'possible conversation partners'; so Rorty encourages us to notice our temptation to invalidate or discredit others). This positions Rorty as, among many other things, the heir of the psychoanalytically informed anti-psychiatry movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Rorty's often stated wish for the most inclusive cultural conversation possible - one of the founding tenets of modern democracy - prevents the racism and sexism that redescription might seem sometimes to favour (if anything can be redescribed anything can be justified). For Rorty, 'an accurate report of experience is a matter of what a community will let you get away with.' An accurate report of experience has in this view nothing to do with reality, or objective truth, or with truth at all; it is something consensually confirmed, or just about allowed, by the group you live in, your community. And of course, in Rortyan terms, we can always aim to change the taste of our community by a change of vocabulary; a change of vocabulary entailing a change of purpose. The question is, how to change the criteria of acceptability of a community? What makes vocabularies evolve?
We should remember in all this talk about conversation that Freud gave us a new version of a conversation partner, a psychoanalyst, and indeed a new version of conversation, psychoanalytic treatment. Rorty, as we can see, has in his own terms beaten the Freudian texts into a shape that will serve his purposes. If you beat a person into shape you are bullying them; if you beat metal into shape you are making something. Is Rorty's pragmatism coercive or inspired and inspiring? Are these two things sometimes inextricable? Is Bloom's strong poet a kind of bully, forcing and foisting a new vocabulary on us? Is triumphalism the aim or the lurking problem? For both Bloom and Rorty, Freud is a version of the strong poet and his description of the unconscious is one of his powerful enabling modern fictions. Freud provides at least some of us with an irresistible vocabulary, a picture of ourselves that we are bewitched by. And it is in this vocabulary that Freud wonders how we might live as desiring creatures who don't want to know what we want. Rorty wonders more simply - and his ordinary language and straightforwardness are of a piece with his commitments - how we might speak and write in a way that will get us lives we want and can value, assuming, unlike Freud, that wanting is something we can do more or less well. So Rorty can also ask of Freud and his followers, does the language game, the profession of psychoanalysis, help them get the life they want; and we can add, what are the good reasons they have for wanting this form of life? How does including the unconscious or Freud's account of sexuality or the Oedipus Complex in your image of yourself make your life better - and better in what sense? Any idea of the life we want is inextricable from the question of who it is we want to be judged by.
There is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put there ourselves.

Richard Rorty, 'Consequences of Pragmatism'
The deep down  inside us which we have put there ourselves is language, our life lived in language. And that means, if we are not religious, that we have ourselves put the authorities deep down inside us. With the invention of the psychoanalyst, Freud was inventing a new kind of authority, a new kind of judge, a new kind of conversation partner whom Lacan called 'the subject who is supposed to know'. The subject of psychoanalysis, considered through the patient's transference to the analyst, is how and why the patient treats the analyst - and by implication anyone else - as an authority with a view to understanding the way his life would be better, more his own, if he stopped doing this, or did it differently, or less fixedly. For the Rortyan pragmatist the only authority worth having is the authority that inspires you to do your own thing. Which means that the only authority worth having is one that requires neither compliance, nor submission, nor discipleship; and that therefore doesn't require intimidation (one of the central and informing paradoxes of psychoanalysis is that Freud invented a treatment that had the potential to dissolve the desire for discipleship - the desire to be controlled - while himself intently creating disciples). Rortyan pragmatists seem to have rather laid-back Freudian superegos, and manipulable and co-operative ids. So to be a follower of pragmatism is quite different from being a follower of psychoanalysis. Becoming a pragmatist tells you nothing about what you will then become. Becoming a psychoanalyst can tell you too much about what you will and won't become (and indeed about why you became a psychoanalyst in the first place). Put together, that is to say, pragmatism and psychoanalysis, in the best sense, can expose and renew each other.
Freud, of course, implies that we change ourselves by redescribing ourselves. And yet it is clear that what Rorty calls redescription Freud might call, at least sometimes, omniscient, wishful denial of reality; pragmatic redescription as secular alchemy. Freud is keen to show us how adept we are at disguising our suffering from ourselves, sometimes, for example, by transforming suffering into pleasure, redescribing it to ourselves as pleasure (what Freud called masochism); and keen to show us that redescription might be another word for defensiveness. Indeed it would be possible to redescribe most suffering as the thing that doesn't suit our purposes, or get us the life we want. This, one might say, would be the Freudian ironisation of Rorty's necessary idea of redescription. So both Rorty and Freud privilege wishing, but in opposite ways; Rorty wants us to take our wishes seriously and see if we can find a way of putting at least some of them into practice; Freud wants us to treat our wishes as wishful. For Freud, being able to tell the difference between wish and reality is the fundamental developmental achievement; Rorty warns us that this too-assured distinction between wish and reality can sometimes be overly omniscient and impoverishing, unduly limiting of possibility (Rorty would again be sceptical of Freud's knowing what reality really was). The question for Rorty is, are our wishes useful for getting the lives we want? Freud's sense is that wishing - though it can be a way of formulating unconscious desire - is above all a refuge from reality and the potential tyranny of the internal and external worlds, and therefore often debilitating. Indeed, we might think of Rorty's pragmatism as a kind of tribute to wishing; whenever we wish we are describing the life we want.
