Henry Fairlie

Transatlantic Letter
to England
Thoughts of Home at Midnight
England
with its baby rivers and little towns, each with its
abbey or its cathedral,
with voices—one voice perhaps, echoing through the Iransept—the
criterion of suitability and convenience....

A

ND THAT, in the words of the American

poet, Marianne Moore, is one way in
which it is most pleasant to think of it in my
absence, until a spurt of irritation runs in my
veins and I would like to damn—or dam—all
those baby rivers, and blow a raspberry in the
transept.
For the picture is no longer very convincing,
as ! read the newspapers and journals from
England, and listen to the messages that are borne
to me by the friends who manage to find me
among the foothills of the Rocky Mountains or in
the Hill County of Texas. The "criterion of
suitability and convenience"?—it really does not
sound like it any more. The "voices in the
transept"?—it is hard to hear them above the
shouts of protest and the explosion of bombs.
And the "one voice perhaps"—the voice that
was recognisably England's?1—how querulous it
has become on the one hand, and on the other
how quarrelsome: a voice that seems now to be
nerveless or strident, as often as not both, as if
the country is "Ending Up" as nastily as the old
people in Kingsley Alms's novel.
Perhaps both pictures are misleading, the one
of the past, the other of the present; and perhaps
my own reflections are based on a false impression of what has happened in my absence. But
even if that were true, they might still have some
value. The "character of England" used to be the
subject that engrossed some of us; it is the subject
of these home thoughts from abroad. My impres1
1 do not wish to seem to be guilty of any confusion.
When I talk of "Britain", I will mean the political unit,
the United Kingdom; when of "England", I will mean
primarily, if not only, English society.

sions of that character have changed, partly as a
result of my now lengthy acquaintance with a
country whose character is wholly different from
the character of England, and partly as a response
to the inability of Britain to cope with the
problems of its decline. It is my own changes of
attitude, therefore, that are to some extent my
subject.
FOR ONE THING, my experiences in the past ten
years have forced me to consider more deeply
than before the whole question of national
character. The idea of national character has
often been disparaged, and as often romanticised.
Yet it is absurd to deny that, in its vast territory,
and out of the astonishing diversity of its peoples,
the United States has formed a national character,
which may be recognised from Boston to Los
Angeles, and from Seattle to Miami. There is so
obviously such a thing as an American, his
character formed in the modern age, that it makes
it easier to claim that there is such a thing as the
character of the Englishman, formed out of what
Hugh Gaitskell called "a thousand years of
history."
Moreover, with their emphasis on the characteristics of different "cultures", both sociology
and anthropology have given more precision to
the ways in which we can think of national
character; and the complex studies of linguistics
have reinforced the previously uncertain assumptions about the importance of national languages.
The whole idea of national character, in short,
seems ready to be brought out of the mists by
which it has far too long been surrounded, but
that is the subject for another occasion. At the
moment, I wish merely to defend the idea that the
"character of England" is something that exists;
and that it is a subject that has been too idly
discussed in the debates about Britain's place in
the world today.
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N ONE OF THE RARE interviews which he
gave about his personal life, W. H. Auden
was asked why he divided his years between
Manhattan and Austria, and did not spend part
of them in England. "Oh! that would be like
living all one's life with one's family", he answered, and he of course returned to England's
family, in the end, only to be "looked after" in
his old age; and, too soon, to die. One evening in
Houston, when I was answering the question
that Americans often put to me—why I like to
live in America—I gave the answer, surprising at
first, "Because it is the first time in my life that I
have felt free", and I went on to explain—not
then knowing of Auden's reply—that one of the
things of which I felt free was the strength of the
family-ness of England, what had once seemed to
me to be one of the most attractive of its features.
The charm and the strength of this family-ness
seem from a distance to be as appealing and (at
first) as reassuring as ever. It is nice to know the
family history; to feel that everyone whom one
meets is a relation, and that one can tell from what
branch of the family he comes; to stick one's life
in the family album, and turn over the pages now
and then; and especially nice to believe that,
in a crisis, the family will rally round with its
small boats to the rescue. Of course one misses it;
but I do not miss in it what is suffocating, and I
have come more and more to believe that England is a country that is suffocated, more today
than in the past, by its sense of its own familyness.
During my earlier years in the United States, I
used to complain to my American friends, "But
you have no niches"; and I missed the niches
that the family-ness of England provides for the
individual, for the lame and the eccentric, the
"poor relations" and the "mad relations." And
there is no doubt that, on the surface, America is
in this respect a much crueller society. But I have
grown to realise that the figures in those niches
in England are very still. They are set in the walls
of the transept, and they do not move; dusted
now and then by the vergers, there they stay for
their lives, and there for centuries they have
stayed, the "poor relations" and the "mad
relations", and perhaps not them alone, but also
the "normal relations", as they are thought to be,
who have committed them.

I

the civility that
used to be boasted, seems to be that of figures as
immobile as those on the tombs in Westminster

THE TOLERANCE OF ENGLISH LIFE,

Abbey (as often as not behind grilles of iron),
the hands pressed together over their chests, the
feet resting against a faithful hound. This is what
I mean by the family-ness: the immobility of the
individuals and therefore of the society; everyone
in his or her own place; everyone doing and saying and being what he or she has always done
and said and been. I have the fearful premonition,
for it is not what I would wish, that England may
before long become one vast run-down cathedral,
the whole family set in its walls, stiff and still,
the signs of activity no more than the stirring of
the dust as the vergers pass down the transepts to
count thefigures,for neither will they change nor
will they increase. The font will always be empty.
Moreover, in its decline, the family has a
limitless resource to buttress the sense of its
family-ness. It can reach for the family album,
pull out the family tree, fall back on the richness
of its own history. I happen to believe that few
countries in the world have had a more magnificent or rewarding past than has England. I
cannot imagine, in fact, what it would have been
like to have been reared in a country that had
not enjoyed it; and it is not irrelevant that its
history has been reflected in its literature in a
way that has been particularly its own, so that
with the greatness of its literature one has drunk
also of the greatness of its history. But can one
live, can the country live, by trying to relive it?
From this distance, the interest that the English
are today taking in their past seems, not merely
eccentric, but lunatic.
written their history
well, which is one reason why it seems even more
magnificent than it has been. But they are never
satisfied; they must go on telling their own story.
There seems now to be-not a war that is not being
waged once more, in print or on television, not a
battle that is not being re-fought, not a sovereign
who is not being annointed with a biography,
not a politician whose life is not being celebrated,
not a period that is not being glamourised, not a
corner of what, for a time, was England that is
not being re-tilled. Every young writer in England
seems to be like Old Kaspar, not even re-telling
his own battles but those of his ancestors. "There
are no good brave causes left", cried Jimmy
Porter all those years—and years—ago at the
Royal Court; all right, then, we will revive all
the good brave causes of the past, Roundheads v.
Cavaliers, Mary Queen of Scots v. Queen
Elizabeth, even Henry VIII v. His Wives.

