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‘Selfish old cunts fucking things up for youth?


Well there’s a first!’


– IRVINE WELSH, AUTHOR OF TRAINSPOTTING, TWEETING AFTER THE JUNE 2016 REFERENDUM. IT WAS SUGGESTED THAT THE MYOPIC GREY VOTE HAD SCUPPERED YOUTH’S FAR-SIGHTED DESIRE TO REMAIN IN EUROPE. IRVINE WELSH IS FIFTY-EIGHT YEARS OLD. @IRVINEWELSH




 





‘There is a war.’


– LEONARD COHEN, IN THE SONG OF THE SAME NAME




 





‘Nobody ever talks about generational conflict. Who wants to bring up that the old are eating the young at the dinner table?’


– STEPHEN MARCHE, ESQUIRE MAGAZINE, 2012
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– Saturn (AKA Cronus) Devouring his Son


BY FRANCISCO GOYA




 





‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very heaven!’


– WILLIAM WORDSWORTH




 





But not if you’re Dad’s breakfast.
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Preface:


An Illustrative Anecdote





THE FOLLOWING WAS reported in The Times, 4 October 2017:


 


LIVE FRUGALLY, STUDENTS TOLD




Students who are short of money could adopt a frugal existence, Jo Johnson told the Tory conference yesterday.


The universities minister was responding at a fringe event to Martin Lewis founder of the website Money Saving Expert, who said that some students could not afford to live on their maintenance loan. These range from £7,000 to £11,000 a year. Maintenance grants were scrapped this year, meaning even the poorest students must take out loans to cover their living costs while at university.


Politics Home reported Mr Johnson saying: ‘There may be a gap but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a gap that must be filled by parental contribution. They could work as many, many students do, they can also save. What is also so important to bear in mind is that students have many different choices about the kind of lifestyle they want at university. Some students want to live very modestly and have a frugal existence, focusing on their studies.’





Let them eat gruel. But how, however straitened their ‘lifestyle’, can they buy books, computers and other tools of the student trade? How, if they’re whizzing around on mopeds delivering pizza all hours of the night, will they have the time or energy to study?


The Times report concluded, grimly, that ‘40 per cent of the poorest students graduate with average debt of £57,000, compared with £50,000 for all students’. These poorest students will, quite likely, get the poorest results. They do not have the head-start enjoyed by luckier peers. Poor students from universities which score towards the bottom of the performance league tables (let’s not call them ‘poorest’) can expect poor placement after graduation. In 2015, half the graduates from London Metropolitan had found no professional work six months after leaving. Why were they encouraged to indebt themselves for life? What follows will offer an explanation.


Johnson (nicknamed, apparently, ‘Johnson Minimus’) is a member of a famous and high-performing clan (his brother Boris was getting bigger conference headlines in 2017).


As to ‘lifestyle’. When at Oxford, judged in 2017 to be the best university in the world,1 Jo Johnson was member of the exclusive Bullingdon Club, not known for its modesty or frugality. The livery is estimated to cost £3,500 and is only available from one Oxford tailor. It is a worthy investment. At one point in 2016, there were four members of the Bullingdon Club in the Cabinet. Mufti was permitted in No. 10.


Dickens should be living.


But perhaps we should make do with Johnson’s fellow Tory Benjamin Disraeli’s verdict: ‘We are two nations.’ Disraeli meant the rich and the poor, and foresaw violence if the gulf between them were not bridged. But there are another two nations in conflict at the moment: the young and the old.




1 Where, unlike his brother, he got a First; he’s proved elsewhere to be a very able minister.




















Introduction





I PUBLISHED The War on the Old in 2017, in Biteback’s Provocations series. They’re ‘now’ books: newscast-fast. But reflective as well as provocative.


The War on the Old was well received, from the Daily Mail(s) to The Oldie, via The Guardian.


I’m aware that most of those papers’ readers (and their writers) merit the self-deprecating label ‘oldies’. Who, still in their freshness of youth, reads tree products nowadays? As quaint as having a Swedish wood-fired computer.


Most oldies, in my experience, feel hard done by. Embattled. However, there are typically two sides in a battle, both of whom have a casus belli. In this follow-up polemic I switch sides to look, with my rheumy eye, at the intergenerational conflict as it may appear to this country’s and North America’s brighter-eyed populations. These (the UK and the US) are where I have spent most of my life. And my career has been spent in the company of the smart young adult. They are a category of human being now under attack. I sense a rumbling tremor of something earth-shaking to come.