In his critique of liberalism - and implicitly of liberalisms somewhat akin to Rorty's - John Gray writes in his New Leviathans that 'the hyper-liberal project is to emancipate human beings from identities that have been inherited from the past. Human beings must be free to make of themselves whatever they wish ... Stripped of these contingencies, they can be whatever they wish.' Rorty's vision is by definition individualistic; it is not about needing to make other people into what you want to make of yourself. And yet Gray's point tempers, if it needs tempering, Rorty's enthusiasm. For Gray, not unlike Freud, the intractable nature of trans-generational histories, and the identities they have produced, is the salient fact about human beings. Indeed Gray's critique of people believing they can be whatever they wish - and so make other people what they want them to be - is informed by the attempts of 20th-century fascists and communists to create new men and women; it is the unrelenting cruelty of these projects that Gray wants us to remember as we celebrate and embrace the liberalisms on offer and their inviting freedoms. Gray is warning us away from idealising our all too conscious projects for ourselves and others. It is clearly as misleading to idealise consciousness as to idealise the unconscious.
For Freud, 'the life you want' would be something you are by definition unconscious of - you have worked very hard not to know what the life you want is - while the life you claim to want could only be wishful and transgressive. The life you want is a disguised formulation of unconscious desire; the life you want needs to be interpreted - contained by psychoanalytic redescription - before it is pursued. And in describing the life you want you may be merely the ventriloquist's dummy of your culture. Describing the life we want can sometimes be the most compliant - i.e. defensive - thing we ever do.
But of course, if we take Rorty's pragmatic approach, we can ask: what was the material Freud was beating into shape? What were Freud's purposes and wishes in the invention of psychoanalysis, in the 'discovery' of the unconscious, in the privileging of sexuality - and in what sense did psychoanalysis get Freud what he wanted, and get the psychoanalysts that followed him what they wanted? How could this thing they wanted be described? Rorty's useful pragmatic question is, does whatever you are doing help you get the life you want? And if not, why are you doing it? To which Freud, and the psychoanalysts after him, would stress that we are by definition mostly unconscious of what we want (so having psychoanalysis may be the precondition for being a good pragmatist). And not only are we unconscious of what we want and plagued by wishfulness, but that there is a powerful force inside us, which Freud would eventually call the Death Instinct, that both wants us not to want, and that wants us to harm ourselves and others; that wants the life we don't want.
Freudian psychoanalysis can make Rorty's pragmatism sound naively wishful, implausible and unduly optimistic; what Freud would have called a flight from reality (and Rorty of course would have been the first to point out that there was no way that Freud, or anyone else, could possibly know what reality is and therefore whether anybody was fleeing from it). From a Freudian point of view, Rorty's pragmatism might cover, and cover up, a multitude of sins (pragmatism as the self-cure for unconsciousness). But Rorty's pragmatism can also make Freud's psychoanalysis sound restrictively, omnisciently essentialist, telling us what a person is rather than what a person could be. Freud is wary of undue optimism because he is obsessed by determinism, and essentially the determinism of the past, and of course biological determinism; Rorty is obsessed by determinism as bad faith (because essentialist) - as flight from possibility and potential - and much more interested in future possibility than past trauma, in individual choice and preference, not any kind of determinism, however scientifically sanctioned and endorsed, and proven.
But Rorty and Freud both believe that it is only through conversation that we have a chance of getting the life we want, however wrong we may be, or turn out to be, about what we think we want; and indeed psychoanalysis is a conversation in which someone might be able to find out, or at least explore and experiment with what they might want. And in that ironic or paradoxical sense, as I say, psychoanalytic treatment might help people become better Rortyan pragmatists, more conscious of the life they want and the conflicts it might entail; psychoanalysis as the necessary preparation for strong pragmatism: while a pragmatic psychoanalysis might sometimes seem a contradiction in terms. Freud, of course, believes he knows what the most useful conversation is to understand our wanting - psychoanalytic conversation - and that we are going to work very hard to not know what we want, and we need to know how we go about doing this (what will be called the analysis of defences); Rorty believes you can't always know beforehand what will turn out to be the most useful conversation, and that nobody is ever in a position to tell us what we really want; other, that is, than ourselves, and those others we have recognised and chosen as helpful and inspiring. Indeed, Rorty encourages us to drop the word 'really' altogether.
Both  Rorty and Freud, as modern secular people, want us to be curious about our uses of authority, what we use authority to become and to stop ourselves becoming. Whatever else they are, pragmatism and psychoanalysis are both descriptions and explanations of the way we use authority and what we use it to do. Freud we need to remember was a doctor and a writer; Rorty was a teacher (of philosophy and literature) and a writer. And yet, for both of them, in quite different ways, wanting is the heart of the matter. In Freud's account of so-called human nature, people can and are always trying to get the lives they want - or think they want - but they are divided against themselves, frightened of the lives they want and trying very hard not to find out what they really want, trying hard to get the lives they want and trying hard not to. For Rorty nothing else is worth doing but trying to get the life we want. Rorty's own essentialism permits something without predicting anything; Freud's essentialisms - as essences are supposed to - predict a great deal. Rorty's pragmatism encourages what John Stuart Mill called 'experiments in living'; Freud might be all too conscious of the limits, the wishfulness of such projects.
Both Freud and Rorty were wondering what the phrase 'the life you want' could possibly mean at a time when it was beginning to become possible to think about your life as something you could want and not want. Life, for more and more people, could increasingly be chosen, rather than assigned, wanted rather than endured, and people themselves could be understood as seemingly the only animals that might, at least occasionally, think of themselves, or describe themselves, as choosing their lives; of knowing and describing what they want as opposed to just wanting. Choosing a life, and knowing who we are and what to do, is something you can only do in language.
