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            FROM CRAGGY ISLAND TO BREXIT ISLAND

            Father Ted • Louis Theroux’s Weird Weekends • Brass Eye • The Girlie Show • Our Friends in the North

         

         TELEVISION ISN’T ALWAYS TAKEN as seriously as it deserves to be. In fact, it’s often unfairly dismissed as the most disposable, least permanent of art forms. But television, perhaps more than any other art form, is political. Not always textually – regardless of intention, it’s rare for a particular show to resonate widely enough to cause substantive change. Instead, the politics of television is contextual. It offers us a widescreen view of subtle and incremental social shifts; of building and subsiding currents. This applies particularly to the UK: there’s an inescapability to British television, a universal quality which will persist for as long as the BBC, ITV and Channel 4 maintain public service duties. It remains an indispensable road map to the British psyche.

         Accordingly, British television is often a battleground. It’s one of the few places where we can’t get away from each other, and in many ways, that’s the genius of the country’s broadcasting model. In 8America, if they so desire, viewers can vanish down a Fox News or CNN rabbithole and never be confronted by uncomfortable ideas from an opposing perspective; here, television is a mirror into which we are all forced to look. Even people who rail furiously against the BBC and all they imagine it to stand for are, in their opposition, defined by it. Graphic novelist and writer Alan Moore posits the notion of Ideaspace: a sort of collective unconscious where psychic associations run free, apparently discrete ideas cluster in unlikely proximity, storms begin to brew and thoughts eventually take tangible forms. Thanks to its ubiquity and speed of turnover, television is a living, breathing, public example of this phenomenon.

         I fell into writing about television in the summer of 2000. I wanted to be a culture journalist – and TV criticism turned out to be the easiest point of entry. Time Out magazine gave me my first break. Initially it was a slog: my work centred around the compilation of listings pages, and the torturous task of summarising the synopsis of an EastEnders episode in six words or less. Quickly, though, I realised how lucky I’d been; how unique and telling a medium television was. To sift and parse Britain’s television is to investigate the country’s collective mental evolution. For a variety of reasons, ranging from the often miserable winter weather to the totemic – and frequently well-deserved – reputation of the BBC, Britain is a TV nation in a sense that few if any other countries are. The British take television seriously – and, in both its best moments and its worst, television takes the British seriously too. Television is a palimpsest of the national mood.

         Almost everything in the television firmament has changed between the end of the 1990s and now. But there’s one document of the era that won’t go away – and that’s mainly because nobody 9in their right mind would want it to. Only three series were made of Graham Linehan and Arthur Mathews’ peerless 1995 sitcom Father Ted, yet this Irish show is one of British TV’s enduring glories; a proposition that can be tested almost every evening on More4. The show was showered in Bafta awards back in the 1990s. But its impact has been felt more widely than that, in a way that illustrates the soft power of the medium very satisfyingly. To this day, if you attend a protest march – almost regardless of the cause – you’ll see banners reading ‘Careful now’ or ‘Down with this sort of thing’. These almost incidental phrases from Father Ted which appeared during Ted and Dougal’s reluctant protest against a risqué film have become a universal symbol, shorthand for a certain kind of charmingly absurdist gentility. The show has broken free from its moorings and become part of Britain’s public language. From Monty Python’s Flying Circus through to the various adventures of Alan Partridge, British television programmes have managed this trick with surprising regularity. They’ve identified archetypes and rendered them identifiably comic or tragic. They’ve become an intrinsic part of the way we view ourselves and each other.

         Ian MacDonald concluded the monumentally gloomy introductory essay to his epic survey of The Beatles, Revolution in the Head, with the following statement. ‘Far away from us, on the other side of the sun-flooded chasm of the 60s … The Beatles can still be heard singing their buoyant, poignant, hopeful, love-advocating songs.’ Something similar can be claimed in relation to Father Ted and Britain in the 1990s. We all agreed on its brilliance, and on the basis of its regular appearance in both TV schedules and viewer-voted Best of … lists, we still do. In that sense, it feels like the last show of its kind – the final offspring of a lineage that also encompasses 10Morecambe and Wise, Only Fools and Horses and Fawlty Towers. It’s the generous, inclusive product of an era during which, despite pockets of unease, most of us were still able to sit down and laugh at the same things.

