British Politics Review

s Journal ofthe British Politics Society, Norway
= ' Volume 7| No. 4 | Autumn 2012

,/,///4

Polltlcs andBritish literature

Excursions in political fiction

CONTRIBUTORS
Charles Ferrall ¢ Kaja Schjerven Mollerin e Juan Chr.Pellicer
Steven Powell ¢ Alexander Beaumont ¢ Howard J. Booth




British Politics Review
Volume 7 | No. 4 | Autumn 2012
ISSN 1890-4505

British Politics Review is a quarterly
journal issued by the British Politics
Society, Norway. With contributions
from academicand journalistic sources,
the British Politics Review is aimed at
everyone with a generalinterest in poli-
tical developmentsin Britain.

British Politics Society, Norway is
politically neutral and has no collec-
tive agendaapart fromraising the inte-
rest and knowledge of British politics
amongthe informed Norwegian public.

Editorial team

@ivind Bratberg [Editor]

Kristin M. Haugevik [Associate Editor]
Atle L. Wold

Jannike ElImblom Berger

Postal address
P.O.Box 6 Blindern
N-03130slo, Norway

Email
mail@britishpoliticssociety.no

Website
www.britishpoliticssociety.no

Print
Reprosentralen, Oslo,Norway

Cover photo

Four authors portrayed in the current
issue of British Politics Review (clock-
wise, from upper right): Rudyard Kip-
ling, Robert Harris, George Orwell and

John Milton. [Published under Creative CommonsAttri-
bution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs2.0 Generic Licence].

Manuscripts

Within a relatively broad framework,
British Politics Review welcomes arti-
cles onBritish politics and society, pre-
ferably related to the thematic area set
for eachissue (announced in the previ-
ous issue and on our website). Please
contact the editors at
mail@britishpoliticssociety.no

Subscriptions

100NOK pr year

Please contact us at mail@britishpoli-
ticssociety.noor visit our website.

Editorial
Politics. Fiction.

What are the dynamics between political processes and fictional representations? If
this question was posed to, respectively, an Arts scholar and a social scientist, chances
are one would getradically different responses.Students of literature routinely situate
fiction within a political context,tracing and analysing the political in the fictional text.
Social scientists, however, have traditionally been less concerned with fiction, except,
perhaps,when it can be analysed as a direct cause or consequenceof a political process
or event (Salman Rushdie’s TheSatanic Verses(1988) is an obvious case in point).

There are, however,additional ways to conceive of the relationship between fiction and
politics. In their 2006 volumeHarry Potter and International Relations, Dan Nexonand
Iver Neumannargue that popular culture also may serve as amirror, empirical evidence
or as constitutive of the political.

All these three dimensions are arguably attended to in the present issue 6British
Politics Review.

The majority of articles fall into the first category, approaching fiction asmirrors of
political processes and events. AlexanderBeaumonttraces how political developments
in Britain over the last thirty years, including the decline of the Left, are reflected in
contemporary fiction. Kaja Schjerven Mollerin’s article on George Orwell touches on,
alongside Orwell’s continuous reflection on current affairs, how his celebrated novel
Animal Farm (1945) can be seenas an analogy of totalitarian regimes of his own era.
And StevenPowell looks into how the borders between fiction and reality are blurred
in Robert Harris’ political novel The Ghost(2007), where the main character bears
striking resemblancewith former British Prime Minister TonyBlair.

Fiction can, however, also be seen asevidencein the study of past and present political

processes. That is, fiction can be approached as an empirical field, one that can tell us
something about dominant political norms, ideas, and identities in a given society at a
given pointin time. This aspect of the relationship between fiction and politics is present
in CharlesFerrall’sarticle onhow British writers conceivedofthe General Strike in 1926.

Finally and more fundamentally, fiction can at times even beconstitutive of politics.
Fiction forms an important part of the popular culture that shapes national identities.
In addition, political narratives tend to be both inspired by and informative of fictional
narratives. For exampleJuan Christian Pellicer argues that John Milton’sParadise Lost
(1667) had a subtle yet distinct political purpose,onethat was «designed to transcend
the paradigm of any national culture, or even of any Christian denominationss anyone
still claimingthat literature and politics are worlds apart?

Merry Christmasto ourreaders,

@ivind Bratberg and Kristin M. Haugevik,editors
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Onefor all, all for one

By Kaja SchjervenMollerin

On a bleak winter day last year |
crossed the University square in
Oslo- hastily, as | was already late
for the metro, yet before reaching
the end of the square | had slowed
down, then halted completely in
front of a set of photographs on
display. They were new to me,but y; yjierven Mollerin is
a note explained that they were a author and literary critic
taken from Harald Medbge’sbook based in Oslo. In 2012, she
onthe Romani.Onepicture showed ’fﬁ]%mﬁ‘jfded Ihe prize
a child diggingin a rubbish heap. Cﬂﬁcoftheyg;;faswd%s
A young girl, perhaps, or a boy, | the Anders Jahre culture
cannot say for sure. She has turned ”w”rdﬁr her work. .Thfhe
to look up at the photographer. Her o oo i cofh

- ' recently published collection
face is sordid. She looks scared.  Sammen, hver dag. Om

fellesskap i litteraturen

. . (Gyldendal, 2012). It has
It is funny how links are drawn, ;2" 5 exclusioely

how things that you have read for British Politics Review.
return to the fore of your mind.

| became attuned to George Orwell’s authorship a
couple of years ago and have harboured the ambition
to write about it. Obstructing the loose plan, however,
was a lingering doubt as to how the case for reading
Orwell should be made. In Britain, they do not need
commemorative occasions to keep canonised authors
alive: Orwell’s books are published anew, in different
formats, and read again. Even more peripheral part of
his production - books,diaries, notes- are collected and
published,andthenthere are theliterary analyses;Philip
Bound’s Orwell and Marxism. The
Political and Cultural Thinking of
GeorgeOrwell (2009) is a recent
examplewhich has added to our
understanding of him.

But what is contemporary
relevance, when you look at
it? Sometimes it is argued that
Orwell is an author whom every
generation must rediscover. |
think that is correct, and also that
the reasoning for that discovery
is rarely foundin abookbut more
often in one’s own immediate
surroundings. Thus it was the |
girl in the photographthat made
methink aboutOrwell. | think he |
would have taken an interest in |
that photograph, her face.

In order to capture the gist of
George Orwell, or Eric Arthur
Blair which was his real name,
one should talk about his

The sharpest pen in Britain. The press card portrait of
George Orwell - Eric Arthur Blair - taken in 1933.

warmth, wit and curiosity, but also about his rage, his
willingness to fly in the face of conventional wisdom,
his courage to distinguish between right and wrong.
For myself, | would first of all emphasisehis humanity,
his eternal interest in people he would meet on his

way. Read his essays, his journalism and his novels,
and youwill quickly discover that Orwell’s eye always
seeks other people’seye. He stops to ask what it is that
he observes; who they are, these people he meets, and
what their facescan tell him.

| think of the opening sequence of his book on the
Spanish Civil War, Homageto Catalonia (1938). Orwell
is in Barcelona, where he has travelled to enrol in
the Republican army, but before saying anything
of substance about the situation in Spain, about the
complex political picture, about his own reasoning
behind putting his life at risk, yes before all this, he
describes the face of a young stranger, an Italian:
“Something in his face deeply moved me.lt was the face
ofamanwhowould commitmurderandthrow away his
life for a friend.” | also think abouta small passagefrom
TheRoadtoWigan Pier (1937), Orwell’s austere account
from travelling through the mining communities of
Yorkshire and Lancashire. Some way into the book he
recounts the impressions from a train ride. The train
passes a derelict residential area. It is winter and
bitterly cold,and from his warm compartment Orwell
observes a youngwoman:

She looked up as the train passed,
and | was almost near enoughto
catch her eye.Shehada roundpale
face, the usual exhausted face of
the slumgirl who is twenty-five and
looksforty, thanks to miscarriages
and drudgery; and it wore, for the
secondin which | saw it, the most
desolate, hopeless expression |
have ever-seen.t struck me then
that we are mistaken when we
say that ‘it isn’t the same for
them as it would be for us,” and
that people bred in the slumscan
~ | imagine nothing but the slums.For

| what| saw in her facewas notthe

| ignorant suffering of an animal.
She knew well enough what was

pening to her—understood

as well as | did how dreadful a
destiny it was to bekneelingthere
in the bitter cold, on the slimy
stonesof a slumbackyard, poking
a stick up a foul drain—pipe.
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How does a social conscience emerge? Where does it
comefrom, the propensity to look for injustice, for human
frailty? Orwell’s personalhistory starts in the Empire.He
was born in India in 1903.His fatherwas a civil servant.
When Orwell was aboutthree years old his family moved
back to England. Here, he came of agein an environment
which he would later, with typical precision, refer to
as “lower upper middle class”. In 1922 he travelled to
Burma to serve in the British police force there. He was
nineteen. Five years later, on leave in England, he decided
not to return. The Burmese stay seems to have been a
tuming point in youngOrwell’s life. “l was not goingback

exclamations. His critique is uncompromising,
addressed to the reader and raising the question again
and again: What kind of community, of shared life, is
worth striving for? Orwell never tires from correcting
the view that class division in Britain is dissolving.
His tales of hopeless poverty in Down and Outin Paris
and London (1933) and The Road to Wigan Pier are
unscrupulous.Interestingly, while perceiving himself as
a sodialist throughout his life, he did not shy away from
criticisingthe left,in particular its intellectual adherents.
The combination of apathy, dismay and inability to offer
effective policies frustrated him. And having seen a

to be a part of that evil despotism”,
he says somewhere in The Road to

Wigan Pier, “[bJut | wanted much ] Mﬂ] Ee perce . .g totalitarian impulse of communism as well.
more than merely to escape from my as a so aahs. t | AnimalFarm.A Fairy Story (1945)is a biting
job. ..l felt that | had got to escape not throughout  his life | attackonan ideologywhich,as exemplifiedby

merely from imperialism but from
every form of man’s dominion over

man.” lef, in particular paradoxofthe totalitarian,as Orwell so neatly
s el ] formulates it: “All animals are equal, but some
This is nota tale of a hero returning V) are moreequalthanothers”.
adherents:;

home. Embarking on his journey

he did not shy away
from criticising  the

united popular front collapse in Spain and
the Civil War turn into terror, he feared the

Stalinism,maybe turned onits headto becoms
its own frighteningcontradiction.Thusis the

through the mining communities in
the North of England, he can still see the faces of people
he has treated unjustly. He can see the captives locked
in condemnedcells, the elderly peasants he bullied, the
servants he hit in fits of rage. The colonial population
was doubly oppressed, according to Orwell; not only
did they have to suffer the unrestrained violence of the
police, they had to take it from an imperial master. The
Burmese did not acknowledge the law of the Empire,
he argues. The thief did not consider himself a criminal
subject to the due process of law, but as the victim of a
cruel and corrupt system. Orwell approaches these
issuesdirectly in his first novelBurmeseDays(1934). But
what might the reasons be for including them in a book
about the English working class? | think Orwell wants
us to consider the question of right and wrong against a
broader canvas. He did not break the law as part of the
Burmese police force, but morally he failed almost every

day. The sharp observation madeis that peoplein Burma that takes an interest in anything. He approaches a

and the English working class are oppressedin ways

that are notaltogether different. They are lockedinto an

inferior relationship from which someoneelse can reap

the benefit. We do not break the law in closing our eyes
when facedwith misery and destitution, but we choose
side.Orwell returned to England in embarrassmentand
dismay. His deep sympathy for the outcast of society
was initially infused with self-deprecation.Tome,some
of his own statements express a desire to disappear. "l
wanted to submerge myself, to get right down among
the oppressed, to be one of them and on their side
againsttheir tyrants’.

The English literary critic Richard Hoggart writes
somewhere that Orwell was good at hating. That is
an appropriate summary of Orwell's many furious

The diaries left by Orwell testify to an
increasingly bleak outlook on life. The developmentsin

Spain as well as those in the Soviet Union caused him
great dismay. During the Spanish Civil War he was shot
in the throat, and in Homageto Catalonia he makes an

ironical reference to his height. No uniforms could fit
him. Hewas taller than most. Of course hewas boundto
be hit by a bullet. Never fully recovered from the injury,
Orwell was considerably weakened by it towards the
end of his life. Darkness descends more heavily on his
writings. Nonetheless,| cannot agree that what we see
in Orwell is a misanthrope. He is what he is in response
to the misery exposed to him, but also because he is
convinced that things can be so muchbetter. Orwell has
made a decision early on: to live in and work to amend
the world we inhabit rather than steppingaside from it.

Orwell is in a way a dlassic intellectual of the sort

wide range of topics and shows a profound respect

for knowledge. But he despised airy speculation and

academic jargon. His criticism of convoluted language,
vague and implicit arguments is a recurring feature of
his writings. Orwell’s point is a simple one: If you mean
something, you must say so openly, dare to be wrong,
dare to cause disagreement.In his essay “Politics and the
English Language’this is the key argument.Orwell leans

on satire in providing inscrutable formulations from
contemporary journalism and literary critics. He calls
it a catalogue of swindles and perversions. The essay is

joyful reading yet is also deeply serious. What Orwell

shows is that language can conceal the thought as much

as beinga tool to reveal it. The problemwith inscrutable
jargon is not only that it is deceptive - it may also be
misleading and seductive both to speaker and listener.
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“Politics and the English Language” appeared in print
in the journal Horizon during the spring of 1946. Note
the year; Orwell’s call for clear speech followed in the
wake of the Second World, in a period characterised
by lies, propaganda and twisted information. Orwell
is by no means alone in highlighting the significance of
transparent language in the post-war years. “We are
living in the age of mystifications”, Jean-Paul Sartre
argues in What is Literature? (1947). In the same book
he also writes: “| distrust the incommunicable;it is the
source of all violence.” In the dystopian 1984 (1949)

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon
word if youcan think of an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything
outright barbarous.

Orwell’s own style is clear as water. Tohim it is a political
choice: he has something he wants to say, and he wants
as many peopleas possibleto understand. Before reading
his bookon the Spanish Civil War, | knew preciously little
aboutthe distinctions between the various trade unions
and political parties: PS.UC,P.O.UM,FAL, CNT,UGT,

Orwell portrays the totalitarian society,a world in which J.Cl.,J.S.U., A.LT..| am never going to remember this, was

language controls what can be thought. The official
language of this society, newspeak, is a language with a
minimal vocabulary, removed from the real world and
transformed to science. All words related to liberty and
equality are integrated in the conceptof crimethink. It is
a languagewhich bars certain thoughts and which is not
intended to carry meaning. To obscure the meaning is
part of the intention with newspeak.

The historical context is clearly fundamental to these
considerations. Yet we fool ourselves if we think that
Orwell and Sartre’s views from the 1940sare irrelevant
today.We live in an era of specialisation, where the media
allow experts to define the form and content of public
debate. Today, there is little real difference between the
bureaucratic language of the politician, the diagnostic
jargon of the psychiatrist, or the tabloid language of the
press. On the contrary, the specialist and the tabloid are

my first thought, when the acronyms popped up one
after another. “If you are not interested in the horrors
of party politics”, Orwell writes in deep sympathy with

the reader, “please skip”. | admit that it was only out of
the old habit - a sense of duty - that | did not skip that
chapter, but carried on. But Orwell has this capacity to
bring life to dead letters. You read, and you find behind
those acronyms a swathe of political strategies, carried

by people, with different stories, different dreams and
tempers. Orwell is one of those observers who never
forget that politics, statistics, economics and literature

are ultimately about people, about the life that we live
andthe life that we aspire to live.

It is sometimes said that the terrible thing about
searching for the truth is that you will end up finding it.
When you have foundit, it can no longer be neglected. The
consciousnessabout this affects everything that Orwell

interrelated in an embracewhich constrains public debate writes. His pursuit of factual knowledge is eager, but not

from operatingfreely - despitethe fact that the mediaare
also, to an increasing degree, affected by readers’ prose.