I lived for forty years (1949–89) of my life in fear it could end with four minutes’ warning. Flash, heat, blast, radiation and it would be all over. I was employed in southern California, ‘earthquake country’, for twenty-five years (1983–2008) in daily expectation of the ‘Big One’ – the seismic event that will destroy the state and put America back fifty years. I feel, not to be apocalyptic, a somewhat similar apprehension today: a breakdown of the intergenerational civilities that make our civilisation work. Patronage on one side, deference on the other. Perhaps I should get a couple of sandwich boards and walk up and down Oxford Street or Rodeo Drive warning ‘The End is Nigh!’ I’ve written these two ‘War’ books instead.


In the fog of war, opponents identify themselves by recognisable uniform and insignia. In the generational war I write about, no uniform is necessary. Count the wrinkles, look at the head of hair, listen for the slur. Who’s their favourite pop star? Madonna and David Bowie means old; Elvis Presley and Barbra Streisand means really old. Me? I still have a soft spot for Bill Haley, the first rock star to die in an old folks’ home, rocking around the clock no more.


In The War on the Old, I used Sinbad and the Old Man of the Sea as an illustration. Briefly summarised (there are many written and oral variations) this is how the main narrative line goes. Young Sinbad the Sailor, sole survivor of a shipwreck, finds himself washed up in what looks like the garden of paradise. Among its lushness, he comes across a wizened old man sitting down – unable to stand, apparently. Poor old chap. The old man feebly requests to be hoisted onto the young voyager’s shoulders so he can pluck the fruit that hangs out of his palsied reach.


Good naturedly, Sinbad does as the old geezer asks. Big mistake. The old man’s legs suddenly clamp in a vice-like grip round the young man’s throat. Sinbad must now carry the fruit-guzzling oldster until one of them dies. Most likely it will be Sinbad, from exhaustion and inanition (the OMS is not a sharer of the good things in life).


What happens next is crucial. Sinbad cannily gets the old man (who likes a drop) falling-down drunk with fermented fruit juice and, once free of the vice around his neck, the youngster takes up a great stone and batters the oldster’s brains out.


A happy ending.


There are two salient features in the fable: the first, clearly, is that the old use the young to get what they, the old, need or crave. The second, which merits more careful thought, is that the old are deuced cunning. It’s called crabbed age for a good reason – they can have a nasty nip. Not just the thighs.


The old man may be taken as every old man (and many old women, in these egalitarian times), AD 2017 and the young Sinbad as youth, AD 2017.


And where are we now as a society? Just at that point, I suggest, where the legs of the old man are beginning their throttling grip round the neck of the young man.


It is not Cronus, devouring his young. That’s a metaphor. It is the aged exploiting the young, for their own advantage and comfort. For the fruits, as the good things of life are allegorised in the Sinbad tale. Leave the skin and core for the young.


What is the allegory saying, in real-life terms? Think of the NHS. Young people are, on the whole, healthy. Old people (like he in the story), on the whole, are not. They are kept going expensively. By drugs, concessions, welfare payments, bed blocking and residential ‘social’ care. ‘Kerching!’ as the comedians say, rubbing thumb and forefinger together.


David Willetts – a politician who is thoughtful about the conflict between generations – estimates that the baby boomers (the current generation of retirees) get 20 per cent more out of the British health service than they paid into it. And they are living 20 per cent longer, in terms of years, largely because of that. Call them the Older Men of the Sea.


The burden of the old is getting heavier on younger shoulders by the year. When will Sinbad reach for the stone?


We lapse into sociologese to talk about ‘intergenerational friction’, muffling the brute fact with Latinism and euphemism. But it is cruel and simple. Either the young must be exploited, as beasts of burden, and live reduced lives, or the old must be disposed of. Sentimentalising the conflict – plunging it into Golden Pond (only the old will recall that movie) – is to ignore it. Moving as we are to a pensionless future for today’s middle-aged and younger, the situation will get crueller.


Call it war. If only for brevity.


The main contention in this book is that the deteriorating life-plight of young people today is not accidental, like a sudden downfall of rain. What, precisely, is this plight? The young have been reduced to a ‘precariat’ – a precarious sector of society which has creature comforts no previous generation has enjoyed, but no distanthorizon life prospects. According to the Institute for Fiscal Studies, the young person, AD 2017, can expect eleven changes of job during their working life. This is an extraordinary statistic.2 I call it, later on, a life without ladders. Why has it been allowed to happen? Because it creates insecurity. To paraphrase Noam Chomsky, ‘keep young people insecure and they’re going to be under control’.3 Control is victory.