If you are not religious, Freud and Rorty both implicitly ask, what keeps you going? What makes you think your life is worth the frustration and disappointment and dismay and injustice that modern lives entail? Or to put it another way, what good reasons, or justifications, or explanations do we have for our suffering in a secular world (the fact that there can be such intense pleasures in life can make their absence unbearable). For Rorty, we need to come up with good sustaining purposes with as many good conversational partners as we can find; for Freud, whom no one can accuse of being upbeat, we have to see what we can do with our instinctual life to make it sufficiently satisfying and therefore sustaining, while observing what our inevitable frustration turns us into.
Psychoanalysis without pragmatism, one might say, becomes another pre-emptive coercive moralism, telling us in no uncertain terms who we are and therefore of what we are capable. And like all too definitive accounts of so-called human nature it implies and presumes an appropriate morality and normality to manage this putative human nature. By privileging the past over the future, determinism over freedom (not a psychoanalytic term) and unconscious causality over choice, it radically circumscribes human possibility. But Rorty's pragmatism without psychoanalysis can sound wilfully naive about the difficulties, the conflicts of wanting; it has no compelling account of what wanting may be up against, of the very real difficulties of wanting (the torment of conflicting desires is not something one associates with Rorty's writing). With no obvious need for the Freudian unconscious it tends to idealise both autonomy and the self; to privilege our capacity for making choices over whatever it is about ourselves that we are unaware of. It privileges experiments in living over the need for safety. Psychoanalysis with pragmatism, and pragmatism with psychoanalysis, however, seem unusually promising for helping you get the life you want. Unless, of course, there is something you want more than the life you want.
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At the Movies
'The Dead Don't Hurt'
Michael Wood

1456 wordsThe opening scenes  of Viggo Mortensen's new film, The Dead Don't Hurt, are like an essay in montage or a puzzle for students of Sergei Eisenstein and Andre Bazin. A knight in armour rides a horse through a forest. A woman lies in bed. There is a shoot-out in a small Western town. How are we to put these pictures together? Mortensen is not going to help us. He gives us lots more pictures, but he won't tell us what time period we're inhabiting, or even whether we're looking at the contents of a mind or a notional real world. The method is awkward but has many interesting effects.
 The knight could have come from one of the Lord of the Rings movies in which Mortensen starred (he was Aragorn, a man who, among other things, fell in love with a female elf) and the fantasy connection is not irrelevant. In The Dead Don't Hurt the knight is also imaginary and belongs to the dream world of a little girl called Vivienne (Eliana Michaud). She sees him when she thinks of her father, a French Canadian who fought against the English and was executed by them. This and later moments in the film are dated by the start and end of the American Civil War (1861-65), when the girl is a grown-up. The adult Vivienne is wonderfully played by Vicky Krieps.
 Vivienne asks her mother why men fight. Her mother says there are reasons, and they both return to their reading of a book about Joan of Arc, another French-speaking enemy of the English. Vivienne says she wants to fight, but only in the way her father and Joan of Arc fought. They both laugh. As we may or may not have worked out by this stage, the little girl grows up to become our adult heroine, the woman we have already seen on her deathbed in the film's second scene. Soon after that a hand closes her eyes. The hand belongs to Holger Olsen, a Danish settler in America, played by Mortensen himself.
 The connection of these two scenes to the shoot-out is essential, but not at all obvious. After the violent episode a group of slightly too slick men visits Olsen, who is burying Vivienne on a dry, rocky hillside. They offer their condolences, but he doesn't listen to anything they say. The film cuts to the trial of the supposed shooter in the third scene. Here Mortensen's clumsiness - or boldness - becomes quite extravagant, because nothing in the trial, neither the ritual procedure, the verdict, nor the way the condemned man looks, seems to have any relation to what we saw during the shoot-out.
 There we saw a saloon from the outside, heard gunshots from indoors, and watched a man come out of the bar and turn around to shoot somebody who was following him. The killer is well-dressed, in a top hat and frock coat, and appears to be what he is: a member of the local gentry - more specifically, the spoiled son of the richest man in town. The father, Alfred Jeffries, is played by Garrett Dillahunt and his son, Weston, by Solly McLeod. Both actors inhabit their roles with relish: the dignified dictator and the drunken, violent layabout who knows he can get away with anything. This all made me think of another film in which Mortensen appeared, David Cronenberg's Eastern Promises (2007), where all the gangsters were Russians. Another title for The Dead Don't Hurt could be 'Western Promises', but this movie is a very late contribution to the genre. Only the worst promises are kept. The familiar nostalgia for loneliness and independence persists, along with a distrust of organised social life, but they are accompanied by a strong sense that society and corrupt law have already ruined the pastoral scene for good. This film is about class and money rather than who shot Liberty Valance.
 Weston Jeffries, smartly dressed as ever, is present at the trial and sentencing of someone else for his crime. This unfortunate figure, who seems to be mentally disabled, is bewildered and unable to form sentences. How could he have known that he was the ideal scapegoat for someone else's violence? There are protests in the courtroom, and one woman is particularly eloquent in her complaint, but she is silenced. At the end of the movie we learn that Olsen has been a sheriff in this town, and watch him return his star and keys, presumably because of the recent miscarriage of justice. This must be right, but he has reasons of his own to hate the excused killer.