There is no need to maintain
that the writing rules that Owell
establishes in “Politics and the
English Language” must always be
prioritised. Luckily, there is also the
prose where clarity is not always
the primordial goal, its poignancy
instead resting on the liberty to
break with the real world. The
literary languagebelongsthere. But
what a bliss it would have been if
those who speak out on our social
and political issues would honour
Orwell’s rules:

1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or
other figure of speechwhich youare |
usedto seeingin print. '
2. Never use a long word where a
short onewill do.

3.1f it is possibleto cut a word out,
always cutit out.

4. Never use the passive where you

can usethe active. Warburg, 1938).

' HOMAGE 70
CATALONIA

GEORGE ORWELL

B W r e @k B Al O ETE

relentless: when he feels that enough facts have been
established he does not hesitate in drawing conclusions.
“l do not pretend to understand the
mysteries of local government,” he
states in TheRoad to Wigan Pier, ‘I
merely record the fact that houses
are desperately needed and are
being built, on the whole, with
paralytic slowness.”| think that it
is statements like this that make
the American critic Lionel Trilling
claim that Orwell liberates the
reader’s mind. In a way, his manner
of approaching everything he does
not know is what makes Orwell so
important. Yes, of course he has a
voice which is talented and unique,
buthe s also an ordinary guy with
force of mind andwarmth of heart.

® That is liberating. At least to those
# of us who do not know everything
but who still feel we recognise
cruelty when we see it, out in the
wider world or at home,on a snow-
covered university square in the
richest country ofthe world.

Original book cover, Homage to Catalonia (Secker and
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Rud}j/arq Kipling,imperia

What saves Rudyard Kipling (1865-]
1936) from being pigeonholed as a
hard-line imperialist is simply the
quality of the writing. Loyal to his
material, Kipling’s writing captures =g g o8
more than his political creed, where = BRI
the young ‘laureate of Empire’ = #F13
became an increasingly marginal "% =
figure politically as the twentieth ﬁiﬁ%i gzﬁigfl’ll;;
century progressed. Literature at the Uni-
versity of Manchester.
The ‘turn’ in Rudyard Kipling’s Hehaspublished
reputation can be approached i;‘gf:;’jﬁ%;”g”ﬁ“
through a particularly unfortunate Luvence, via Empire
trip to Sweden. In his late memoir, and Englishness to
Something of Myself, Kipling records e homosexuaiity

. . and writing. Dr Booth
in conventional terms how pleased j pe itorof The

he was in 1907to learn that he had cambridge Com-
been awarded the Nobel Prize in paniontoRudyard
Literature. (He remains the youngest <8 201:
winner of the literature prize.) What follows, though,
represents his trip to Stockholm for the ceremony
in decidedly phantasmagorical terms. It was
December,the old King had just died, and amid a city
and palace in mourning and darkness, Kipling was
presented with his award by the new monarchin a
brief audience.The way Kipling writes suggeststhat
he himself saw his receipt of the award as auguring
‘darker’ times to come.

&
g

Kiplingwas amongthefirst global celebrities, andit is

ismandthe craft of writing

of a generation had a wide impact. Kipling’s writing
can be interpreted in different ways, but some
soughtto mouldthat impact so that it took a specific
form.Robert Baden-Powelldrew heavily onKipling’s
writing in his Scouting for Boys as he tried to make
the next generation of Anglo-Saxon men into good
builders and stewards of Empire. Kipling was by no
means averse to playing a direct role himself. Two
of Kipling’s close friends were Theodore Roosevelt
and Cecil Rhodes. While Kipling’s vision of the
United States rejoining an Anglo-Saxonempire was
never going to take off, his contention that the US
shouldlook outwards and take up "The White Man’s
Burden” - it was in this contextthat Kipling wrote
the poem - played its part in the slow decline of
American isolationism. Closeto Rhodes, Kipling fully
supported his efforts to secure British hegemonyin
Africa, though again the hoped-forresults did not
come.

From his time in India - very readably addressedby
Charles Allen in his KiplingSahib:India andthe Making
of Rudyard Kipling, 1865-1900- Kipling opposed
imperial reform in favour of an uncompromising
colonial politics, warning of the dangers of weakness
at home and competition from other powers, first
particularly Russia, then Germany. Such views
moved further and further from the mainstream
in the twentieth century. This is caughtin the title
David Gilmour chose for his political biography of
Kipling -The Long Recessional: the Imperial Life of

possibleto say that nowriter before him

had been more widely known. When he | “Kipling
was critically ill with pneumoniain New
York in 1899 - his daughter Josephine,
for whom he was writing the Just So
Stories, also succumbed, dying - the
world’s press carried the latest reports
of his condition on their front pages.
That Anglo-India - that is, Britons in
India - shouldproduceawriter who both
established a serious literary reputation
and gained global sales can surprise.

Prime

the right of most
Conservatives;
friends he would
even refer to his
cousin the longtime

Stanley Baldwin, as a
socialist.”

Rudyard Kipling (Gilmour adapts
the title of Kipling’s anxious poem
"Recessional”’of 1897, publishedatthe
time of Victoria’sDiamondjubilee).

was to

to

Kipling was to the right of most
Conservatives; to friends he would
even refer to his cousinthe long-time
Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, as
a socialist.His beliefthat Britain had
to respond to the rise of Germany
became, during the First World

Minister,

Yes, he had new subject matter, bringing

news of India - or, better, a certain view of a part of
it - to an audienceeagerto hear aboutlife in Britain’s

colonies.And there was the goodfortune to begin his

career just at the pointwhen international copyright
law was taking hold, so he could managea career in

many different jurisdictions. But sheer talent was

surely the primary causeof his popularity. The tales

about Mowgli in the JungleBooks,amongother texts,

will always be read, interpreted and reworked.

Such a "reach” into the minds and the imaginations

War, an almost unhinged hatred of
all Germans - a loss of balance that can in part be
attributed to the death of his only son, John, at the
Battle of Loos in 1915.At the end of his life, Kipling
was quick to warn of the rise of Hitler, and he was
always a strong opponent of what came to be called
"appeasement”.("And that is called paying the Dane-
geld;/ But we’ve proved it again and again,/ That if
once you have paid him the Dane-geld/ You never
getrid of the Dane.”) However, by the 1930sKipling’s
longhistory of hyperbolic statements about Germany
meant that many discounted his warnings.
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One can respond to this account of Kipling’s politics
by saying that his energies did at times have positive
outcomes, from the way he helped to raise the status
of the ordinary British soldier, the "Tommy”, down to
his work on how the British dead of the First World

War were commemorated.
A founding member of
the Imperial War Graves
Commission (since 1960the
CommonwealthWar Graves
Commission) he argued
for things that are now
simply taken for granted -
including that those whose
bodies were not found (like

”“A recurring plot
structure in Kipling,
for example, sees
the young outsider
make his way in
adverse conditions,
remaining true to
certain coretenets.”

John’s) should be named

on memorials. He wrote

the Commission’s pamphlet, The Graves of the Fallen,

which set outthe interim conclusions ofthe Commission
around war cemeteries to the relatives of the dead.lt is
an unsurpassed example of how such a public body can
communicatedirectly with amassaudienceona fraught
issue. Not only was he responsible for choosing the
inscription onthe altar foundin every cemetery- "Their

Name Liveth for Evermore” from Ecclesiasticus - until

his death Kipling wrote or approved the inscriptions at
all the Commission’scemeteries around the world.

All that said, these social concerns do not displace his
core belief in the Empire. There is no misunderstanding
possible on that front, ...

which is not to say that |

there are not more |
localised misconceptions
about Kipling.  For
example, few who quote |
the opening line of "The
Ballad of East and West”,
"Oh, East is East, and
West is West, and never
the twain shall meet”,go
on to quote the last ones:
"But there is neither East
nor West, Border, nor
Breed, nor Birth,/ When
two strong men stand
face to face though they
come from the ends of
theearth!”.

There is writing that
was solely intended
to convince Kipling’s
readers to adopt his
views, something that
damages the later verse
in particular. However,

what prevents K|p| ing Much more than the arch 1mper1allst Rudyard Kipling (1865 1936)

being seen only as a late Victorian imperialist is his
strong belief that his material had to be allowed to come
outin its own form,whatever that mightbe.Kipling was
deeply committed not to art for its own sake but to the
work and the craft involved in artistic production. His
family connectionstonineteenth-centuryBritish artists
are important here - Edward Poynter and Edward
Burne-Joneswere uncles - but the main influence was|
his father, Lockwood Kipling, an expert on Indian arts
and crafts. Kipling’s stories reveal his political views,
but they also exhibit the complexity and ambivalence
that comeswith a serious and sustained engagement
with humanexperience.