It has either been deliberately let happen or deliberately made happen. A willed thing. Deliberate. Long-sighted policies are coming to fruition. Whose policies? And why?


Follow the advantage. Behind it, you will often find the old’s self-seeking, self-rewarding strategies. The old are, by and large, the policy makers. You won’t, of course, find ‘screw the young’ expressed as an aim in any of Britain’s three main parties’ manifestos. But it’s there, beneath the surface. One of those parties, as I write, is led by a 61-year-old woman, declaring, between racking coughs, that she will hold tenaciously to her office until 2020. The main opposition to Theresa May is led by a 68-year-old man. The third party is led by a 74-year-old man. Ponder those ages.







2 I’ve had three in a typically unsettled profession.


3 In what he says is his last address to the world, ‘Requiem for the American Dream’. He says ‘workers’ not ‘young people’.
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But is It Really War? Or Just Hard Times for the Young – They’ll Pass?


WAR – AT ITS simplest – is a socially (twice in the last century worldwide) disruptive, risk-all, event in which, typically, old or older people (mainly men) recruit and use young people (overwhelmingly male) to achieve ends the old men want.


Look at that archetypal 1914 recruiting poster.


It could apply to every great war. How old was Kitchener in 1914? Sixty-four. How old was the King whom the young were told to give their lives for? Forty-nine. Children, some as young as sixteen, were falsifying their ages to join up en masse.


Is there, however, such a thing as an intra-social war? Guerre sans frontières. Thomas Hobbes, in Leviathan, argued that yes, there is – taking as central the proverbial truth that society in its natural state is a ‘war of all against all’. The Hobbesian thesis can be glossed as ‘competition’ or ‘free enterprise’ but it is covert warfare. It has boiled up to the point of explosion in our day.


Standing back, one can see intergenerational strife as a perennial feature of social organisation. One side has the vitalities and beauties of youth (but little beyond that); the other side has gathered the lion’s share of the country’s treasure, having used the life-years they have behind them to accumulate it. And, of course, the old have the good things their wealth can buy: the fruit.


Gerontocracy: Three Exemplary Examples


1. Jezza


On the news as I write (28 September 2017) there are a couple of headline stories that catch the eye.


One is Jeremy Corbyn’s oratorical triumph at his third Labour Party conference. Jezza, as his partisans fondly call him, has risen to the top of the party where he was for decades an unregarded gadfly. His rise was fuelled, principally, by young members in extraordinary numbers, pissed off with Blairism. Blair, of course, was, after the cheers which saw him out of Parliament, a very rich old man (now sixty-four). A man of the people? No. As the folk song (sung to the tune of the communist ‘Internationale’) put it, the working class could kiss his arse.


Youthquake, the Corbyn revolution was called.


There was a 10 per cent electoral gain for the party in Theresa May’s ill-called snap election of 2017. That gain was the result of votes cast by a new caucus of under-35s. A political Kraken had awoken.


Jeremy Corbyn is sixty-eight years old, and makes no attempt to disguise his years. His own youthquaking days are long gone – those distant days, for example, when he and his then paramour Diane Abbott rode saddle and pillion to East Germany to experience real socialism. It was the 1970s, when more were trying to escape that socialism, at the cost of being shot on the wire, than visiting the DDR.


One of the first things the Old Man of the Sea does is to direct Sinbad’s legs to the other side of the paradisal island – call it the left side. Where, then, is old man Jez directing (not leading) the Labour youth whose enthusiasm has made him politically real? We may have to wait until he has successfully directed himself to No. 10 to find out. His opponents make dire predictions, thinking of Kremlin Square.


One thing is clear: Corbyn is an old man, in charge of a cohort of young storm troopers (‘Momentum’) wherewith to carry out his will. Why not break the mould and have a twenty-something as leader of the PLP? Think that through. The Labour Party may need its Kim Jong-un.


2. Hef


The other big story on 28 September was the death of Hugh Hefner, aged a venerable ninety-one. ‘Hef’ got rich, famous and powerful by making the beaver shot look ideologically progressive. Together with his advocacy of lifelong juvenile hedonism, Hefner’s ‘playboy philosophy’ (boys and boys come out to play) endorsed Leontes’s declaration in The Winter’s Tale that all men yearn to be ‘boy eternal’.


Hefner’s glossy magazine Playboy (not ‘Playman’) was a trendsetter, his dusky, sex-laden clubs, with their desirable but untouchable buttock-fluffy ‘Bunnies’ were fashionable. Why not have an erection with your dry martini? To paraphrase Thom Gunn, Hefner turned lust into a lifestyle.4
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