THE ENGLISH HAVE ALWAYS
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At its most insidious, this reinforcement of the
family-ness takes the form of biographies. There
can be no country that writes and reads so many
biographies as do the English. The danger is
obvious. Since the individual life can always be
vindicated—and vindication is one of the tasks
of the biographer—the historical failure of the
nation can be conveniently overlooked. Biographise the past—the task to which so much of
the popularising literary energy of the country
seems to be devoted at the moment—and it
becomes a story of personal achievement and
adventure, even if these end in failure, a series of
romances that buttresses, as it is intended to
buttress, the sense of family-ness. And if there is
family gossip, all the better; as if his journals
reveal that W. E. Gladstone ran away with
Harold Pinter.
Moreover, biography is necessarily the story
mainly of top people, of sovereigns and rulers,
in short, of the governing class; and, since it is
the task of biography to vindicate, the governing
class is vindicated. Yet, for a hundred years at
least, the record of the governing class in England—look simply at its handling of the Irish
question, whatever the excuses that are available
—has been one of all but unmitigated disaster.
Nowhere was the decline of the governing class
more exquisitely demonstrated than in the
Bloomsbury Group, yet its goings on—do they
deserve to be more dignified?—are now being
celebrated as if it had once been Holland House
(and come to think of it, isn't it time for a new
racy account of the Comprehensive School of the
Grand Whiggery?).
There is no more pathetic story of the Bloomsbury Group, and of its connivance in the misgovernment of Britain, than the story of J. M.
Keynes—that master-mind of temporary improvisations for rescuing the ruling class—after he
had negotiated the humiliating terms of the first
loan that Britain accepted from America after
the Second World War. On a night train in the
United States, he reeled down the corridor to
have breakfast, until he had to be carried into a
compartment, as exhausted and almost as
paralysed as the country whose interests he and
his circle had regarded with so nervous a sensibility where these affected their own concerns,
and so unpardonable a lack of seriousness where
they touched the long-term welfare of the people.
Yet people still write of Keynes as if it would be
indecent to question his whole attitude and influence; and beyond him the celebration of the

Bloomsbury Group has become a weekend
cottage industry in the literary reviews. I once
said in ENCOUNTER that it seemed as if every
generation of Englishmen must have its own
biography of Monckton Milne; now it seems that
every generation will have its life of Lytton
Strachey, or even more exquisitely of J. R.
Ackerley. Even in its decline, the governing class
will celebrate its own, and with at least some sense
of appropriateness it chooses a reclining figure.
When he first sailed to America, Cyril Connolly said that England seemed day by day to
grow more remote, and that he felt as if he had
left a week-end cottage, where the washing-up was
undone. And there, the washing-up still undone,
the family seems from this distance to be huddled
over the family-tree, ooh-ing and ah-ing at the
top members, gratefully escaping from the spare
indignities of today into the pageant of "vanished
supremacies."
ET us TRY another approach. What is now
j wrong with British politics? In February of
1974, I listened to the results of the British
general election with a number of other British
expatriates, on a short-wave radio in Boulder,
Colorado. We were a mixed bunch, from Sir
John Fletcher-Cooke—who once served his
sovereign by assisting in the dissolution of her
Empire, and was at the time lecturing to American blacks about their African heritage—to a
graduate student and teaching assistant in
sociology, the son of a Salvation Army officer.
Apart from Sir John—who sat through the long
night like the deputy governor of a non-existent
colony, waiting for the bugle to call, when he
would haul down the flag at sunset—we were a
rather raggedly bunch of colonials, not one of us
who could not have been played by Alec Guinness
with that seedy dignity with which he has caught
the atmosphere of post-imperial Britain.
We repeated the occasion the following
October, except that Sir John was no longer
with us; but the mood had changed strikingly in
eight months. In February we had all, whatever
our party feelings, shared an earnest desire that
Britain should have a strong government,
preferably led by Harold Wilson, if only because
Edward Heath had just had his chance, and had
flipped and flapped and flopped for four years.
But eight months later, still with our six-packs of
Watney's to sustain us through the night, we
found it difficult to hope; even to be very serious

I
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about the results, even to listen at all. As the sun
moved westward on its course, the crackling on
the short-wave radio grew less, and familar voices
drifted in and out of our conversation: Ronald
Butt analysing the new Parliamentary situation as
if he were reporting to Queen Victoria on the
re-election of Lord John Russell, and Robin Day
still earnestly quizzing each politician dragged
into the studio for him. What was it all about?
None of us could answer.
What is more, I believe that our mood, some
5,000 miles from the Savoy Hotel, was not very
different from that in Britain itself; or so my
messengers from London tell me. There is something very sad in this: more than a loss of power
or a decline of wealth; in fact, an evaporation of
relevance. Even contrasted with a mere decade
ago, when I first visited the United States, it is
now difficult to find here anyone who cares
what Britain says or does. This is new. Ten years
ago a British general election was not regarded
as a mock battle on Tom Tiddler's Ground,
which was how The Economist presumed that the
general election of February 1974 was regarded
abroad. There is blame to be placed on Edward
Heath and Harold Wilson, but it is necessary
first to look wider afield. What is wrong with
British politics? The answer cannot be found by
looking only to Westminster; it lies partly in the
"political culture" of the country.

B

RITAIN NEEDS TO RECOVER the habits of

rigorous intellectual debate in the conduct of
its public life. In much of my political journalism
in Britian, I used to be at war with the idea that
the tolerance and congeniality, indeed the endurance, of English society have been due to the "unintellectual" and "un-ideological" nature of its
public life, in general, and of its political life, in
particular. In what I believe was the first article I
ever contributed to ENCOUNTER some two decades ago, I debated with Roy Jenkins—our pieces
were run together—whether the British (the
English?) had a "genius for compromise."
Supposedly a Socialist, he said "Yes!"; supposedly a Conservative, I said "No!" My
trouble with him then, and now, is that he seemed
to start, and to expect us all to start from ground
on which the opposing sides were so alike,
politically and intellectually, that in fact there
was no need for any compromise, whether or not
the British had a genius for it. He called his
book on the House of Lords Mr Balfour's
Poodle; but there are times, when I try to dis-

cover what he believes, when I wish to address to
him Pope's famous lines:
/ am His Highness's dog at Kew;
Pray tell me, Sir, whose dog are you ?

I do not mean this personally, but politically and
intellectually. I can find no reason why Mr
Jenkins should be in the Labour Party; but
equally I can find no reason why he should be
in the Conservative Party.
The notion that English society has been unintellectual and unideological is a falsehood.
Whenever the country has been true to the
instruction of its own spirit, its public life has
been informed by intellectual debate of exceptional rigour. This was especially true in those
two mighty ages of England, the Elizabethan
(continuing into the political debates of the 17th
century) and the Victorian. The public mind was
vitalised by its intellectual mind. In fact, it was
one of the functions of the politician and the
publicist to be vehicles by which the intellectual
mind of the country was carried, popularised but
not vulgarised, into its public mind, there to
exacerbate and drill it.
THE TWO GREAT PARTIES in