The imaginative spaces openedup by Kipling’s writing
have appealed strongly, as one might expect, to artists
of the right, including T.S. Eliot and Jorge Luis Borges.
But Kipling has also influenced liberals, and even
inspired works by suchcommunistartists as the French
composerCharles Koechlin and Bertolt Brecht. In recent
decadeswriters and critics, including Edward Said and]
Salman Rushdie, have tried to work through the appeal
that Kipling’swork has forthemwhile acknowledginghis
pro—-Empire beliefs. Kipling’s Kim, for example, restates
British superiority whilst also,in its sceneson the Grangl
Trunk Road, that "wonderful spectacle”’, celebrating the
invigorating co-existenceof different communities and
cultures. One of the best-knownEmpire novels created
a powerful image of a plural and democratic India.

Art worthy of the name
allows in different voices
and the possibility of
multipleinterpretations.
It cannotserve onesingle
end. A recurring plot
structure in Kipling, for
example, sees the young]|
outsider make his way
in adverse conditions,
remaining true to
certain  core tenets.
In recent times that
narrative has appealed|
to those campaigning
for human rights under
authoritarian  regimes,
including the Burmese
pro-democr acy
campaigner Aung San
Suu Kyi. Among those
watching her finally
receive her Nobel Peace
Prize in Osloin 2012- 4
happier occasion by far|
than Kipling’s literature
ceremony - was one of
her sons, Kim.
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British writers andthe 1926GeneralStrike

By CharlesFerrall

Britain’s only “general” strike lasted
just nine days from the 4th - 13th
May, 1926 and involved only 2.6
million workers.But its effectwas out
of all proportion to these numbers:
the industrial backboneofthe nation,
the coalminers, were locked out on
the 1st May after refusing wage cuts
andlongerhoursandthensupported i Forral is a
by the other two members of the Senior Lecturer at the
Triple Alliance, the National Union Sdwol of English, Film,
of Railwaymen and the National Zf%%%’fvjzg
Transport Workers’  Federation. of Wellington. He and
Transport ground to a halt and the Dougal McNeill are
printers’ unions also shut down all ZZ;Z‘;’@Z%‘Z&Z; @ book
but a few skeleton newspapers. to the 1926 General
Strike.

The government had been preparing
for a showdown since a coal subsidy designed to last
only nine months had been instituted on 31 july 1925
with the result that middle and upper class “blacklegs”
or “specials” flocked in droves to replace the strikers.
Workers remained “firm” until the very end and reacted
with shock and incredulity when their leaders in the

Trade Union Congress caved in and called the workers

back. For years afterwards it would be remembered,
on the one side, as a revival of
the war-time spirit and a grand

adventure or “lark” and, on the
other,as the Great Betrayal.

Most of Britain’s writers had
something to say about the
conflict either at the time or
later. In his diary Evelyn Waugh
predicted that “perhaps April
1926 may not in time rank with
July 1914for the staging of house
parties in sociological novels”. A &%
decade later Wyndham Lewis
argued that the postwar period #
in which he was writing began &
with the General Strike. Afew  §
years later in 1939 TS. Eliot ¥
remembered that “[olnly from @&
about the year 1926 did the &%
features of the post-war world
begin clearly to emerge”’ while &
much later again Leonard Woolf &3
claimed that

B ]Ei

When one comes to the practice
of politics, anyone writing about

mustanswer the crucial question:

L - "Of all public eventsin homepolitics... themost painful,
his life in the years 1924-1939 | the most horrifying”, was Leonard Woolf’s description
of the General Strike.Bust of Leonard Woolf at Monk’s
House, by Stephen Tomlin. Photo: Oliver Mallinson Lewis.

‘What didyoudoin the General Strike? Ofall publicevents
in homepolitics during my lifetime, the General Strike was
the mostpainful, the mosthorrifying.

Some writers were moved to action. Leonard Woolf
circulated a petition in support of the workers, Osbert
Sitwell organised a private meeting of prominent
individuals from both side of the conflict, and Rudyard
Kipling madea number of recommendationsto his friend
and the editor of the Daily Mail, H.A Gwynne, including
the publication of “all the heads of the Unions on the T.U.
and the extentto which each of themwere affiliated with
Moscow”. In Scotland Hugh MacDiarmid, an activist for
the Independent Labour Party, covered the Strike as a
journalist and was a speaker for and organiser of the
unions in the town in which he was living, Montrose.
In Wales Idris Davies, a miner, and Lewis Jones, a pit
checkweightman,were involved in union activities, the
latter evenreceivinga three monthprison sentence. The

Strike more or less divided writers, though probably a
majority of the mostprominent favoured the strikers.

But the Strike’s effect uponthe literary canonis difficult
to gauge.George Orwell largely dismissed the literary
significance of the “proletarian” writing of the 1930g
in his 1940s BBC broadcast but did not mention those
such as Jones and Davies who
wrote about the Strike. There
were a number of “middle brow”
writers who did write novels
dealing with the Strike but they
are either unknown today or like
Horace Walpole have suffered
a severe decline in reputation.
Galsworthy’s Swan Song, which
begins with the Strike, was
in more than one sense the
Forsyte Saga’s swan song. H.G.
I Wells’ novel about the Strike,
Meanwhile, is one of the weaker
novels of his post-War decline
into propaganda for a World
State.

As for the canonical texts, Henry
Green’s novel about the lives
of workers in a Birmingham
factory, Living, is rather opaque.
Although partly written while
he was labouring at his father’s
factory following a boutof Oxford
undergraduate class guilt during
the Strike, it does not deal with
any kind of class or industrial
conflict.
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The action of Arnold Bennett’s B
Accident, which is about the son
of a Northern industrialist and §
husband of an independently rich
woman precipitating a family
crisis when he decides to stand
for the Independent Labour Party,
takes place just before May 1926.
The section of MacDiarmid’s great
poem A Drunk Man Looks at a
Thistle called “The Ballad of the
Crucified Christ” was originally
called “The Ballad of the General
Strike” and only a footnote in the
final version alerts the reader
to its political subject matter.
D.H. Lawrence rewrote Lady
Chatterley’sLover after witnessing

the lockout of the miners (which

lasted untii November 1926)
intensifying both its politics but
also its mythologisation and
therefore depolitisation of sex.
Similarly Virginia Woolf revisedTo
the Lighthouse so that the pivotal

character of Charles Tansley, the
grandson of a fisherman, becomes

Firstedition of ErnestHemingway’s ForWhom the Bell
Tolls (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1940). The archetype
of literary engagement with the Spanish Civil
War, Hemingway’s novel was not accompanied by
similar ventures by British authors.

One possible exception is Lewis
Grassic Gibbon’s great anti-
capitalist trilogy, A Scots Quiair,
whose first novel Sunset Song is
about the Strike. But then Gibbon
claimed that all his texts were
“socialist propaganda” while
at the same time dismissing
“polshevik blah”.Indeed oneofthe
most affecting aspects of A Scots
Quairis not just its passionate

socialism but also its imagery of
clouds signifying religious and
political belief floating away.

LikeAScotsQuair manyofthetexts
about the Strike were written
during the 1930s, amongst
them those by members of the
so-called “Auden Generation”.
These writers approached the
Strike aslant, and with curiously
deflecting manoeuvres displaced
its political significance later in
their own personal and literary
formation. Autobiographical

more sympathetic andyet alsoless
politically challenging to the other, upper-middle class
characters.