 After the trial and execution, the film meanders for quite a while. We keep seeing Olsen on horseback with a little boy and wonder who the child is. We wonder about other things too. One of the problems of consigning significant material to a flashback is that we appear to be getting nowhere - nowhere, that is, except the place where we have already been. The adult Vivienne meets Olsen in San Francisco. Or rather he watches her sell flowers, and she is taken by his engaging and enigmatic silence. Both characters are meant to be weird and independent, and quirkily made for one another. It's true that Vivienne offers a plausible version of an eccentric elf, and that Olsen's dialogue often seems to have come from an old Scandinavian saga rather than a moment in the immigrant history of North America. But the long sequence is pretty boring, and many people in the cinema where I saw the film were looking at their watches at this point.
 Vivienne returns with Olsen to his house in the high country and they go about their business. She brings flowers into his dry world; he manages to make his house look less like a work in progress. Things look up, dramatically speaking, when Olsen decides to fight for the North in the Civil War. There is a strong suggestion that all the important people in town are Southern sympathisers, and in one of his many violent moments Weston Jeffries beats up a Mexican pianist for playing what he takes to be a Northern song.
 Vivienne hates the idea of Olsen leaving her for the war and doesn't pretend to sympathise with his position. Later she realises that both of their identities are caught up in their different but equally unshakeable ideas of independence, and she eagerly welcomes him back. Things have changed, however. She has worked in the saloon in town and been bullied by Weston Jeffries, as he bullies everyone else. Then he goes further. He decides that an attractive woman living on her own is his personal gift from the gods, and he proceeds to visit and rape her. Her life after this attack is poised and mainly silent; Krieps conveys with great coolness the bravery of carrying on such an existence. She has a child and calls him Vincent after her father, an imaginative attempt to deny biology and pursue her own myth. On Olsen's return from the war, she tells him what happened and says some people in town think that the Mexican pianist is the father, presumably because they think French and Spanish speakers must be birds of a feather. Olsen wonders if this is true.
 Towards the end of the movie Olsen takes to the road with Vincent, and some of the film's most delicate scenes belong to them. The boy sees a wolf and starts howling in imitation and sympathy. After a moment Olsen joins him, and the effect is a sort of meeting in music. When Olsen shoots a bird for a meal, Vincent looks at the hole in the creature's chest and asks if it is suffering. Olsen provides the title of the film. And in a very late moment the two reach a location where a sea seems to stretch into infinity. 'Is it the end of the world?' Vincent says in French. Olsen hesitates, smiles and says: 'This one.' Heroes of Westerns often leave the known world, but very few of them think there might be another.
 The climactic late scene in the film is a further shoot-out, mixed with a brawl. It takes place between Olsen and Weston Jeffries, and the boy watches. It is because he is watching, we may think, that Olsen, who has won the fight, does not kill Weston. He just leaves him battered and bleeding in the desert. I don't know whether Mortensen wants us to think of a darker, crueller reading of the film's title phrase. The living can hurt a lot.
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Diary
At Cammell Laird
Tabitha Lasley

5196 words[image: ] Cammell Laird protest, Birkenhead, 1984




'Imagine a roll of barbed wire, but this big.' Billy Albertina spreads his arms out, gesturing to a brick building near the entrance to the Cammell Laird shipyard in Birkenhead. In the summer of 1984, Albertina and his colleagues occupied a half-built gas rig and a Type 42 destroyer, HMS Edinburgh, in protest at proposals to make almost a thousand workers at the yard redundant. Some of the men stayed on the rig for fourteen weeks. They were cajoled, harassed, threatened with bailiffs, and served with writs for trespass. Eventually, the police unspooled thick coils of barbed wire and wound them round the legs of the rig, creating an impassable barrier. The men were forced out by thirst. When the occupation ended, all 37 were tried for contempt of court, for failing to accede to a judge's order to leave the rig. They were sent to prison for thirty days, lost their redundancy pay-outs and were blacklisted. They are the largest group in Britain to be jailed for union action. There have been several attempts to get their convictions quashed and their redundancy payments reinstated. None has been successful.
The occupation is largely forgotten, while the miners' strike, which began a couple of months earlier, has acquired near mythic status. By every metric, the miners' strike was the bigger dispute. It involved more men, lasted much longer and induced state intervention so vicious that certain scenes are embedded in the national consciousness: the Battle of Orgreave, where thousands of police, led by mounted officers, repeatedly charged picketers, took place in June 1984, a few days before the action at Cammell Laird began. The miners' strike also took up most of Fleet Street's attention. Albertina, shop steward for the staging department at Cammell Laird, kept track of the coverage. 'At the start of the strike,' he told me, 'we stressed to the men, on no account would any of them commit violence or damage. We'd witnessed some of the miners commit damage. The newspapers ran amok on them. We didn't want the newspapers being able to run amok on us.'
He failed to heed his own advice. After Albertina and the others got out of prison, they went back to the picket line. Every morning, the strikebreakers would troop past them into the yard, accompanied by a police escort. One man marched at the front, blowing a bugle. Albertina grew increasingly exercised about this, and one day lunged at the man. He was charged with breach of the peace.
These days, Cammell Laird is quiet and looks a bit down at heel, but it used to be one of the most important shipyards in Britain; the Mauretania and two aircraft carriers called Ark Royal were built here. In the 1940s, it employed twenty thousand people. On the day I went there with Albertina, Liverpool, a mile away across the Mersey, was obscured by a navy vessel, dwarfing the sheds on the dock. It was the same gunmetal grey as the sky. The only spot of colour was a tiny orange rescue craft, tucked at the ship's side. I took a photo and was shooed away by a security guard. He couldn't stop me taking pictures, since I was outside the yard, but I gave up anyway. I couldn't get a decent shot of the ship - it was too big.