the 19th century both
had an intellectual force, and so in its origins did
the Labour Party. It was partly by this force that
they were able to engage an electorate that was
less well educated than that of today. The weightiness of English political literature was remarkable, and it informed the political struggles of
the day as it also reflected them. Even the cultural
criticism of a Matthew Arnold or a John Ruskin
had some connection with the immediate issues
that were being debated in the House of Commons, or, for that matter, the House of Lords.
The notion that English society and politics
have been less intellectual and ideological than
those, say, of France has persisted, not because
it is true, but because the opposite has been
true: that the intellectual and political life of the
country have been naturally and continually in
correspondence, and it is this that has evaporated.
In my own lifetime, an era seems to have vanished,
in which the intellect was a recognisable force in
British politics, which not only elevated the
public life of the country, and the minds of the
politicians, but which made the people realise
that they were taking part in a debate that
mattered beyond the consideration of their own
immediate and personal interests. In the. 19th
century, one knew the intellectual standpoint not
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only of the great reviews—the Quarterly and the
Edinburgh and the Westminster—but even of the
Economist; but today the Economist says nothing
that might not be said by a small shopkeeper. In
fact, it says less: a shopkeeper in defence of his
own interests might advance an argument which
had to be met with some intelligence, but week
by week one picks up the Economist and puts it
down an hour later wondering what it has said,
what it thinks.
In this it represents the politicians. However
one rates the intelligence of Harold Wilson and
Edward Heath, who have governed the country
in the past ten years, each has reduced his mind
to the level at which he believes that the public
mind can most easily be manipulated; and the
public mind in response, as it seems from this
distance, slithers further into slovenliness and
petulance. It is not being asked to be serious, in
the way in which John Bright and Richard Cobden, for example, inspired the cotton workers of
Lancashire to act against their immediate interests
—to endure a long period of unemployment—
because it was more seriously in their interests, in
the interests of any democracy, to support the
North in the American Civil War. It was not just
a moral force that was brought to bear—as again
by Gladstone on the Armenian question or on
Irish home rule—but a moral force that grew out
of the sustained intellectual life of the nation.

HE INTELLECTUAL RIGOUR of the public life of

T

the country was one way in which it was rescued from its suffocating family-ness. But before
we return to it, there is a second of these graces
to be considered.
Britain is missionary—or it is nothing. It is an
exemplar—or it is nothing. It has in the past
saved itself from the cosiness and sterility of its
island family-ness by spreading that family far
and wide. That may no longer be its mission and
its opening. But there can be no Britain if it does
not set out, generation after generation, to teach
the rest of the world. Indeed, if it is true to itself,
it has no choice. For it is not a question of
Empire, if one thinks of that only in terms of the
imperialism of the second half of the 19th
century. It is a question of Empire in the sense
that the Bishop of Avila stepped forward to urge
on Queen Isabella a Castilian grammar, the first
grammar of a modern language in Europe, with
the serpent words, "Your majesty, language is
the perfect instrument of Empire": an argument

which immediately she found persuasive.
AMERICAN ENGLISH is fast becoming the lingua
franca of the world. In no way are Russian or
Chinese going to become the world languages of
the future. American English is already the first
universal language of the globe, and this must
be an English concern. It has a meaning; and
although that meaning is easier to grasp in the
United States, whose own idea is being carried
to the world with the traffic of its arms and its
commerce, as well as in its language, England is
the mother of that language and, if it cares for it,
must care also about the instructions carried in
it. Because most of mankind wants or needs
what is American, it learns to speak American
English; speaking American English, it learns
further to want what is American. To a large
extent, we think and act as the words that we use
teach and enable us to think and act; our words
use us as much as we use them; and the command
of American English in the world today gives to
American civilisation a sway that is not easily
resisted, and in which England must have a
particular interest.
After the meetings at Helsinki, the New
Statesman commented on the visit of the British
Foreign Secretary to Poland that it was:
the most hopeful recent sign that times are
changing—above all, that we have recognised, and
are at last beginning to accept, our status as a
second-class power. . . . There are worse roles . . .
and it is one which we are ideally suited to play
(25 July 1975)
But even if this were true in the political and
economic terms that the New Statesman means,
one wonders what the exchange would then be
between the English language and the Polish
language—English literature and Polish literature
—English ideas and Polish ideas. "We have
nothing to lose and everything to gain", the
New Statesman went on, "by aligning ourselves
with the smaller nations." But what would the
English language then be used to say; and how
quickly deaf would England itself become to
what was being said in American English, which
is now the most vital expression of its own
tongue?
One feels in this vision of the future a confinement of Britain to its own backyard that is
unnecessary and would suffocate still more. I find
something disturbing, for example, in the lack of
sympathetic concern in Britain now for the
countries that were once its "Anglo-Saxon"
settlements. Although they will bridle at my
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words if they choose to misunderstand them,
it is Canada and Australia, New Zealand and
South Africa that seem in many ways to be the
"underdeveloped" nations of the Commonwealth; yet Britain shows little interest in them.
The mystery of Canada's backwardness—and it
is backward when contrasted with its neighbour—
is something that the Englishman in North
America is bound to contemplate. It cannot be
explained only in terms of resources; and as the
Englishman puts his question to the Canadians
whom he meets, he cannot ignore how often
they reach in the end the same answer:
"Because we have had a monarchy all this time—
the Americans got rid of it in time." And that
answer must make the Englishman think in turn
of his own country, and its own perhaps lost
possibilities.
But even more important, of course, is that
Britain should have a more confident and alert,
less defensive and myopic appreciation of its
association with the greatest of its "AngloSaxon" settlements, the United States, which
today stands, as Julian Marias once put it, "at
the prow of our civilisation"; and this has
nothing to do with a "special relationship" in
the political sense. It is simply this: for the
mother of the English language to neglect or
diminish its sense of association with the country
that has created from it American English—the
most inventive and vivid language in the world
today, apart from its being the lingua franca—is
to reinforce the cosiness of its own family-ness.
The effects may already be seen in an English
literature which today has the "tone"—and how
seductive that term is—of a parish newsletter.
"But we are turned out to Europe now", it will
be said. This is a deception. "England always
takes continental diseases mildly", Balfour said;
and we may be grateful for the fact. But a mild
influence from and on Europe is the last thing
that Britain needs. Moreover, England and
Europe are in the same boat: heirs of a European
civilisation that is now, within itself, without
purpose or destiny. "I am not sure", wrote
Matthew Arnold to his eldest sister in 1848, "but
I agree in Lamartine's prophecy that a hundred
years hence the Continent will be a great united
Federal Republic, and England, all her colonies
2
The Works of Matthew Arnold, (London, 1903-04,
repr.
New York, 1970), vol. XIII, p. 11.
3
Martin Green, A Mirror for Anglo-Saxons
(1961), p. 147.

2

gone, in a dull steady decay." But the trouble
with that prophecy, reading it today, is that the
first intimations of that "united Federal Republic" on the Continent do not suggest the kind of
greatness of which he was talking. Europe is
saying very little to the world that the world
needs to hear; and England alone has at its
command the language that can open it again to
the world, and to the forces that are agitating
and making it.
IN AN HONEST BOOK that deserved more attention,
Martin Green said: "One of the characteristically
ironic and corrosive" results of being born in
England these days is that
one can earn a living anywhere in the world
merely by teaching people to speak the language
he has as a birthright....
but he is
Jacob pretending to be Esau. It's American English
the Turks and the Danes want, but they would
rather learn the language from an Oxonian than
from an American because his accent is so much
better. This is the apotheosis of shabby gentility—
the impoverished older branch living off its relationship to the reigning house
and sneering at their
vulgarity as they do so3
And there is much in what he says. But if England,
as he himself agrees, had a much more confident
and therefore active and creative sense of its
association with the most imperious language in
the world today, its role could be quite different.