What these responses indicate is that most of the
texts directly about the Strike did not make it into
the twentieth literary canon whereas those that did
registered its effects only in a tangential fashion and
did not signficantly affect

and offering highly personalised
mythologies, the novels and
poems of Auden, Isherwood, Spender, MacNeice and Day
Lewis represented the Strike as both epoch-changing
and irrelevant. “The thirties was the decade”, Stephen

Spender claimed later in his career, “in which young]

writers becameinvolved in politics.” Tosustain this claim
—echoed in Auden’s suggestion that he had never read a
newspaper as an undergraduate, and in Isherwood’s
fictional character "Christopher Isherwood”

the popular understanding
of the conflict. As such the
literary response to the
General Strike exemplifies
the relationship between the
“literary” andthe “political”’in
the twentieth century. Even
in the 1930s,the decade when
writers  supposedly turned
to politics, there is only one
uncontestably canonical text
in English which engaged
with that political litmus test
ofthe decade,the Spanish Civil

"MJost of the texts
it into the twentieth

did

General Strike

about the Strike did not make

canon whereas those that
i its effects in a
tangential fashion. As such
the literary response to the
exemplifies
the relationship between the
Tliterary’” and the ‘political in
the twentieth century””

drifting as a naif through "Lions and
Shadows” - the “AudenGeneration”works
representingthe General Strike deploy a
strangelyconservativerhetoric,figuringit
as a ’lark’,an irrelevance comparedto the
’30scommitmentstocome.Twoworksfron
that period - Day Lewis’s justly neglected
StartingPointand MacNeice’sradioplayHe
Had a Date - offer retrospectivereflection|
on the Strike as the starting pointfor later
politicalconviction,inthe processstressing
the’beginnings’ofpoliticsinalater decade

Other writers would also imply that their

War, Ernest Hemingway’s
For Whom the Bell Tolls -and its politics are limited to
antifascism rather than any positive ideology.Twentieth
century writers are noless“political” thanthoseofother
centuries, only less likely to succesfully advocate direct
party—political and ideological causes. The sections of
Ezra Pound’s Cantosthat glorify the “boss”, Mussolini,
are amongstits worst.

1930s began in 1926. Storm Jameson, for
example, dated her own politicisation from the Strike
and wrote a novel aboutit,NoneTurnBack. But the 1930s
could only have begun in 1926 if the 1920s had been|
contrary to what manywriters ofthe later decadewould
later claim, political all along. The currently received
notion that it was only during the 1930s that writers
turned to politics needs to be revised.
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The Universal Epic: Milton’sParadiseLost

By Juan Christian Pellicer

What can an epic poem that

deliberately looks beyond secular

politics and national history tell

us about the relationship between

literature and society? | want to

considerthe case ofthe seventeenth—

century poet John Milton—the

supporter of Parliament and

English republican government

the promoter of free speech and Juan Quistian Pellicer

political liberty, the defender of EPW ‘?J;i”ghs’l

the execution of Charles | in 1649,Ll§r”;h;ffe”f\m oy

and specifically the author of the Eurpem Languages, Uni-

greatest epic written in English, versity of Oslo. His research

Paradise Lost (1667). But first—who 7t mnge fiom Ganrgi
pastoral traditions

is this other poet, sounding so very i, pritish and American

much like Milton as he announces lcllt;mwr_ef%rec;sph%{if

himself as ‘his country’s poet’ in ¢®sisLig theri

distinctly Miltonic blank verse? % ;\%%Wm

The Patient Chiefwholab’ring long,arrivid

OnBritains Shore and broughtwith fav’'ring Gods

Arts Arms and Honourto her Ancient Sons:

Daughter of Memory! from elder Time

Recall; and me,with Britains Glory fir'd,

Me, far from meaner Care or meaner Song,

Snatch to thy Holy Hill of SpotlessBay,

My Countrys Poet, to record her Fame.

Is this a young poet hitching his wagonto Milton’sstar as
he attempts to ascend the brlghtest heaven of invention
andwrite a patriotic epic? Notat | -

all. It is Alexander Pope, writing
at the very end of his career, a
year before his death in 1745. |
Peerless in his own century, |
the wizard of rhyme whose
oeuvre enshrined the heroic
couplet as the standard form J
of his age: behold him near his |

close, suddenly writing like
Milton. It is not just that the
pentameters are unrhymed: in
every detail the Miltonic style is
unmistakable.

And that very style is also quite
appropriate. For Pope is in fact |
writing the openinglines of the
foundation epic Milton did not
write butcouldhavewritten, the
epicaboutthe origins of Britain.
Milton did not write that epic
because he wrote instead the
epic of the origin of the world.

William Blake: The Temptation and Fall of Eve - illustration to
Paradise Lost (1808, pen and watercolour on paper).

Now Popehadplannedtowrite anepicsincechildhood.

His entire career was designedto culminate in an epic
work. That work actually exists: it is Pope’s satirical

anti-epic, The Dunciad—a poem, or series of poems,
that developed to a four-bookmonster in the course

of a complexgestation from 1728to 1743.It’s in heroic
couplets, it goeswithout saying—or so onewould have
thought. Then sometime in 1744, the ageing invalid

penned the first eight lines of ‘Brutus,an Epic’—the

only fragment that survives. He had worked out a
prose outline for the story, butwe can easily draw the
main contours of the project from the surviving lines

alone. (Pope not only invites us to imagine the result,

but by announcing his literary models, tells us how.)
Pope’shero Brutus, the mythical founder of Britain, is

amedieval invention. The Brutus figure is modelledon
his supposed ancestor Aeneas, Virgil’s Trojan refugee
who landed in Italy to found the civilization destined
to be Rome. Pope’s fragment announces, then, that he
will equipGreatBritain with its own equivalentofthe
Roman epic, that the Aeneidwill serve as blueprint for

story and plot, and that the poetic style best suited
to this particular aim is Milton’s.If Pope had lived to
completehis late epic,literary history would have had
to be rewritten.

Pope’s fragment of Brutus seems to me the best way
of showing what Milton deliberately chosenot to do
in writing Paradise Lost(1667).In this article | should
like to consider some implications of Milton’s decision
notto write a national epic.He could have written an

. _Arthurian poem, drawing
(@s Pope later intended)
on the whole Matter of
Britain—indeed Milton had
planned to, in his youth. Yes,
he too modelled his career
on Virgil’'s, and had begun
preparing for his own epic
virtually from the start.
But by the time he wrote
Paradise Lost in late middle
age, Milton could only scoff at
the puerilities of chivalrous
romance (PL 1X.29—41).
His whole conception of epic
dignity had changed. This
was partly because he came
to prefer the unglamorous
Christian values left ‘unsung’
in martial epic: ‘the better
fortitude | Of patience and
heroic martyrdom’ (IX.31—
3).
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But that is not the whole story, for the traditions of
medieval and Renaissance epic, romance and chronicle
showed a great variety of ways in which classical
materials could be assimilated into Christian epic.
After all, the patience of Pope’s ‘Chief ( lab’ring long)
reveals that his prototype is Virgil’s long-suffering
hero, whose pagan Roman piety could demonstrably
be reconfigured as chivalric Christian piety—and
conceivably eighteenth-century Christian piety too. No,
Milton jettisoned the Matter of Britain mainly because
he finally chose a subject that would forever make
every national epic, including Virgil’s, seem positively
parochial by comparison.

It was, of course, Virgil who showed him the way. The
Aeneidachieves a similar universality within its own
culture. Virgil drew on every aspect of his own vast
learning to project an everlasting Rome proleptically
from the vantage-pointof its prehistorical and mythic
origins. For Virgil, Rome is the world—or rather the
centre that gives it coherence. Dante shows several
ways, mainly allegorical, in which this conception
of universality can be Christianised. But as a radical
Protestant, Milton does not value location in this
symbolic way. The location of Eden is quite irrelevant,
the archangel Michael tells Adam, who nostalgically
recalls the times he met with God in the garden. God’s
omnipresencefills ‘notthis rock only’, Michael reminds
Adam(X1.336): the paradise that matters is ‘within thee,
happier far’ (XI.587). Milton recognizes no temple but

‘the upright heart and pure’ (1.18). This is a universality nation or even of a linguistic culture. In writing the epic

This is not to say that Milton is not political: for Milton,
religion is politics. And yet Milton did not write about
a struggle at the dawn of historical time in order to

counterpoint it against its implicitly fulfilling end, its
telos, in the political struggles of his own century or
country. That is what Virgil did (though his Jupiter
stretches out Augustus’imperiumto infinity), and what
Pope evidently aimed to copy.By contrast, in tracing
humanity to its point of origin before the Fall Milton
wrote an epic designed to transcend the paradigm

of any national culture, or even of any Christian
denomination, including that of Rome. T. S. Eliot once
described Virgil as ‘The Classic of All Europe’. Milton
aspired even beyondthat.