The biggest employers in Birkenhead now are call centres, which offer insecure, poorly paid jobs, no substitute for the skilled trades they replaced. They are predominantly staffed by women, who supposedly stick to the rules and are perceived to be better than men at the emotional labour that is part of a customer-facing role. The male-coded skill set that Albertina and his colleagues possessed - strength, hand-to-eye co-ordination, physical courage - has become less valuable.
Albertina is the eldest of seven children. He grew up on Scotland Road, not far from Liverpool's docks, and tends to attribute everything about his personality to his place of birth. In the Scotland Road of his childhood, the population was Catholic. They were very poor. Families had a lot of children, and since the city was sectarian, the men could only get casual work - most of Liverpool's businesses were Protestant-owned. They had no glasses and drank out of jam jars. They had no blankets and slept under army greatcoats. When the priests came to collect tithes, they demanded silver coins. The people were credulous. They saw ghosts and believed in elves. 'Stop it,' I say to Albertina. 'That can't be true.' He insists: one night, a woman claimed she saw some elves on the green. The next night, someone backed her up. On the third night, Albertina's mother made him walk down with her to take a look, but the crowds were so big, they couldn't get close.
Albertina used to run a boxing club with his brother Jimmy. 'One thing I've learned. Anyone who's a boxer and aggressive; it's in them. I've seen fathers say to their lads: "Go on, go and fight him!" You'll never make a placid lad fight. It's a waste of time. And it's wrong.' His scrappiness came in handy at school. The priests were 'brutal': they'd ask boys if they'd been to mass, then test them on the colour of the vestments. If a boy got the answer wrong, he'd be beaten. Albertina renounced his faith at fourteen. He started throwing the priests out when they came round asking for money. His mother remained devout, but his father, a cleaner at Cammell Laird, was almost as lapsed as his son. 'You'll find most union men and prominent left-wingers were all people who gave the Catholic faith up. First you question the Catholic faith. Once you do that, you question everything else.'
An alarm trills on his phone. He suffers from trigeminal neuralgia, and the alarm is to remind him to take his pills. It goes off periodically throughout our meetings. It's easy to forget that Albertina is 77. He boxed for many years, and has the neat, nimble carriage of a much younger man. And his recollections seem sharp. But when his phone goes off I remember: these men are old. Of the 37 who took part in the occupation, fourteen are dead. For the remaining 23, time is running out.
I first met Albertina at the office of Mick Whitley, Labour MP for Birkenhead until the general election was called. The neighbouring seat of Wirral South is being abolished and its MP, Alison McGovern, beat Whitley in the selection contest for the Birkenhead seat. She's on the right of the party; he's a member of the Campaign Group. For much of his career, Whitley was a union organiser at the Vauxhall plant in Ellesmere Port. His brother Chris, now dead, was one of the 37. In 2021, he tabled an Early Day Motion calling for an inquiry into the case, and the release of the relevant cabinet papers. He arranged for me to interview Albertina and Eddie Marnell, a former shipwright at Cammell Laird who was a member of the occupation committee and became a GMB official.
Whitley describes Birkenhead as a 'left-behind town'. According to the 2021 census, 72 per cent of its households were deprived in at least one measure. Crime rates are 56 per cent above the national average. Life expectancy is low: 72 for men, seven years below the national average. Drug use is prevalent: mostly heroin and ketamine. There is a shortage of good housing stock; more than 70 per cent of the inquiries Whitley's office handles are related to housing.
I ask him what the town was like in the 1970s, when the trade unions were at the height of their powers. 'Birkenhead and Liverpool were thriving. You had Tate and Lyle. Fords. Massey Ferguson. The docks were doing great. Vauxhall Motors were permanently in the dole office in Birkenhead and Ellesmere Port, recruiting. People weren't millionaires, but they had enough money. They knew if they lost a job Friday, they could start somewhere else on the Monday.'
He grew up on the Woodchurch estate. Part of the postwar Labour government's push to build a million homes, Woodchurch was a model development. Unlike modern estates, which tend to be tacked onto existing conurbations, it was self-sufficient. It had schools, shops, pubs and a large church. 'It was fantastic,' Whitley says. 'Well-made houses, big gardens, plenty of open spaces, football pitches. The buses from Cammell Laird to the docks used to flood the estate.'
Forty years on, the estate has a reputation for guns and gang violence. In 2022 a feud between organised crime groups based on the Woodchurch estate and the neighbouring Ford estate culminated in the shooting of Elle Edwards on Christmas Eve. Edwards, a 26-year-old beautician, wasn't the intended target. She just happened to be sitting outside a pub near two men in the Ford OCG, Kieran Salkeld and Jake Duffy, when Connor Chapman opened fire on them. Chapman was using a Skorpion submachine gun, a military-grade weapon capable of discharging fifteen rounds in less than a second. Salkeld and Duffy were seriously injured; Edwards died. Chapman, who was arrested two weeks later, was jailed for life with a minimum term of 48 years. Edwards's youth and good looks - and the fact that she died on Christmas Eve - meant there was a lot of media interest in the case, so the police moved fast to make an arrest. But not every murder is treated this way. A few weeks earlier, another local woman, 53-year-old Jackie Rutter, was shot on her doorstep. The shooters were looking for her son. The two incidents are apparently related, but Rutter's killers haven't been caught.