F

OR

IT

is

AT THIS P O I N T

that

all

the

points that I have so far been making can
be seen to connect. What I am most aware of in
the public life of the country at the moment—
and it is perhaps one's absence that enables one
to feel this so keenly—is a radical failure to
conceptualise or discuss its problems in terms that
are relevant to the rest of the world, even when
the rest of the world shares its problems. The most
obvious example is how parochial, from this
distance, the decisions to enter and remain in the
Common Market seemed to be. No one in
America really took any notice. It was regarded
as a fussy little debate of imperceptible consequences to anyone, just the kind of debate in
which Britain seems determined to occupy itself.
If it was as momentous an issue as the politicians
and the publicists made it out to be, why was the
debate so parochial that no one in America
whom I know—not even the oil bankers and the
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oil barons of my acquaintance in Houston, who
have some immediate interest in Britain—once
lifted his head to take a more than passing
notice?
It is not difficult to envisage how the debate
could have reverberated across the world. The
holding of a popular referendum, for example,
was not just a "shoddy expedient", as it was at
first described by The Economist (which then was
simply glad that its own side won). It was the
introduction into the working of the British
political system of an idea that is radically alien
to it. One would have expected such a proposal
to engender a fury of political debate, which
would have expanded into an intellectual debate,
and which would then have reached beyond the
boundaries of the country. But, although it alone
profoundly mattered, and certainly mattered more
than the actual result, the constitutional issue was
never to the fore.
At the beginning of this century, a scholar
such as A. V. Dicey would have been in the
public arena, breathing his anathemas, as he did
in his own day, and energising and influencing
the course of the debate. But the only hint today
that such a debate might be possible was given by
John Mackintosh on his election to Parliament,
when he announced that he would vote against
the holding of a referendum; and even then the
debate on this aspect did not happen, it was
never more than marginal and bland. Only the
result of the referendum was in the end held to
matter; and it should be cut into the walls of
Westminster that not one leader of the three
parliamentary parties in Britain in the 1970s
could be found to defend the parliamentary
system of the Mother of Parliaments.
For the issue that was raised by the referendum
is world-wide in its suggestiveness. Who shall rule,
and how? Who shall rule Britain—who shall
rule America—and, one may forcibly add, who
shall rule India—and how? It is no less than the
great issue of representation, not versus democracy, but in a democracy. It is the representative
element that has been radically weakened in
Britain and America in the past century; and
when one gazes on the dismal course of events in
India, what is at the root of them but a form of
democracy that has been passed on in which the
representative element has ab initio been weak?
Does no one read Hume in England any
longer? Is there no Englishman now willing to
teach the world to read him—or Burke? The
country that more intelligently than any other

has in the past faced the question of the representation of special interests could have spoken
its own truths. Not only on the question of the
corporations, but also on the question of the
unions; for it seems to me that today the trade
unions are under-represented in the political
system in Britain—a point to which I will come.
ALL OF THESE, AGAIN, are subjects

that are relevant
to the rest of the world, touching on the universal
fear that great corporations and great unions
will, outside the supposed political system of any
country, simply carve up the political demesne.
The nature of the power of the "Imperial
Presidency" in America and of Mrs Indira
Gandhi in India—the weakness of the representative bodies in both countries—is directly related
to the direct appeal to the people on a single
issue which Harold Wilson was allowed to
make in the referendum. The more that direct
appeals to the people are made by prime ministers and presidents, the weaker become the
protections that a parliament or a congress are
meant to provide. At this level, the country of
the Mother of Parliaments could have conducted
a debate that would have affected the world,
and lifted its own eyes beyond the boundaries of
its parish. It is, after all, a terrifying thought
that Harold Wilson was, by a direct appeal to the
people, able to defeat every representative organ
in the Labour Party; and that is an event that is
linked to Watergate in the United States, and
to the sad experiments in democracy in the
"Third World."
o TAKE ANOTHER EXAMPLE: when I read
a report in a British newspaper of the
"colour problem" in Britain, I think that it ought
to be on the sports pages, because it might as well
be an account of a cricket match with the West
Indians or the Pakistanis. It is debated as a family
affair, as if it is a local question of the preservation of English society, of no consequence to the
world. "You look after your niggers, and we'll
look after ours", was the reply which Walter
Lippmann told me Randolph Churchill had once
given him, when he raised the question of Britain's
relations with its colonies in Africa. And there
is still something "colonial" in precisely this way
about the British handling and discussion of its
own "colour problem." One has the impression
that one day Britain will announce that it has
solved the problem in its own distinctive way by
giving some special "colonial status" to the
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coloured communities in its cities, even allowing
them to attend the Commonwealth Prime
Ministers' Conference.
In two ways, the voice of England has been
silent on this issue; at least, I know no one who
from this distance has heard it. There is no doubt,
for example, that by trial and error, and in
ways that were not and still have not been
envisaged, the United States is on the way to
creating the first genuinely "multi-racial" society
in the world. Gaze around the world, and where
else does one expect that experiment to be
repeated, except in Britain? And if it created such
a society within its own borders, would it not be
the fit culmination of its imperial venture:
helping to create in time, as even the United
States is less well-placed to do, the possibility
of "multi-racial" societies in reverse, in the
"coloured" countries, as well as in the "white"?
One does not require a programme to justify
such a vision; it is the vision itself that can
enable the country to think beyond its own
boundaries and to think far ahead.
Secondly, it was out of the (as they were then
called) Negro movements in the United States
that there sprang the whole notion of "liberation", as the word is now used, and hence all
the "liberation" movements that have since
emerged. There is much to be questioned in the
idea of "liberation"; but I have no doubt that it
is one of the coded words of our time, which we
have yet to decipher: that just as it has grown
from the redefinitions of individual human
nature in which our science and our art have
been engaged for two centuries, so it will significantly alter the relationship of the individual to
his society. It is an idea, therefore, of political
importance which should be debated with
intellectual strenuousness. But, although the
liberation movements have spread from America
to England, I am not aware of more than a peep
from England that has contributed anything of
significance to the debate. As with the "colour
problem", the debate about Women's Liberation
seems to me to take place inside a family, in the
same colonial terms; and I have the feeling that
the problems that Germaine Greer encounters
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are not those of being a woman, but those of
being an Australian.
the greatest issue of the
day throughout the world: the "passion for
equality", as it has been called, and therefore the
attempts to redefine it, and then to discover its
limits. This is an issue on which the public mind of
England has in the past spoken, whether in
favour of or against more equality, with clarity
and instruction. What other country in the world
gave so early and so strong an initial push to the
"levelling principle", thereafter to try to work
out, intellectually and politically, its meaning and
its applications? Yet it is from the Department
of Philosophy at Harvard that there has come the
massive statement of John Rawls in A Theory of
Justice, and from the same Department that
there has come as massive a response in Anarchy,
State, and Utopia by Robert Nozick. And who is
the enemy against whom Rawls trains his main
guns, but the English Utilitarians; and who is the
political philosopher from whom Nozick starts,
to whom constantly to return, but the Englishman John Locke? Either way, the inspiration is
there, in English political philosophy, to support
either side, yet in so far as an English voice has
yet contributed to the debate, it has been as a
commentary on the two Americans.4
One has to ask why the really good voices in
England today are so muted that one must bend
to hear their warbles as if trying to catch a note
that is pitched too high for the ordinary ear.
Why is it that, taken together, their voices sound
like a chorus of crickets? Why is it that a mind as
good and searching as—let me say, intending it
as a compliment—Stuart Hampshire's seems
too often to be chirping on the margins of a great
issue, even when there is a hint, always just the
hint, that he has something large to say? Why is
it that he has just helped to edit a collection of
essays on the future of socialism in which the
contributors seem to have been invited to speak
at a garden party; so that, when one puts it
down, one feels that one has been fed a few
delicate cucumber sandwiches and not listened to
a debate on a great political idea? The intellectual
mind of England at the moment seems to carry
on its debates with all the strenuousness that one
associated with afternoon tea at Brown's Hotel.