How perennially modern this makes Milton, one is
tempted to say. How enduring. How...global.But of
course the peoplewho read Milton today are notmainly
Christians, except perhaps residually. How many
readers of Paradise Lost would be recognized by Milton
as the fit audience’ he sought? Today they will be very
‘few’ (VI.31). Yet what is it that impels students not
otherwise much concerned with theology to respond
with alacrity to Milton’s theological arguments? There
are many answers: for one thing, Milton encourages
such discussion by making the education of Adam and
Eve integral to his plot. But one negative answer, and
not the less valuable for that, is that Milton refused the
obvious invitation that Pope later accepted but failed
to fulfil, namely to copy Virgil and write the epic of a

that knows no geographical centre,
no geopolitical bounds but those of
Christ, who ‘shall ascend | The throne|
hereditary, and bound his reign |
With earth’s large bounds, his glory
with the heavens’ (XI1.369—71; cf.
Aeneidl.278—96.). Dante’s Virgilian

sense of universality accommodates
the sublime parochialism of his own
vision in which Florentine politics
are discussed in Heaven—though
not by God Himself, who is not

“[IIn  tracing
to its point

transcend  the
or even of any

denomination,
that of Rome.”

before the Fall Milton
wrote an epic designed to

of any national culture,

of a religion distinctive precisely for its
claimsto universality,Miltonraised the
stakesandoutdidVirgil(with Virgil, one
shouldadd).

humanity
of origi

What would a ‘global’ epic look like
today? A political epic that aimed to
transcend political divides? No doubt
it would seekto trace to its originsour
own sense of having gone astray—a
lapse the West now largely conceives
in environmentalist terms. What you

paradigm

Christian
including

represented as a character.

Daringly, Milton does represent the Father and the
Son as epic characters, but he preserving their dignity
by the fact that they do not discuss worldly affairs.
When the archangel Michael offers Adam a prospect
of postlapsarian history, he takes the story up to the
Crucifixion—and no further. True, Michael doesforetell
the whole history of Christianity until the Second
Comingas one long trial of individualists like Milton
himself (XIl.485—551). But Milton’s vindication of the
principle of Protestant individualism atthe Apocalypse
is presented as a purely redemptive event, imagined in
the broadest possible terms. More than cosmopolitan
or international, Milton’s vision is pentecostal.

would be mostlikely to get today would
be an environmentalist epic. It could be somethingvery
rich indeed.But if it were to aspire to the universality
of Milton, it would have to go to the very root of our
conception of being human individuals rather than
global citizens. It would have to find someway to outdo
Milton (with Milton). That is a very tall order.Since
Milton’sday,many literary works have engagedwith his
epic by rewriting its fable: Mary Shelley’sFrankenstein
is an obvious example. But up to now, readers of
Milton find the global epic they seek, and discover the
environmentalist epic they need, mainly in the poem
they read partly thoughits rewritings, Paradise Lost.
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From subculture to urban pastoral: mappingBritish
fiction, mappingthe British Left ey atexandergeaumont

Towards the beginning of Zadie H’
Smith’s latest novel, NW (2012), two )
characters embark on a journey T
through the tawdry sprawl of north- %
west London in search of a church. i
Leah and Natalie have lived in
Willesden their entirelives,yet neither
has set eyes on the one building—the Alexander Beauniont is a
parish church of St Mary’s, founded lﬂ—‘;W ;’;}fefﬂg and Lit-

in the tenth century—which serves (2% T fridch
as the suburb’s most abiding symbol project is a monograph

of community. As oneleads the other entitled Freedom and

past the gaudylocal shops(’Kennedy ;ﬁé%gggﬁﬁ;“fge’y
Fried Chicken”,"Euphoric Massage”) cultural Politics of Disen-
there is little sensethat an epiphany franchisement.

might be just around the comer. As

Natalie complains,”it’s like walking the hard shoulderon
a motorway”. And yet, at last, they find it: "Alittle country
church, a medieval country church, stranded in this half-
acre, in the middle of a roundabout. Out of time, out of
place”.

This strange encounter with the pastoral in an
insalubrious comer ofthe British capital is oneofthe most
moumful passagesin Smith’s altogether elegiac novel. As
Leah and Natalie explore the church, the prose palpates
with asenseofloss—but loss of what? Ofa more ’human”,
more "organic” way of living? ThoughNW might be shot
through with a sense of urban ennui, it seems hard to
believe that as sharp a novelist as Smith would conspire
with the delusional pastoralism that is so characteristic
of the English middle brow. Certainly, the exuberance
of White Teeth(2000) was in part a consequenceof its
author’s youth, but surely the twelve years of creative
maturation separating that novel and NW can’t have
inspired in heraneedto fetishise pastmodelsof sociality
in such an apparently un-ironicfashion?

In fact, the journey from a celebration of urban culture
to a more guarded or even hostile engagementwith the
city has been a persistent feature of British fiction over
the last thirty years. Hanif Kureishi’s career is perhaps
the paradigmatic example of such a trend: from the
early ebullience of The Buddha of Suburbia (1990), his
enthusiasm for the urban experience took a knock in
The Black Album (1995) which resulted in two deeply
disenchanted collections of short fiction; this was
followed by an attempt to reclaim the dynamism of
Buddhawhich resulted in the cheerful but rather facile
Gabiriel’s Gift (2001), after which he appears to have
sublimated his despair into the resignation that haunts
his most recent novel,Somethingto Tell You(2008). Now a
similar trajectory is apparently beingeffected by younger
writers: just likeSomethingtoTell You,Smith’s latest novel

also features a protagonist who, while apparently adept
at dealing with the challenges of contemporary urban
life, strikes the reader as fundamentally ensnared and
curiouslyfutureless.While Kureishi centreshis narrative
on Jamal, a complacent, middle-class psychoanalyst
thrown back on his own ego by a crime committed
during his hedonistic youth, the early chapters of NW
are focalised through Leah, similarly sybaritic in her
teens but now a rudderless thirty-somethingterrified by
the prospect of parenthood.

Of course, it might be argued that this likeness indicates
nothing more than a universal preoccupationwith lost

youth; however, | would suggest that it speaks more
potently of a cultural pathology quite specific to recent
British fiction which has muchto do with the political
experience of the UK over the last thirty years. Such a
pathologyfinds its clearest expressionin representations
of urban ennui and nostalgia for a lost sense of
community. However, these familiar forms of pessimism
often serve to obscure a deeper, more geographically
particular and more intractable logic that concerns the
legacy of Thatcherism, the decline of the British Left, and
the foreclosure of political spaceby Right and Left alike.

As geographers such as David Harvey and Edward Soja
and political theorists such as Bonnie Honig and Chantal
Mouffe have repeatedly emphasised, the period of
neoliberalism hasbeenmarked by the persistent shutting
down of spaces in which political expression might
occur. Since about 1974,we have witnessed not just the
privatisation of public utilities, but somethingresembling
the desuetude of public life itself, as share-and homeowngr
models of democracy have gradually displaced politics
from the most mundane spaces of everyday experience
right up to the mostelevated arenas of state governance.
The phenomenonof professionalisation, for instance, has
been concomitant with both the rise of the employment
tribunal in the workplace and the emergenceofa political
class whose fitness to rule dependsto a greater degree
than at any other point since World War Il on domestic
circumstances—the most important being where they
were schooled.One’sattitude towards suchdevelopments
dependsto a great extent on one’sown politics, of course,
and—speaking as a leftist—| would warn against any
straightforwardly apocalyptic interpretation, since to
fetishise "traditional” modelsofleft-wingpolitical agency
is always to run the risk of falling prey to what Wendy
Brown has termed "Left melancholia”. Nonetheless, it
seems reasonable to suggest that, at least in the UK,
political space has suffered a dramatic foreclosure in
the last few decades, and | think this has had a great
bearing onthe pejoration of attitudes towards the city in
contemporaryBritish fiction.
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That the city functions—or, perhaps, should function—
as a kind of commonsis now virtually axiomatic onthe
Left. Since Henri Lefebvre coinedthe conceptofa "right to
the city”, innumerableleftists have insisted upontreating
urban space as the most ostentatious expression of—
and likeliest source of resistance to—capitalist relations
of production (David Harvey’s recently publishedRebel
Cities(2012) is only the latest iteration of this tendency).
This is perhaps why, since Thatcher, the British Right
has strategically sought to disband or marginalise
the political institutions that govern urban life while
expanding opportunities for the latter's penetration by
capital. The most dramatic examples of the latter are
represented by the Housing Act of 1980,which permitted
council tenants to buy their homes at two-thirds of the
market value; the Local Government, Planning and Land
Act of the same year, which enabled the introduction of
development corporations and, subsequently, enterprise
zones; and the Local Goverment Act of 1985, which
abolished the London and Metropolitan County Councils
widely perceived by the governmentas both a brake on
investment and incubators of the Left which it would be
politically advantageousto doaway with.