Like many career criminals, Chapman started off shoplifting. There was once an alternative route for troubled youths, prone to bouts of petty criminality and risk-taking behaviour. They could have joined the stagers, where a degree of recklessness was seen as an asset. I had to ask what stagers did, since I've never seen a ship being built. First the keel is laid. Then segments of the ship are assembled, transported to the slipway and welded together. As the superstructure goes up, stagers construct scaffolding around it, so other workers can gain access. 'It was a very, very dangerous job,' Albertina says. 'We used to put a plank down, 70 foot high, then run across [that] plank carrying another plank. No harnesses, we'd just run across. You had to have bottle. A lot of the Scotland Road lads went over and did the job. And there were a lot of Birkenhead lads, who'd come from similar areas. Some of them were a bit wild. [They'd] been to court for thieving and stuff like that. A lot of them got married, settled down. Then the redundancies came. And it was sad to see. The lads who'd been up to skulduggery in the early days went back to it because they'd lost their jobs.'
Stagers would recommend new recruits, usually men they'd grown up with. Everyone was connected, one way or another. Three of Albertina's brothers - Jimmy, Francis and John - joined the occupation, along with their uncle, Eddie. 'It was like no other department in Cammell Laird's,' Albertina says. 'Because it was all younger lads. And it was full of comedians. It was a joy to go into work. You'd rather go into work than stay off.'
'I started at the age of sixteen,' Marnell says. I had a great apprenticeship. I started off on PS3 3/3 a week - unbelievable. Only just paid the bus fare and the boat. That was if your mother gave you money, after you'd handed the wages over.' At 21, he finished his apprenticeship and his pay went up to around PS25 a week: enough to buy a house, get married, start a family.
But British shipbuilding was in decline. The industry had been nationalised in 1977 and the Conservatives were itching to reprivatise it. In 1983, Margaret Thatcher won her second general election by a landslide and returned to power with a mission to destroy the trade unions. The Tories had been working out how to do this for a while. In 1977, a think-tank paper, the Ridley Plan, which was a response to the Heath government's defeat in the 1974 miners' strike, suggested picking off coal first: building up stocks, training police in riot tactics, then provoking a strike. Shipbuilding was another early target. In 1982, British Shipbuilders employed 62,000 workers. By 1987, that number had fallen to five thousand. In October 1983, Cammell Laird employed 3300 people; down from 5500 in 1977. The yard had just two orders on its books - the Type 42 and the rig - and so in May 1984 another thousand job cuts were announced.
The stagers wanted to strike. Albertina had already secured them several significant victories; under his leadership, they had been reclassified as semi-skilled workers, which got them a pay bump. And he'd battled off the most recent round of redundancies. They were used to winning. But Albertina wasn't universally popular. When he applied to be secretary of the boilermakers' department, the boilermakers demanded his name be taken off the list. Though they were all part of the same union, the boilermakers objected to the idea of a stager representing them. Some started spitting at him as he walked across the yard. The snobbery displayed by skilled workers towards semi-skilled and unskilled labourers was once so common there was a name for it: craft consciousness. 'A lot of the craftsmen in Laird's resented what [Billy] and his partners achieved, the wage rises, the ability to get to the same status as them. It galled them,' Marnell says.
When the story of a strike is told, factional splits are often occluded. But faultlines - friction between various groups, discord over levels of skill and grades of pay - grow wider as a strike goes on and money gets tight. At Cammell Laird, there was also a generational divide. The older workers wanted to take redundancy. The stagers didn't. As Albertina says, they were a young department. They didn't want to spend the next thirty years on the dole. Management claimed they were pitching for new business, but many suspected the yard was earmarked for closure.
A strike was called on 28 June. When management threatened to tug the two incomplete vessels to France and finish the work there, a group of men decided to occupy them. They worked in shifts, taking turns to collect food parcels and water. They told the bosses they would stay put until the redundancies were withdrawn, and set up camp in the rig's accommodation block, making bunks out of scaffolding poles and mattresses. 'I enjoyed the atmosphere,' Albertina says. 'My brother and Mick's brother were brilliant comedians. They were always taking the piss, telling jokes.' But Marnell remembers it rather differently: 'It was worse than being in prison. You had no heating for a start. No lights. No conversation with your family. That was all taken away from you.'
The men were told to leave. They were warned they'd be prosecuted for trespassing and lose their redundancy payments, since continued action would be interpreted as resignation. The management brought in bailiffs to evict them. Jimmy Albertina said that if they tried to storm the rig, they'd have to answer to the boxers at his club. The summer wore on, and the stalemate continued. Thatcher condemned the sit-in, calling it 'a great tragedy'. Albertina was a frequent presence on the local news, glowering under his thick cap of hair. Didn't he think this action was hurting the yard, he was asked again and again. What sort of message did it send to potential customers? Albertina didn't think any new orders were coming, and believed there would be further closures. 'If they break us,' he said. 'They'll break the other yards.' Asked about the threat of prison, he sounded resigned: 'It's no worse than facing a lifetime on the dole.'
In August, a few men sneaked away and went back to work. Albertina says they're still called scabs when they're seen on the Scotland Road. Their children and grandchildren were called scabs at school. The stain of strikebreaking is indelible. In September, the men were told to end their occupation by the high court. Cammell Laird claimed they had already been sacked and so the sit-in amounted to trespass. The men ignored this too. So the police were sent in. Marnell remembers looking down from the platform, eighty feet up, and seeing the ground swarming with officers. 'Police patrolling every area of the yard. Police patrolling the outside of the yard. We thought: "What the hell's this? Is it a war?" Which is what it turned out to be, virtually.'