Y

ET AGAIN, TAKE

4
If proof is needed of what I am saying, one need
look only at one of the best anti-egalitarian essays in
recent years: Samuel Brittan's "The Economic
Contradictions of Democracy", in the British Journal AND THIS AFFECTS the political mind of the
of Political Science (April 1975). His argument is
country. As I was considering this article, I
dominated by the attention that he feels he must give
to American writers, including of course John Rawls.
picked up a collection of Doris Lessing's essays,
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which includes her contribution to Declaration
in 1957.6 How curious to think that there must
be a whole generation of writers in England
today who do not know what Declaration was
or, rather, what it was meant to be: the "manifesto" of the new "intellectual" Left in Britain,
of the "Angry Young Men", published a year
after the fiasco at Suez. I criticised it in Tribune
at the time, in an exchange with Kenneth Tynan,
in which I said that many of the contributors,
self-proclaimed as Socialists, seemed to me to be
more right-wing than I, self-proclaimed as a
Conservative: and one need only go back to the
volume to see how far I was correct. But this
was not what I said at the time of Doris Lessing,
and it is not my interest now in her still pointed
and moving essay.
Of the "Angry Young Men", she said (what no
one almost twenty years later will deny):
"Yet they are extremely provincial and I do not
mean by provincial that they come from or write
about the provinces. I mean that their horizons are
bounded by their immediate experience of British
life and standards."
But only the sentence before she had written
that their work was
"like an injection of vitality into the withered arm of
British literature. It expresses something new; a
section of the intelligentsia who are scornful of
middle-class values; reject The Establishment; are
refreshingly derisive and are not prepared to be
bullied by phrases like 'good taste'."
What is interesting is how she thought she could
say both things simultaneously.
For what did the authors of Declaration
accomplish with their shot in the arm? After a
strenuous fight against the English class system,
they made it possible for the Players to leave
and enter the pavilion at Lord's by the same
gate as the Gentlemen; and there the list seems
to stop. Oh, yes! perhaps it could be claimed that
they helped to make it possible for four genteel
undergraduates from Cambridge to put on a
genteel show in the West End that was acclaimed
as satire. (How did anyone think—and, again, I
asked this at the time—that Jonathan Miller
and Peter Cook, Alan Bennett and Dudley Moore
were satirists? They were about as biting as Goodbye Mr Chips.) And again, oh, yes! they perhaps
encouraged the B.B.C. to put on a programme,

again said to be satirical, compered by that
Robespierre of television, David Frost. Altogether, one can only stand in awe before such a
twenty-year record of dynamic revolutionary
achievement by the new "section of the intelligentsia"; as the phrase goes, it blows the mind.
Where was the "injection of vitality"?
Doris Lessing was much nearer that truth in her
second opinion. It was all provincial. It was all
genteel. What could have been more genteel
than the "working-class" drama of Arnold
Wesker at the time? It had hardly as much
revolutionary force as How Green Was My
Valley. And what of the work of Lindsay
Anderson in the same period, again seen as part
of some "New Left" upsurge of revolutionary
culture? It was in fact mincing in its voice, and
in its gait. The vehemence with which much of it
all was expressed was artificial—one remembers
John Osborne's own comment on Jimmy Porter,
"To be as vehement as he is, is to be almost noncommittal"—and it was the pretence to anger
that angered some of us in response. For the
same pretence is there today. From this distance,
one of the main endeavours of "the Left" in
England in recent years seems to have been to
tear up Lord's cricket ground, or the rugby field
at Twickenham, if the South Africans have been
meant to play. What a famous victory: to prevent
a cricket eleven from hitting, or a rugby fifteen
from oassine. a ball!

I

T IS WORTH GOING BACK to this time—

between, say, 1955, a year before Suez, and
1965—because it was then that we faced—or
failed to face—the fact of the decline of Britain.
What was not rescued from English life, now to
be used? What went down the drain? Why does
a single remark of John Raymond—that the
B.B.C.'s Third Programme met the Suez crisis
with a "tinkle of Scarlatti"—so stick in the mind,
not only summing up that time, but still summing
up England today? It is all as if there has been a
starvation of the public mind of the country,
even a choosing of starvation, as if there is no
real effort that is any longer worth the making.
The voice that dominated the crucial period of
which I am speaking—John Osborne's in "A
Letter to My Fellow Countrymen" (1961)—was
one of impotence. "This is a letter of hate", it
6
"The Small Personal Voice", in A Small Personal began; "In sincere and utter hatred", it ended.
Voice, Essays, Reviews, Interviews (New York, AlfredBut one has to announce one's hatred in this
A. Knopf, 1974). Declaration was originally published
way only if it is unreal.
in London by MacGibbon & Kee.
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What eats away the mind of England? Good
individual minds may still be found, but the
mind of the country seems to be frayed as if
nibbled at by cellar rats, the public mind that is
now so accurately reflected in the public prints:
the Spectator now only an inconsequential rag;
the New Statesman with the voice of an old maid
who is living off her intellectual savings (never all
that considerable) in a front parlour; the Economist with a perky insouciance in the place of any
public philosophy; the Sunday Times and the
Observer as thin in ideas as the magazine sections
which were their offspring, but now seem to be
their whole characters; and The Times itself not
even recognisably the bastard of its own lineage.
Ten years ago, I was criticised by some of my
colleagues in England when I contrasted the
journalism of Britain and America to the disadvantage of the former.6 Today I would revise
some of my individual judgments. The Guardian
seems to me to have recovered some spirit; I am
continually surprised by the quality of the Daily
Telegraph; and I have many more specific
criticisms to make of American newspapers. But
as a whole I hold to my position: English journalism has become a national disgrace.
Still, my interest here is not with journalists or
editors or newspapers, as such; but only with
them as yet one more—the most obvious and
from day to day the most abrupt—indication of
the eating away of the mind of England. It is here
that one feels that the character of England may
be exhibiting, under stress, a flaw that is telling.
Not long ago, a young Englishman, clever and
engaging, was sent by some of my friends in
England to visit me. I said to him one evening:
"You remind me of a combination of arrogance
and frivolity that I had forgotten in England, and
which now seems to me to be especially English:
not American, certainly, not German, or French,
or Spanish; not even Scots, just English. . . ."
To my interest, he seized on my point, saying that
I had put my finger on a feeling that had been
making him uneasy, while not quite knowing why,
about Britain at the moment and about himself in
its context. He recognised that my point lay in
my combination of the two words: not arrogance
alone, not frivolity alone, but an arrogant
frivolity to which the English mind and character
are peculiarly susceptible.