         
             

         

         Who could possibly have imagined how rare and precious this consensus would seem twenty years later? Symbolically, even Graham Linehan is now a divisive figure, immersing himself in acrimonious debates about trans rights on Twitter. Think of the most successful post-millennium TV comedies. If your definition of success is commercial, it’s hard to look beyond Mrs Brown’s Boys. If critical acclaim is your yardstick, the Comedy Vehicles of Stewart Lee might be your strongest option. But those shows don’t live in their own gentle, cartoonish bubble, like Father Ted. They divide, possibly deliberately. Mrs Brown’s Boys feels proudly, almost militantly mindless – as if daring you to sneer at its antediluvian gormlessness. Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle, meanwhile, is deliberately and self-reflexively antagonistic. They are lightning rods; participants in a seemingly escalating culture war. They set urban against provincial. White collar against blue. They are both loved and hated. In the bitter, tribal Brexit era, they are no longer simply TV comedies, they are symbols. They feel a long way from the 90s.

         The political scientist Francis Fukuyama famously described the fall of communism and the accompanying triumph of neoliberal capitalism at the start of the 1990s as ‘the end of history’. So, in an apparently post-historical world, what defined British TV in the 90s? Much of it frolicked in the freedom afforded by that departed weight. For a while, anything went. In 1997, a programme called The Girlie Show introduced a feature in which women attempted 11to identify the penises of their partners as they poked – along with hopefully less familiar decoy members – through what were almost certainly the first glory holes to appear on British television. The feature, and indeed the show, was universally derided – but mainly because it was objectively terrible. Any taste issues were laughed off as slightly passé and quaint, and in the context of the deranged provocation, licentiousness and general havoc of much British TV in the 90s, that seemed par for the course. The 1970s-style moralistic proselytising of the likes of Mary Whitehouse felt anachronistic and distant; irrelevant and amusing to the point of kitsch.

         This frivolity wasn’t only a feature of light entertainment. Within the context of factual television, Louis Theroux’s Weird Weekends also felt symbolically post-historical. These were shows whose tone wouldn’t have fitted any decade prior to the 90s. They represented the beginning of a new kind of narrative technique, replacing drama with irony, and swapping scripted scenarios for the kind of real-life quirk and dysfunction which would become a staple of the constructed reality TV of the following decades. When viewers first encountered him, Theroux was a professional ingenue with charm to burn; a fourth-wall-breaking wink to camera in human form.

         By way of his easy manner and shrewdly cultivated air of bafflement, Theroux elicited many minor revelations. But usually, his basic, underlying proposition was the same: that his subjects weren’t serious people and therefore that their outlandish, sometimes troubling and occasionally dangerous ideas couldn’t possibly be taken seriously either. Instead, they were amusing curios – mere grist to the entertainment mill. These trips into oddity haven’t aged brilliantly. Notably, they often showcased the kind of people – white supremacist survivalists, conspiracy theorists and hardcore 12Christian evangelists – whose context was about to alter dramatically in the age of Donald Trump.

         Theroux – along, in fairness, with virtually everyone else in the British television industry – later applied a similarly soft pedal to Jimmy Savile. Savile now represents a symbolic warning encoded within British TV’s DNA: everything is subtext, and nothing is ever quite what it seems. Theroux’s subsequent journey towards 2020 feels emblematic of the road we’ve all travelled during this period. In his latest, often impressive, guise as a serious documentarian, he has put away childish things. Every film he makes feels like a kind of mea culpa. Earnest sincerity wasn’t the done thing when Theroux began his career; flippancy and irony were very late-90s modes of expression. Now, in the midst of more serious times, they often feel like decadent luxuries that we can no longer afford.

         
             

         

         It was hard to discern much in the way of moral rigour within Theroux’s early wanderings. But more adventurous writers and performers interpreted the decade’s tone and texture more thoughtfully. Chris Morris’s 1997 landmark comedy series Brass Eye simultaneously embodied the freedoms of the era and held its frivolity up to the light. Brass Eye is one of a small band of shows that actually altered broadcasting conventions; twisted reality to force it to accommodate a particular creative vision. Its edge-walking audacity led to the introduction into the Broadcasting Code of a new clause allowing the misleading of interviewees for satirical purposes.

         Morris was lucky to be operating at a historical sweet spot – after the tense, polarised 1980s and before the smorgasbord of paranoia, cultural sensitivity and dysfunction heralded by the triple whammy of 9/11, the Iraq War and the financial crisis. While the show railed 13against the triviality and banality of the era, it also contained a paradox in that it might not have been green-lit at any other time. Even at its daftest, it carried unmistakable moral weight. What kind of society, it asked, allows its agendas to be driven by tabloid hysteria and political quick fixes? In this sense, Brass Eye was, like much of the very best TV satire, both a document of its era and a warning of what might lie ahead. As we shall see, it would return a few years later to help answer its own implied question.