The police marched up to the bottom of the rig and shouted up to the men. Increasingly militarised and emboldened by their new powers, they were spoiling for a fight. 'They said: "Some of ours may get hurt. But so may some of yours." Their exact words.' They went for the men on the Type 42 first. It was more accessible and harder to defend. A few days after those men had been jailed, the police came back to deal with the rig. They pulled gloves on and unfurled barbed wire, wrapping it round the legs of the rig. The men, who had been climbing down to get water from standpipes in the yard, were now trapped. Albertina remembers that their lips began to swell, as they got dehydrated. 'They were out here,' he says, holding his hand an inch from his mouth. 'You couldn't make a cup of tea, couldn't get washed, couldn't have a drink. The worst part was, as you were speaking, you found it hard to talk. I'm an outdoor person, I've done survival [and] what amazed me was how quick it happened. Within two days. On the third day, we had to come off the vessel. We couldn't carry on without water.'
The men were locked up for the night, then taken to Walton prison. There was no mention in the press or on the TV news that the police had managed to remove the strikers only by depriving them of water. The occupation was framed as an act of childish self-sabotage. Journalists kept calling them 'defiant'; Frank Field, then MP for Birkenhead, dismissed them as 'hotheads'. Justice Lawton, who sentenced them to prison, said the occupation was 'about as bad a bit of behaviour as I have come across in fifty years'.
The government was determined to extract an apology from the men. The attorney general, Michael Havers, was sent to Walton to persuade them. Havers went from cell to cell, trying to talk to each man separately, promising early release. He then addressed them in the prison chapel. All they had to do was say sorry. If they did, they could leave that day. 'Everyone said: "We're not saying sorry. We're fighting for our jobs. No way,"' Albertina recalls. 'Not one man gave in. He was a bit embarrassed. He got all flustered and went: "Is there anything I can do for you, then?" Our Jimmy stood up and said: "Can you send in three blow-up dolls and a bottle of disinfectant?" His face!' He and Marnell rock back on their chairs, giggling.
Albertina has a few stories like this, but Walton was a horrible place, an overcrowded Victorian Class A prison infested with vermin. Prisoners had to swill out every morning. The men were paired up and kept in their cells 23 hours a day. 'There were lads in there pining for home,' Albertina says. 'They were cracking up. Screaming. They just couldn't take it.' One day, he was summoned to the warden's office. His wife had been receiving threatening phone calls. Someone had pushed matches through their door, and notes saying they were going to burn the house down. The notes mentioned his Italian heritage (he's actually Russian-Polish). He assumed it was the National Front, responding to a full-page profile in the Liverpool Echo, which described him as a 'card-carrying communist'.
While he was in prison, his mother died. 'We got woken up at two o'clock in the morning. They said: "Right, get dressed." We got taken to Walton Hospital in our prison uniform. We stood round my mother and she died. A week later they said to me: "We'll let you out to the funeral so long as you come back for five o'clock." So I said: "Of course we'll be back for five o' clock."' The funeral was disrupted by photographers waiting outside his mother's house. 'I said: "Get rid of those effin cameras. This is private." Next thing, the local priest said: "Billy, can I have a word?" I said: "Certainly." He said: "I'm from the Catholic Herald. Now, you know your mother was a good Catholic? Do you mind if we take a photograph?" I said: "Certainly, for the Catholic Herald." Next day. Where's the picture? In the Echo. The priest had sold it!'
The men got a week off for good behaviour, and were released after three weeks. They went back to the picket line, and stayed there until their union pulled its funding for the strike. It was, they said, unwinnable. The 37 were blacklisted. They couldn't even get casual employment on the docks. Albertina had to swap his well-paid job for lonely, low-status work as a bouncer. Twenty years later, he was still barred by some firms. Marnell got a job with the council in Liverpool, rehousing homeless people. The yard was privatised in 1986, sold to Vickers, and then, in 1993, closed down. It reopened under new management, but with its old name, in 2008. Despite repeated requests, the company refused to answer any questions for this piece. It is one of only two remaining shipbuilders in the area, one of the few left in the UK, and it still gets some work. Last year it won a contract to build a new Mersey ferry. According to Whitley's office, it has 650 employees and 150 apprentices - a quarter of its workforce in 1983.
One thing that Albertina emphasised was the importance of having good back-up at home. The wives of the 37 banded together and began to organise, with Mary Mooney as their leader. She and her husband, Mick, live in an ex-council house on the eastern edge of Liverpool, a few minutes' walk from Kingsheath Avenue. This is where nine-year-old Olivia Pratt-Korbel was shot and killed in August 2022 by a drug dealer, Thomas Cashman, who forced his way into her home in pursuit of a rival. The day before, Ashley Dale, who was 28, had been shot at her home two miles away. She was dead because her boyfriend hadn't been there: he owed money to her killers. It was a bad year for women and girls on Merseyside: they were treated repeatedly as collateral damage, dying when they got between men and their targets.
It can sometimes feel as if drugs have this part of Merseyside in a chokehold, like the only people making real money are the criminal gangs who deal in them. The word 'graft' has a double meaning here, both hard toil and a drug-selling syndicate. Robert Hesketh, a criminologist at Liverpool John Moores University, says the line between legal and illegal work is becoming blurred. Connor Chapman, at his trial, said about a Mercedes A Class he'd stolen: 'Most people weren't using that car to do crimes in. It was used by people selling drugs.' His counsel had to remind him that selling drugs was a crime. According to Hesketh's 2019 paper 'Grafting: "The Boyz" Just Doing Business?', gangs supply the excitement, sense of purpose and cohesive identity that a job like staging would once have provided, and even mimic the structure of a department in a shipyard or factory. Gangs are hierarchical, with foot soldiers 'serving their time' - effectively completing an apprenticeship - before moving up the pecking order.