Atthe sametime, key figures onthe Left—havingbecome
disenchanted with the institutions of mass mobilisation
bequeathed by the post-war settlement—were looking
for alternative models of political organisation that
might accommaodatea greater plurality of subjectivities
than had previously been the case. Central to this
movementwere figures connected to the emerging field
of British cultural studies such as Stuart Hall and Paul
Gilroy, who alighted on the urban subculture as a more
inclusive model of collective agency than, say, unionism.
The subculture, as Dick Hebdige
argues in his classic study
Subculture:  The Meaning of
Style (1979), functions as an
expression of both collective
identity and discontinuity with
earlier generationsin away that
is inherently political. Moreover,
the tendency of these social
formations to proliferate in a
fashion that was more sensitive
tothe ceaselesslyshiftingnature
of identity-formation in the late
twentieth century spokeoftheir
potential for undermining the
chauvinistic project of cultural
normativity  mobilised by |
Thatcherism as a smokescreen |
for its disaggregating impact
on British public life. Given that
such proliferation occurred
primarily in urban areas—
where, in Gilroy’s words, "the
intersectionofterritoriality and

Left astray or left renewed? Zadie Smith announcing the

five 2010 National Book Critics Circle finalists in fiction.
Photographer: David Shankbone.

identity” was mostvisible—the city itself thus becamea
spacefor the expressionofa collective, if motley, political
will.

Such an attitude towards the city is very much in
evidence in The Buddha of Suburbia. The novel is
clearly a satire of the circumstances that led to the
emergence of Thatcherism in Britain in the late 1970s,
and it is certainly not insensitive to the modishnessof
subcultural identities, nor their tendency to sell out for
the right price (the protagonist’s best friend, Charlie,
makes a great deal of money flogging a brand of phony
British punk in the American marketplace). However,
there is a sense throughout of Londonas a site that can
contain all this, and the novel ends on a touchingflourish
of optimism, with the protagonist, his friends and family
commiitted to an uncertain life "in the centre of this old
city that | love”.

The difference between this passage and the one that
openedthis article could not be starker, and implies that
that the subcultural modelof political agency developed
by the Left as a means of doing battle with Thatcherism
has failed. To understand the shift between Kureishi’s
representation of London in The Buddha of Suburbia
and Smith’s in NW is thus to account for the "cultural’

Left’s failure—even as it soughtto openup new political
spaces—to prevent the diminution ofthe spaceof politics
itself under neoliberalism. It would be impossible to
explain this process fully here; however, | would argue
that the journey from subculture to urban pastoral is
one that hinges on that moment of repudiation in the

early 1980s,when the historic vehicles of working—class
enfranchisement were rejected in an attempt to forge
newer, more inclusive kinds of
political space.Torake over the

mistakes made by the British

Left at that particular moment
might be to risk preserving
traditional leftist strategies
in aspic; to treat the latter as
if they could be as effective
| today as they were in the post-
| war period; in other words,
to hazard engaging in Left

melancholia. But it would

also help us to understand

precisely why the British

Left has failed where in
other countries—Norway, for
example—it has succeeded, at
least to some extent. This is
knowledge with which close
attention to representations
of the city in contemporary
British fiction mightequip us,
and is not, | would suggest, to
be passed up lightly.
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TonyBlair, Robert Harris and the ghostofa literary feud

By Steven Powell

One of the great ironies of the
British party political system is
that although the Conservative
Party has been guilty of regicide
on numerous occasions, the Tories
still tend to be more reverential St
to their greatest leaders (even w
retrospectively to those they Steven Powellis an indepen-
topple,as with Margaret Thatcher) dent scholar currently writ-
than the Labour Party. There have 8¢ oD ?;‘;hfhgzg’rﬁ}ty
been six Labour leaders who have Ame;;l;’n crime novelist
become Prime Minister, and only Janes Eliroy. He has edited
one of them is looked back on th?tl;l"""s C"’g‘;’s’”(‘flns.
with much deference by Labour f,';’rsltﬁffsi of Misissipp,
supporters. In a poll compiled by 2012) and 100 American
the Guardian of Labour’s political %Zﬁz%?tz%? g%gefzzlfs
heroes, Clement Attlee was the o, cime fiction ot httpg-//
only Prime Minister to make the venetianvase.couk/

final shortlist.

Political reputations rise and fall in and out of office;
however, no Labour leader has achieved the level of
indignation presently directed at TonyBlair. One of his
most creative critics is the millionaire author Robert
Harris, who originally was a devoted supporter of both
Blair and the “New” Labour project. As aSundayTimes
columnist, Harris met Blair in 1992 and was greatly
impressedwith his personality and style: “[Blair] was
fantastic. He talked like a memberof the human race, he
was sensible.” Blair was undoubtedly an exceptional
political leader, modernising his party where previous
leaders hadfailed andwinningthree successivegeneral
elections.But his brilliance at playingthe political game,
through his “triangulation” of policies, was partly to
blame for his downfall as it masked an absenceof vision
for the country.

Even moral values
seemed to be sacrificed
in the name of media
spin. The sitcoms Yes
Minister and Yes, Prime
Minister were Margaret
Thatcher’'s  favourite
television programs in
office, as they satirised
how power in Britain
lay in the hands of
the Civil Service who
were always resistant

reflected the political shift in power away from civil
servants and towards media spin-doctors,whom Blair
was heavily reliant upon and who were mercilessly
lampoonedin the dark political comedy The Thick oflt.

Like many Labour supporters, Harris’ disillusionment
with Blair grew gradually. The final straw camewhen
Blair committed British forces to the US-led invasion
of Iraq in 2003.Britain was to enter the war on terror
on the (false) grounds that Saddam Hussein possessed
and was developing weapons of mass destruction. It
did not take long for Saddam’sregime to fall after the
invasion, but British and American forces soon found
themselves in quagmire as the country descendedinto

sectarian violence and anarchy. Blair clung to power,
but the honeymoonwas over. He was finally forced out
under pressure from the Parliamentary Labour Party

in 2007.Seeing the potential for a political novel, and
perhaps a chance at revenge, Robert Harris dropped
his other work and began The Ghostin January 2007.

He finished the novel seven months later, only a few
monthsafter Blair stooddown.