6
"On the Comforts of Anger" (ENCOUNTER July,
1963).
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HE VICES OF ENGLAND are the reverse

side of its virtues; what one detests in
England at its worst, one admires in it at its
best. There can be no hating England—as almost
every word of John Osborne has revealed over
the years—without exhibiting how much it is also
inordinately cherished. At its worst as well as at
its best, then, the character of England is to be
found in its language, its pride in its use, or the
command of it. As I thought of my immediate
reaction to the "arrogant frivolity" of the young
Englishman, I felt that much could be explained
by his ready command of a complex and expressive language, in which he no longer had anything to say; even worse, that the fact that there
was no longer anything for him to say did not
cause any hesitation in his ready command of the
language. I was in fact reminded—and so was he
—of the emphasis which is given in English
education, whether in essay or in debate, to the
ability to discourse on anything or nothing, on
one side or the other.
What is more, no sooner had I seen the young
Englishman on his way, than a young Englishwoman knocked at the front door. (I sometimes
have the feeling that I am regarded by my friends
in England as if I were Dr Livingstone lost in a
dark continent, and they organise expeditions to
find me.) Clever and engaging, again, she told me
that her family was working-class; yet her accent
was indistinguishable from that of Lady Tweedsmuir (as I remember her in the House of Commons), and in every sentence that she uttered
there was, once more, the command of the
language to which one is certainly not used in
America: the formed sentences which are spoken
as if they were being written, the varied vocabulary that is always accessible. And as I thought
of these two experiences—for I do not hear my
friends from England, when they visit rne, in this
objective way. They are simply speaking; as I have
always known them speak—an explanation to
which I have been reaching began to build into a
resentment: that the English language—what we
call the King's English—is a class language.
may here explain
some of my attitudes. I very early lost any romantic interest in my Scots parentage; but I am glad
that I was born outside the English society by
which I was then forcibly to be half-civilised. It
has enabled me to stand always at an angle to
England, even while being rounded by it. I am
AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTE
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acutely aware, for example, of the sedulous
manner in which my Scots accent was removed
by my English education, primarily by telling me
that I was speaking incorrectly; and I have
equally been aware of the once-boasted classlessness of Scottish society from which I was removed
to rise or fall in the elaborate class-structure of
England. In short, to look at England from the
United States is not unlike looking at it from
Scotland, but with this difference: there may still
be a Scots accent—even Scots accents—but there
is no Scottish language, to speak or write: there
is no Scots English in the way that there is
American English, which is one of the insuperable weaknesses of Scottish nationalism.7
If I like America, it is partly because I like the
vigour of its language. It is hard to talk of anyone's
command of it, because it changes so much and
so rapidly. In speech and in print, what is there to
command? At first, I disliked and distrusted this,
and the evaporation of vocabulary and grammar
among the young in America is a matter to
which even the Americans have now been
aroused. Yet I noticed in my young English visitors
—and perhaps it accounts today for the desultory
tone of English literature—something that is
even more disturbing: an absence of any words
or grammar or syntax which had not been drilled
into me a generation before. They had been
taught to speak as I had been, and were therefore
saying what I had been taught to say; but perhaps
with less vigour, because with less conviction.
is CURIOUS TO REALISE what has happened
even in my own lifetime. In 1928, Fred Norton
Scott published in England a book on American
Slang, which he said he had compiled "for
British readers who are struggling with the works
of Sinclair Lewis and similar contributions to
American literature." Even though Sir Ernest
Weekley said of it that "A cursory glance at the
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7
It also tells us again of the important role of
language in the formation and maintenance of national
character. When they were powerful and their sway
was extensive, the Etruscans had an identifiable
language; with their incorporation into Rome, their
language dissolved into Latin. (See Massimo Pallottino, The Etruscans, tr. J. Cremona, Penguin 1975,
Indiana University Press, 1975). In the same way, Scots
dissolved into English, contributing some words.
• "English Grammar and Language", London
Mercury (July 1927), p. 326.
'Athenaeum (24 June 1876). One cannot help
noticing that this purist reviewer entangled himself in
a double negative.

glossary reveals that most of the words and
phrases are now familiar English",8 ten years
later Desmond MacCarthy could write of the
American plays that were beginning to reach the
London stage: "English audiences have only a
smattering of American slang; moreover, American turns and cadences of speech are not, in spite
of cinemas, always easy to follow" (New Statesman & Nation, 2 July 1938). A year later,
D. W. Brogan was more alert to what was happening, when he wrote that "we all of us speak
an Americanised tongue and . . . despite the
protests of snobs and pedants, of stuffed-shirts
and high-brows, the career of linguistic empire
has taken its course westward" ("Words Across
the Sea", Spectator, 22 September 1939.)
What is obvious but important is that we no
longer think of American slang; in America one
does not any longer even think of slang as such,
the word is all but obsolete. A century ago, an
anonymous English reviewer could write of
Tom Sawyer: "With regard to the style, of course,
there are plenty of slang words and racy expressions, which are quite in place in conversation,
but it is a just question whether it would not have
been as well if the remainder of the book had not
been written more uniformly in English."9 Yet
fifty years later Ernest Weekley was saying again:
"It is true that English has lost the power of
coining new words, and that as Mrs Virginia
Woolf says when we want to freshen our speech
we borrow from America." (Athenaeum, July
1929). It is interesting that the etymologist, accustomed to the fact that languages live by the entry
of new words from different origins, was not
frightened by the Americanisation of English, the
influence' on it of what he called "this sprightly
young language." But what matters most is that
the vigour of American English has been found
primarily in its readiness to absorb the language
of its underprivileged and its underworld and
now its "underground." None of us, on either
side of the Atlantic, now gets through a day without our speech being littered with Americanisms
that entered American English itself from the immigrants from the frontier, from the "minorities",
from the working class, from the criminal classes;
and so on. If anyone chose to say (making it up
as I write), "The boss may be a good mixer but
when he gets rambunctious he talks poppycock",
he would not merely be using four Americanisms,
he would in fact be drawing on a very wide area
of the American experience in the past two hundred years.
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comes from
its classlessness, and if as long ago as 1929
Ernest Weekley could say that "English has lost
the power of coining new words", one must ask
whether this was not because it had become—
as of course it had not been in its origins—a class
language; and that the class which imposed it
had itself declined into immobility. It is not just
a question of accents—distinguishing the working
class from the governing class, Oxbridge from
Redbrick, Liverpool from Surrey—but of the
whole structure of the language; and that structure has been frozen, for longer than we have
realised, as the class that has imposed it has been
frozen. No wonder that in those niches the
voices will also be stilled.

THE VIGOUR OF AMERICAN ENGLISH

C

LASS—CLASS—CLASS! One cannot get

away from it as one thinks of England, as
one can also not get away from it when one
thinks of the grotesque events in Ulster, on which
the curse of the English class system lies so
heavily. It is class that eats at the mind of
England, and it eats also at its possibilities of
wealth. The success of the American economy
has been largely due to the fact that it imagined
a mass market at home for the mass production
of its industry. This was the revolution—and the
word may stand—which we associate with Henry
Ford: he would pay his workers enough to buy
the small car which they produced and so earned
enough to buy the small c a r . . . . It was not that
he imagined a small car, but that he had imagined
the mass market for a small car. In much the
same way, a century-and-a-half before, Benjamin
Franklin had imagined a stove that could be
prefabricated for a mass market.
It will be pointed out, of course, that the
United States has always been largely selfsufficient in resources, its industry therefore able
to produce for a domestic market, whereas
Britain has always had to produce for foreign
markets to pay for its imports. But this argument
will not wash; the economy cannot be divorced in
this way from the social climate, and the problem
of the productivity of British industry in this century has to a significant extent been a social one: a
total inability to understand that, if mass production is to pay, it requires a mass market. Moreover, this inability to imagine a mass market at
home has meant the inability to think in terms of
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mass markets to which to sell abroad. When the
English used to sneer at the mass production of
the Japanese for overseas markets, they were
merely echoing their attitude at home, that
things like cars and washing machines are not for
ordinary people.
In the studies of the embourgeoisement of the
working class in England which were made by
John Goldthorpe and his colleagues, one phrase
is memorable. In spite of every change in his
condition, they say, the life of the "affluent"
industrial worker in England is still significantly
different from that of the low-paid white-collar
worker, and his social relationships are still
largely bound within a radius of a "ten minutes'
walk." Even without all the apparatus of sociology, one knows imaginatively that the phrase is
true. It has always been true of the England I
have known; everything that I hear and read
tells me that it is still true; and it of course
contrasts vividly with the often exaggerated but
still real mobility of American working-class life.
The radius of the "ten minutes' walk" is the
exact summary of much that was blown wide
apart when Henry Ford imagined the mass
market for the mass production of his cars, and
the rest of American industry in time followed.