In the days after Pratt-Korbel's death, the area was besieged by reporters. But the morning I visited Mary and Mick Mooney at home, the streets were very quiet. They had only just bought their house from the council when the strike began. 'I actually regret buying the house,' Mary says. 'You were offered a discount then. Afterwards, people were scared, because they had a mortgage. It was a way of stopping you from striking. I wish we'd just kept [the tenancy]. Especially with the housing situation now.'
Mooney also grew up on Scotland Road. She is from a Catholic family, the middle child of five. They lived in one attic room for six years. There was a hole in the ceiling above her parents' bed with a plastic bag pinned over it. One day, the plaster collapsed on her father. Her mother used to sit in the council offices for hours on end, petitioning to be rehoused. Eventually, the local paper ran an article about her. Only then did they get a house. 'Are you like her?' I asked. She smiles and nods: 'I think so. Yeah.' She shows me a picture of them together, marching behind a banner that reads: JOBS NOT JAIL. Locally, the strike had broad support. There was talk of making the 37 freemen of Liverpool. The Labour council, whose deputy leader was Derek Hatton, a flashy member of Militant who was expelled from the Labour Party in 1986, gave the wives travel passes to get to Walton. Teachers told Mooney's children their dad had done nothing wrong. Mooney mentions this in an interview recorded outside the prison at the time. She claims to be a 'nervous wreck', but in the clip she seems composed and frank. Asked how much her children understand, she replies: 'They're not ashamed in any way. They understand that much. That their dad's not a criminal.' Afterwards, she kept being asked to speak at events. 'I was always nervous. Especially when I was asked to talk at the town hall. It was absolutely packed. I can honestly say that I was shaking. But I managed to do it.'
Mick's version of events is different from Albertina's. He has no funny stories about prison. 'The wing we were on, believe it or not, was called the Unemployed Wing. It was a joke on the screws' behalf.' Afterwards, he got a job as a street cleaner. But the company was privatised and he was made redundant. Since then, he has only had agency work. He would like to see their names cleared, but he's pessimistic: 'I can't see that after all this time they'll give 37 working-class men the justice and compensation they deserve.'
The Mooneys believe Thatcher left her mark on Liverpool even as it rejected her. Their children haven't been able to buy their own homes. Their younger daughter is living with them; the elder two are renting privately. They think the city has changed in a less tangible way. 'Everyone has become very materialistic,' Mary says. 'I believe that was a generation she made.' 'They worked it great,' Mick says. 'I hate to say it, but they worked it great. You ended up being one of them, more or less. Because you were a property owner.'
I ask Albertina if he agrees with Mick Mooney that the campaign was unlikely to succeed. 'I do,' he says. 'But I do see a glimmer of hope, more so than I have in the past. I got asked to go to a meeting a couple of months ago. Fifteen Labour MPs promised us that if the Labour Party got in, the first thing they were going to do was bring it up and fight for justice.' Such promises have been made before. In 2006, Tony Blair was pictured holding a sign saying 'Justice for Cammell Laird'. In 2008, the men had a meeting with Gordon Brown. About ten years ago there was talk of a film, but the money ran out. In 2014, the European Parliament called for the government to issue a formal apology. But the Tories paid no attention. The men now find themselves in a similar position to the authorities all those years ago - trying to wring an apology out of people who don't think they've done anything wrong.
The most promising current lead was found by a third-year law student, Clare Lash-Williams, the daughter of a trade unionist called Barry Williams, who was a GMB official at the time of the occupation. After he objected to a local gangster sending scabs across the picket line, a man walked into his office and set about him with a hammer. Lash-Williams asked Marnell to give her all the documents he had. She trawled through them, compiling a timeline. And she noticed something strange. Cammell Laird wrote to the men, dating their dismissal to 6 September (I have seen this letter), but the company's statement of claim to the court on 5 September said the men had been dismissed two weeks earlier, on 23 August. It was on this basis that they were understood to be trespassing at the yard: they were no longer employed there. Except they were. When Cammell Laird applied for this order, it was lying, which is contempt of court - the same charge levelled at the men.
Lash-Williams wrote her university dissertation on the subject. She is cautiously optimistic; Albertina was friends with her father, and says she'll be 'dogged to the end'. But he knows, better than most, that plaintiffs can spend decades chipping away at the official version of events only to come away with nothing, because the people in power can't be made to care. The Shrewsbury 24 - building workers who went on strike in 1972 and were charged with offences including affray and conspiracy to intimidate, several of them given jail sentences - campaigned for 47 years before their convictions were finally overturned.
My last meeting with Albertina was at the McDonald's on Rock Retail Park, opposite Cammell Laird. Everything is huge here, as in the shipyard itself. The retail units are like monuments to the pile 'em high scheme within: Matalan, Home Bargain, B&M. As we left, I asked Albertina if it would make a difference that Whitley has been replaced by McGovern. Albertina nodded, his gaze sliding back towards the docks. 'It makes a big difference. Mick Whitley is for the working class. We could have trusted Mick to push it. I was wanting to meet her, see where she stood. But I don't hold out much hope.' He looked around. 'There's a way out of here. A road that leads round the back. I think.' I watched him go. He doesn't cross roads like an old man. He strides out in front of the traffic, assuming it will stop.
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