The Ghostis not so much a novel of the Blair years as
a novel of the man himself, here renamed Adam Lang.
The novel is written in the form of a memoirof a memoy,
the first-person narrator is the unnamed ghostwriter
of Lang’s autobiography, who describes the process of
how he was hired by Lang’s publisher to take over the
project and bringthe sprawling, unreadable manuscript
into a publishable form one month after the previous
ghost writer was found dead in an apparent suicide.
The new ghostwriter travels to Martha’s Vineyard in
New England, where Lang is holed upin luxurious exile.
The reader is left in no doubt as to Lang’s magnetic
charm, as the narrator
remarks, “Everybody
voted for him. He wasn’t
a politician; he was a
craze.™ The parallels
between fiction and
reality in the novel
are striking. Lang’s
outspoken wife s
clearly based on Cherie
Blair; his beautiful
assistant Amelia Bly
is modelled on Aniji
Hunter; the late Robin
Cook was the basis for

to reform and whom R 4 Lang’s nemesis, the

Thatcher detested. The W /,;777’/7% | bitter former Foreign
- 0 \ N L—‘T /1 v/ "

C?Iturlé.il. . dehplctIIOI:ls Novelist, journalist - and Blair’s ghost. Robert Harris, whose novel The Secretary Richard

of politics In the Blair Ghost (Hutchinson, 2007) represents a scathing critique of Tony Blair’s spell Rycart-

years by contrast |as prime minister, and its aftermath. Photograph: Jost Hindersmann.
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However, it is the prophetic elementto the writing which
shows Harris at his strongest. Lang is revered in the
US but hated in his own country and stalked by anti-
war protestors everywhere he goes.Harris takes some
dramatic licence on how the war on terror affected the

Prime Minister who once accused the media as being
a “feral beast”, but it is hardly inappropriate to argue
that Blair truly could have benefitted from (at least)
some editorial oversight on his memoirs. The Journey
is a difficult read even for political junkies. It is full

UK, for instance, bombs exploding in London
are portrayed as a regular occurrence.

The final twist in the tale, which purports
to explain why Lang’s government was so
unreservedly pro-American,iswildly overthe
top, but his description of Lang’s virtual exile
oncehe has left office is remarkably prescient.
Since he stepped down as Prime Minister, it
has been rumoured by political bloggerGuido
Fawkes and others that Blair is a non-dom
which means he can only spend 90 days a

year in the country he used to govern for tax

critical

“The most interesting
legacy of the novel is
that Blair refused to
hire a ghostwriter to
help him draft his own
memoirs, The Journey,
and the subsequent
reaction was
uniformly hostile.”

of mixed metaphors and clunky
turns of phrase: on Princess Diana’s
effect on the monarchy Blair writes,
“Suddenly, an unpredictable meteor
had come into this predictable and
highly regulated ecosystem.™ There
are even plagiarisms from fictional
depictions of his premiership:
according to Blair, during his
first official meeting with Queen
Elizabeth I, she told him, “You are
my tenth prime minister. The first

purposes. His travels have become almost as
dangerous as Lang’s: after being pelted with eggs at a
Dublin bookstore during a book signing to promote his
memoirs, a London book signing was cancelled. An anti-
war protestor tried to makea citizen’sarrest of Blair in
Hong Kong citing breaches of the Geneva Convention.
Blair is alleged to have described Harris as a “cheeky
fuck” for writing TheGhost.

The most interesting legacy of the novel is that Blair
refused to hire a ghost writer to help him draft his
own memoirs, The Journey,and the subsequent critical
reaction was uniformly hostile. In his review forThe
Observer,Andrew Rawnsley describes Blair’s prose as
“execrable,” and the chapters “are as badly planned as
the invasion of Irag.”

When Phyllida Lloyd’s The Iron Lady was released
in 2011,it was heavily criticised for its disrespectful
portrayal of the aging Lady Thatcher’s struggle with
dementia. Blair, by contrast, had few defenders with
The Ghost. The Labour Party both in governmentand
latterly in opposition
has tried to distance
itself  from  his
record. His much
vaunted ‘“re-entry”
into British politics
has been largely
ignored. The only
role he has thus far
secured is the rather &
underwhelming post |
of Olympics legacy
advisor for Labour.

Someof the criticism
of The Joumey was
overly harsh as
journalists gleefully
took revenge on the

based on Robert Harris’ novel.

Power corrupts. Pierce Brosnan as Adam Lang, the recently unseated British prime
minister at the centre of The Ghost Writer (2010), directed by Roman Polanski and

was Winston. That was before you
were bomn.” (A, p.14) This line was an invention of
screenwriter Peter Morgan who wrote a remarkably
similar piece of dialogue for Stephen Frears'The Queen
(2006) which Blair claims never to have watched.
Perhaps most heretically of all in the eyes of Labour
supporters, Blair confessesin his memoir that he voted
Labour in the 1983 general election despite thinking it
was not in the nation’s best interests. The high point of
Labour’s lurch to the left of the early 1980s,it was also
the election which saw Blair becomean MP.

Political memoirs have long been used to settle scores
and air grudges. In Churchil’'sThe Gathering Storm, the
indexentry onhis political rival Stanley Baldwin contains
the line “confesses putting party before country with
regards to Baldwin’s policy of appeasement.By contrast,
Robert Harris is not mentioned inThe Journey.Perhaps
Blair thoughta better act of revenge would be to exclude
him from the index. The irony here is that it may well
have been the success of The Ghost that made Blair
decide not to hire a professional ghost writer. If so, it
was Harris’ last act
of revenge on the
political leader he
once revered. Truly,
Robert Harris is the
ghost of The Joumey.

Notes

1. Aida Edemarian, “| think Tony
Blair would see the joke”, the
Guardian, 27 Sep 2007.

2. Robert Harris, The Ghost,
(London: Arrow, 2008), p.6.

3. Andrew Rawnsley, “Tony
Blair's The Journey: Andrew
Rawnsley’s verdict”, The
Observer, 5 Sep 2010.

4. Tony Blair, The Journey,
(London:  Hutchinson, 2010),
p.134Hereafter referred to asAJ.
5. Cf. Robin Harris: The
Conservatives:AHistory (London:

Bantam Press, 2011), pp.294-5.
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A strategic crossroads:Dr Liam FoxMP addressed
British Politics Society seminaron 29 October

On 29 October, the British Politics
Society invited its membersand friends
to an exclusive seminar with the Rt Hon
Dr Liam Fox,Conservative MP for North
Somerset and former DefenceSecretary
serving under David Cameron from
2010to 2011.

Underthe heading”Norway and Britain:
Opportunities and Challengesin Europe
and the High North”, Dr Fox identified
key challengesto British and Norwegian
foreign policy today, paying particular
notice to the bilateral relationship and
the two countries’ relations with the EU.

In his speech, Dr Fox argued that it was
time for Britain to form "a new, looser
relationship” with the EU. This new
relationship should be grounded in

Britain’s national interest as well as a generalassessment Moreover, it should be based on a proper consultation of

of what institutions are positioned to support growth
and security in Europe over the comingdecades.

the British voters, who were asked to acceptmembership
in 1975 at a time when the European Community was

primarily conceivedas only acommonmarket.

Dr Fox also warned against political fringe
movements that are nurtured by the failure
of politics to harness development in tune
with people’sneeds. The strengthening of the
populist radical right in countries as different
as Finland and Greece show the precariousness
ofthe situation.”The stakes are toohighto play
fast and loose with the economicsand politics
of the European continent,” he warned.

One of the key elements in sustaining stability
and security in Europe is NATO,an institutional
cooperation which therefore requires solid
support. "All its members need to remember
that an alliance based on warm words but
without the necessary military hardware and
spending cannot continue indefinitely”, was
one of Dr Fox’s concluding arguments.

Membership 2013

Membershipin BPS is opento all individuals and institu-
tions with an interest in British politics, society,language,
and culture. Asa member,you receive subscription to four
editionsof British Politics Review, invitation to all events
organised by the society and the right to vote at our annual
general meeting. Find voucher and coupon codes for
Norway on https://kickback.no all year.

Your membership comesinto force as soonas the mem-
bership fee, 100NOK for 2013,has been registered at our
account <6094.05.67788>(please make sure to

mark your paymentwith your full name).

If you have questions about membership, please do not
hesitate to contact us by e-mail
mail@britishpoliticssociety.no

ForthcomingeditionofBritish Politics Review

In the next edition of British
Politics Review we will look
closer at the presence of
military and defenceissuesin
British society.

The extent to which Britain’s
self-conception as a great
power has dependend on its
military strength overarches
the different angles to be
presented. On the political
side, what role have military
interests played in shaping

British  foreign policy at
strategic crossroads of the
country’s  history? How
important have military
interests been, and how has
the relationship between
its leaders and those of the
government been construed?

We will also approach
the role of the military
within literature and the
popular imagination. What
role did military might

play in understandings of
imperialism, of the two
World Wars, and of Britain’s
dwindling international
strength in the postwar era?
And, finally underthe current
budget cuts, to what extent
are political, popular and
literary views of the military
in transition?

The winter edition of British
Politics Review is due to
arrive in February 2013.