         The new socio-political settlement affected everyone in different ways. For every example of post-historical playfulness, there was a serious attempt to make sense of the times. Self-evidently, 1996’s brooding, generation-spanning drama Our Friends in the North, written by Peter Flannery, occupied very different territory to Brass Eye – not to mention The Girlie Show and the documentaries of Louis Theroux. But by exploring a loss of agency, purpose and existential certainty, it was part of the same current, another ripple of the past reaching the shore. What these shows had in common was that they had the air of responses to a newly materialised vacuum.

         Our Friends in the North was a masterfully constructed, self-consciously portentous journey through the previous three decades’ worth of hot button issues. Its characters’ political explorations encompassed wet-behind-the-ears 1960s radicalism, the fierce militancy of the 1970s and the bruising, pivotal class conflicts of the 1980s. Eventually, the quartet landed, bewildered but more or less intact, in the compromised managerialism of the 1990s.

         Britain’s then prime minister John Major claimed that the general election of 1992 had ‘killed socialism in Britain’, and however you felt about the implications of that statement, it was hard to argue that it didn’t carry the ring of truth. The travails of Our Friends in the North’s 14central characters seemed to signify that some sort of endpoint had been reached; that the battle of ideas was done and dusted. The right had won the economic war; the left had won the cultural one. This was where we were, and it was almost certainly where we’d stay.

         Still, there was an underlying restlessness to Our Friends in the North; a sense that the tectonic plates would keep shifting, albeit less perceptibly. This gave the drama its power and prescience. It remains a resonant work to this day, partly because as it concluded the sense lingered that the generation of baby boomers at its heart hadn’t quite finished their upheavals. Two decades later – at the EU referendum in June 2016, to be precise – this suspicion would prove to be well founded. The referendum would probably have split the four friends down the middle: Nicky and Mary were surely Remainers to the bone, but it’s easy to imagine Geordie and Tosker succumbing to the blandishments of Messrs Farage, Johnson and Gove. Certainly, each of them seemed like a potent archetype whose identity crises were on hold but far from settled, even within the political context of 1996. This is what television can do at its best – the quartet felt like living, breathing representatives of us, as we grappled with the dilemmas of the era.

         Is there anything linking these shows that makes them fittingly representative of 90s television and, in a wider sense, indicative of Britain’s national identity as the millennium approached? There was a certain playfulness to the mid to late 90s, a sense of ballast being shed. But with that loss of anchorage came drift. What began to manifest itself was a growing elasticity of meaning and purpose. This came partly via emergent technology. It was also due to the politics of the era, which were increasingly underpinned by the assumption that free market liberal democracy would simply thrum 15away noiselessly in the background as the population detached itself from anything as old-fashioned as overt ideology. We began to atomise, to shoot off in different directions. Coming together again in more serious times would prove tricky.

         And in some ways, this is where we now find ourselves. These shows capture British television – and by extension, British society – just before the beginning of a very different chapter in our national story. They exemplify their era while also offering subtle hints regarding our future direction of travel. In the early years of the following decade, it became abundantly clear that history hadn’t ended after all. The 1990s had seemed a calm, even complacent interlude. But in reality, British society had begun to Balkanise. In terms of wealth, culture, education, expectations, even diet, Britain was becoming a less unified place.

         
             

         

         To an extent that only became inarguable in retrospect, London and its surrounds had become the country’s cultural and economic driver to an unhealthy extent. In 1997, London was responsible for 18.7 per cent of GDP; by 2015, that figure had risen to 22.7 per cent. Meanwhile, industrial decline, hastened by the Conservative governments of the 1980s and accepted as irreversible by their Labour successors, had left parts of the Midlands and the North denuded of both economic heft and, crucially, collective identity. The generally favourable economic conditions (Britain as a whole had recovered strongly from its early 90s recession, enjoying a remarkable forty successive quarters of growth up to 2008) had done a decent job of masking these uncomfortable facts.