FERDINAND LASSALLE ONCE criticised the German
working class for their "accursed absence of
needs"; if they had a bad sausage and a mug of
beer, they were satisfied. But of which fully
industrialised country in Western Europe does
this now ring most true? An American sociologist
of my acquaintance once described the ideal (or
the ideology) of English society, after he had
visited it, as an "honest rationing of poverty":
not equal or fair, one must notice, but only
honest. The phrase is stinging, and it is merely
another way of talking of the "accursed absence
of needs."
So humble are the demands of British trade
unions for their members that one wonders how
they can be decently resisted. Clement Attlee tells
us in his autobiography that, when he visited the
United States early in the Second World War,
he was impressed by the American union leaders
whom he met; but that he wished that American
trade unions were less materialist in their aims,
and more inspired by socialist ideals. But what
on earth has the working class in Britain gained
as a result of their leaders following this
prescription?
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BELIEVE THAT language, again, is somewhere at the heart of the question, and can
certainly help us to illuminate and even to widen
it. One reason for the accursed absence of needs
is that the working class in Britain is effectively
cut off from the language in which it could
imagine—let alone, express—more needs than the
very barest to which it is accustomed. The many
in Britain are in effect ruled by a few who speak
an alien tongue; they are literally—in their
letters—barbarians, speaking a different language
from that of the ruling minority who decide
what language should correctly be spoken. It is
difficult if not impossible, therefore, for the
majority in Britain to imagine their needs in
terms of a traditional culture to whose language
they have almost no access, but without which
no further needs but their present ones can be
imagined.
American speech in contrast is a democratic
speech, ethnic and regional differences being far
more important than class differences. In 1962,
Raymond Williams said that "the most easily
available alternative standard" to the class
standards of the traditional culture in England
was "American or pseudo-American"; and that
this was especially observable in the popular
culture, the pseudo-American accent being "more
acceptable, in many contexts, to a majority
British audience than the traditional accent
which once monopolised the B.B.C."10 He could
have added that this alternative accent was also
more acceptable to the guardians of the traditional culture than would have been an English
accent of the working class. I can find, from this
distance, not the slightest evidence that this has
substantially changed. Even the most famous
rock groups in the intervening years have not
sung in the speech of their class or their provinces,
but still in "pseudo-American."

see how anyone can deny that this eruption also
invigorated the established culture in the United
States, from there to spread to other countries.
The popular culture of the predominantly
"middle-class" society in America was able to
enter into what was almost a civil war with its
own established culture. Both attackers and
defenders sprang from the same backgrounds,
from the same families; at times, it seemed as if
both existed in the same persons.11 And in such
a context the definition and re-definition of needs
was something that engaged and affected the
whole society. Whether to be sought or resisted,
it was the needs and aspirations of a commonalty
that were being debated.
It is this that is so tragically missing in England.
A young American publisher of significant as
well as successful books, who often visits London,
happened to be there when the shortened working
week was enforced in response to the energy
crisis. He was amazed at the response of the
English people, members mostly of the middleclass professions, whom he met. "They say that
they wouldn't really mind if the working week
was always shorter. The English publishers
whom I know, for example, wish to preserve their
income and status vis-a-vis the other professions
in Britain, but they are not really in competition
with publishers in America, say, or in Germany. . . ." This is again an expression of the
"accursed absence of needs" quite high up the
social ladder; and it reminds me that, when
Matthew Arnold first visited the United States,
he exclaimed at the warmth of American houses,
wished to transport a Franklin stove to England,
and wrote to his daughter that he could not
understand the willingness of the English to live
in cold rooms and freezing corridors. He was not
commenting on some English eccentricity, but on
the attitudes of a class society, in which there is
an almost automatic restriction of needs.
This absence of incentive is not something that
No ONE HAS CRITICISED more severely than I
can be radically altered by altering the rates of
some of the more grotesque forms which the
income tax, even if one was ready to tolerate the
eruption of the popular culture in America took
social injustice in such an alteration. The proin the past ten years; yet equally, now that we
fessional man is taught to confine his needs as
have survived, scathed but still capable, I do not
much as the grocer or the miner; and he then
rationalises his deprivation by saying that he does
not want what he has been taught not to need.
10
"Television in Britain", Journal of Social Science "Why work any harder for those things! . . .
(Vol.
XVIII, No. 2, 1962).
11
1 argue this point at length in The Spoiled Child Why join the rat-race? . . . Who needs all those
ofthe Western World: The Miscarriage of the American
things that Americans expect and in large
Idea in Our Time (Doubleday, 1975). From the point numbers have?" The trouble with this attitude
of view of this article, the elaborations and qualificatoday is that it is hypocritical, where once it had
tions that I make there are not significant.
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at least some genuinely puritan or aristocratic
impulse. It is clear that Britain is now quite as
materialist in its appetites as the United States;
its people want those things. But the attitudes of
a class society keep alive a disdain for the only
kinds of effort which can purchase such a
Babylon; and in particular they encourage
people to overlook the fact that the material life
of America is promised by a democratic philosophy to all, and the performance does not
altogether belie the promise.

T

HE WHOLE OF ENGLISH SOCIETY IS Still

riddled, in many ways, some of them upsidedown, by the aristocratic idea that a high standard
of living may still be enjoyed without much
personal labour. But the labour force which
sustained the estate and household of a duke
until the beginning of this century was a miniature army; and we all know the stories of the
duke who resisted the proposal that he might
economise by doing with one less pastry cook
with the plea, "Hang it all! Can't a man have his
biscuit?", and of the other duke who ordered an
immense outlay of money and labour to grow
his own banana tree, only to pronounce when he
tasted its first fruit, "Damn it! it's just like any
other banana." Modern technology and mass
production are together substitutes for such a
labour force, which for a long time it has been
assumed in America can be made available to
a considerable majority of the people.
That is the meaning of the washing machines
and the refrigerators which have indeed released
the housewife to whip up a biscuit with no exertion, and to indulge her fancy in growing all kinds
of tropical plants in her sitting room. Some ingenious economist has calculated that the comforts and conveniences of the ordinary middleclass home in America would have required in
Rome a slave force of many thousands; and the
only justification of what we call the "consumer
society" is that there is built into it this kind of
equalising impulse. But this is precisely what has
long been absent and is still retarded in England.
Only recently has the middle class, and barely
yet has the working class, grown used to the idea
that it can and perhaps even should have a
personal "labour force" in its own homes.
One of my most exquisite memories of Britain
is of following Harold Wilson into a Glasgow
tenement one Saturday morning during the 1964
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election campaign. There were his supporters,
living in a slum: an extended family of both
sexes and three generations pursuing most of
their activities in little more than one room. As
the leader of the Labour Party emerged from this
wretched scene, Peter Jenkins and I heard him
mutter to a party official: "But think how much
money the working members of that family are
pulling in. . . ." To this day, Jenkins and I recall
the speechless outrage to which we were reduced,
for the leader of the Labour Party had not grasped
the point at all: that however large the combined
income of the family might be, they were still not
aware of their needs on which that money could
be spent. So they spent it on bingo or the pools—
perhaps the only vigorous words that the working
class in England has contributed to the language
for a long time—but did not have a notion of
household machines.
I DO NOT THINK that my emphasis on the importance of language as a determinant both of the
structure of a whole society and even of what
we refer to as the national character is misplaced in this context. More than any other
indicator, it explains what it means today to be
English, and sheds light on the depth of the
problems that England faces. It explains the
turning in on its own past, to read about things
which can be comprehended and expressed in the
language of the past. It explains the persistent
refusal of the natural and rewarding association
which could be found with American English
and, through it, with American civilisation. It
explains why no considerable English novelist
ever finds in America a considerable theme. It
explains why English poetry has withdrawn,
almost as if scared, from the liberating and
American influence of Eliot and Pound. It explains why English philosophers fuss around the
edges of the great questions of the day, even when
Americans have drawn these to their attention.
It explains why Iris Murdoch can write a little
book of impressive force, The Sovereignty of
Good, criticising some of the false philosophies
of the day, but it remains a "little book."
It explains the otherwise inexplicable persistence of a class system which no longer has any
social or moral justification. It explains why the
tradition of civility is evidently giving way to a
quiver of resentment that is running through the
whole society. It explains why the power of the
trade unions leaves them only with an impression
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of their powerlessness. It explains the mob or
gang violence—which is today a more alarming
phenomenon than in the United States; in fact
which is Britain's own problem—because it is
the violence of an underprivileged group, aware
of its discontents, but with no language in which
to express them that seems to be understood by
others. It explains the impotent restlessness of the
middle class, drawn on the one hand to a popular
culture that rises from below, but briefed to the
manners of a traditional culture that is imposed
from above. It explains the drying up of the
unparalleled body of political literature, conservative and radical, liberal and socialist, for
which England has so long been renowned. It
explains the arrogant frivolity with which the
governing class now faces great problems and
debates great issues, in a language that has been
frozen into impotence.

is NOT MY PURPOSE HERE to prescribe.
I have no doubt where I think a beginning
should be made: that Britain should begin to
engage itself seriously in the debate of what is
the dominating issue of our times: the passion
for equality. The lines need to be strenuously
drawn—morally and philosophically and politically—and if this were done, there would be,
amongst other things, the most drastic realignment of parties since the Labour Party, seventyfive years ago, presented its challenge to the
ideologically defunct Liberals. The issue is fermenting in the United States, at each of the three
levels, pulling people out of the camps, intellectual
and political, in which they thought that they
were secure for the rest of their lives. It is almost
as if Britain needs to recover the rigour of
theological debate.
The class structure of England would cease to
be regarded as some quaint eccentricity, but
would be attacked and defended for all it's
worth, no longer a family preoccupation, but
part of the world-wide debate on the nature and
limits of equality. The peculiarities and tenacity
of the class system would make the historical
experience of England again of relevance to the
rest of the world: a debate in England and about
England, but again more than just that. The
whole question of the monarchy would cease to
be just a matter of an occasional brouhaha in
Parliament, but would become one of the
dividing issues between the parties, as I now
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think it should be; one of which would be
avowedly republican. The Labour Party would
become again what it was meant to be—Socialist;
the Conservative Party would become again
what it was meant to be—Tory; the Liberals
would fall into the hole that opened between
them.
The pursuit of equality, on the one hand, and
the defence of property, on the other, would
again be returned to the political realm, thus
depriving both the trade unions and the large
corporations of their moral levers. The severe
under-representation of the trade unions in
Parliament—one need look only at the backgrounds and qualifications of the members of the
Parliamentary Labour Party to realise how little
expectation of working-class representation the
unions now have—would be corrected, thus
removing part of the incentive to exercise their
power elsewhere. The large corporations would
seek representation in Parliament, in a way in
which they have not yet done, forced to defend
and to justify themselves openly in the political
realm. The intellectual mind of the country
would be roused by the greatness of the issues
involved to participate again, at its own level, in
the public life of the country; politics would
again be concerned with ideas, and in response
to them the electorate would also be roused.
. . . AND SO ON. Well, of course, it would not
happen quite like that, and not all of it. But would
it not be a more exciting—less querulous and less
quarrelsome—country than now; being more
exciting, would it not be more at peace with itself?
Pulled out of the suffocations of its family-ness,
and away from such distractions as the Common
Market, in which no moral or intellectual, and
not even any obviously political, issue was
involved, would not Britain be surprised to find
how great is its political tradition, and still how
relevant?
Consciously to think of Britain as a small
nation—to see it as a Poland or even as a Holland
—is to condemn the country to the extinction of
all that it was and still may be. Certainly not
Poland, but also not even Holland, carried a
language of such import, and all that is contained
in that language, across the globe; and England
cannot hope to find its way again if it thinks that
there is no difference between Holland's withdrawal from its scattered possessions and its own
withdrawal from empire. Almost all that I am
saying was ominously predicted by Matthew
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Transatlantic Letter to England
Arnold, in a letter to his daughter, written from
the Athenaeum Club in November 1865:
"I have a conviction that there is a real, an almost
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I will emphasise his last words: "for want of...
ideas . . . of perceiving how the world is going
and must go, and preparing itself accordingly."
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for want of what I must still call ideas, for want of
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If they openly wrote from the Athenaeum like
thatnow!
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The Works of Matthew Arnold, vol. XIV, p. 63.

have fixed his gaze on the same main point as
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association with, responsibility for, and opportunities for intellectual reward in bountifully
sharing the American English language which is
their own vigorous offspring.

In the High Street
Wearing a Pair of Money-Savers
I sat down in a small Cafe1
to Eat Good Food the Friendly Way
among the Rock 'n Roll-mad Ravers;
the Church said sadly Let Us Pray.
In Cartwright's Verse addressed to Brian,
Lord Bishop (1638),*
the Thought is teased, complex, not straight,
a Crooked Path to his wished Zion;
our serving Church says Stand and Wait\
With sad-eyed Dogs the brown Hush Puppies
sold Style and Comfort—as they could—
Chicken was Finger-Lickin' Good.
Our Gods are like West Indian Duppies
to frighten Kids (Red Riding-Hood).
Cartwright, for Ordination thankful,
is grateful for Material Gain,
the Benefits are very plain—
His Thanks, like Petrol by the tankful,
come pouring out, Words stun the Brain.
I thought: Perhaps they Both are vulgar
(Religion, Commerce, organised)
and always must be. I surmised
that most Beliefs—Basuto, Bulgar—
are crude, unsound, and unbaptised
by much real Thought of Others' Profit.
The Self looks up—for Five Per Cent,
return on All to Heaven lent
duly expected. Light shines off it,
as Speculators raise the Rent.

Gavin Ewart
*Scc The Metaphysical Poets, ed. Helen Gardner,
Penguin, p. 185
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