         But like most facts, they couldn’t be dismissed for ever. Thanks to the political and economic upheavals of the first decade of the 16new century, various conflicts imagined to be settled have flared again with the kind of intensity that makes a mockery of any idea of closure. The terrorist attacks of 2001 on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and of 2005 on London’s public transport system, shattered our collective sense of security. The shoddily conceived and dubiously conducted invasion of Iraq in 2003 removed any sense that Britain occupied the moral high ground. And the financial crisis of 2008–9 undermined the notion that our system was worth protecting in the first place. As a result of these successive disorientations, a series of temporarily pacified behemoths have lurched up again from the depths. The concept of multiculturalism is freshly disputed. Notions of sexual freedom and gender parity are contested fiercely. Nativist poison has infected discussions relating to national identity. And capitalism itself is coughing and wheezing; its workings demonstrably fail to offer either sustainability in the long term or prosperity and equality in the short.

         One of the effects of Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ moment was that neoliberal capitalism ceased to be regarded as simply one way of ordering the world. Instead, it was seen by many as the only way. The Cold War period was characterised by what John Lanchester, in his book Whoops! Why Everyone Owes Everyone and No One Can Pay, describes as ‘a beauty contest’ between statism and private enterprise. Capitalism’s triumph was partly predicated on the assumption that it would deliver social justice as well as economic growth – which serves to some extent to explain enlightened and progressive projects like the construction of social housing and the maintenance of that storied symbol of popular socialism, the NHS. Since 1990, this idea has been quietly sidelined in favour of privatisation and the relentless drumbeat of market forces. We’ve seen exactly what the 17unfettered free market does to our institutions, our public services, our personal relations, our entertainments, and even our collective and individual sanity. Something is wrong, and everybody knows it.

         Britain’s decision to leave the European Union in 2016 was part of a proxy battle, almost incidental to what was really under discussion. It’s often characterised as a revolt against elites, but this isn’t even superficially true. It’s a revolt against the established order only in the sense that taking hallucinogens is a revolt against sober and rational decision-making. It is a scrambling, distorting and self-sabotaging act. Whether it’s viewed in cold, hard economic terms or in the context of social cohesion, Brexit seems fundamentally irrational. Therefore, it’s clear that its roots must lie not in logic but in emotions, instincts, feelings somewhere deep in our collective gut. They lie in the conversations we have, our relationships with each other and our surroundings, our work, our leisure and the entertainment we consume. Theresa May’s ‘Brexit means Brexit’ mantra was a construction of perfect vapidity, but it also told an unconscious and profound truth. For many people, Brexit is a belief system and an end in itself. What it ultimately means in practical terms is, for the time being at least, less important than how it feels.

         So how do we, as a nation, discuss these issues? What is the figurative watercooler around which we can gather? Often, it’s culture. It’s films, books, music, advertising and perhaps most illuminatingly, television. It pokes and prods us in certain directions, anticipates our feelings and provokes them too. It is cause but it’s also effect. Television is a good place in which to explore societal currents because it’s a sort of cultural clearing house. Everything ends up on television: high culture and low; fact and fiction; music and politics; sport and shopping. It’s a noosphere; a realm of thought, a place where ideas 18are mulled over, pursued, discarded. Whether it’s reacting to events, setting the scene for them or both, the evolution of British television since the turn of the century offers any number of revealing routes backwards and forwards through our developing tumult. Via television, it is possible to construct an illuminating alternative history of our last two decades. How did we get here?

         Examining British television – and the political and cultural context in which it was produced – suggests some answers. How did television help enshrine class deference? How did reality TV influence populist politics? Did the BBC’s interpretation of ‘balance’ jeopardise its ability to report current affairs effectively? From Big Brother to Downton Abbey, from Detectorists to Top Gear and from The Apprentice to Adam Curtis, the recent history of British TV can be read as both a struggle with the past and a series of signposts towards the future. How can modern Britain awaken from its nostalgic small-screen dreams and face the future? Brexit Island feels like a long way from Craggy Island, and there’s no obvious escape route at hand. Perhaps, to move forwards, we first need to retrace our steps.
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            REALITY TV REALITY

            Big Brother • The Apprentice • Britain’s Hardest Workers • The Office • The Thick of It • Have I Got News for You

         

         IN BIG BROTHER 17, which took place in the summer of 2016, housemate Lateysha Grace was given the task of being a news reporter. As luck would have it, she didn’t have to dig for a lead – a big story dropped into her lap on her very first day in the job. ‘The UK has voted to leave the European Union,’ she announced to the group. ‘I didn’t even know that was a thing,’ she continued. ‘Anyway, over and out.’

         As it turned out, after an initial burst of uncomprehending but performative astonishment, the news was received with the kind of nonplussed bewilderment that one came, in later years, to associate with the inhabitants of the Big Brother house. And yet it was still an oddly telling moment. The housemates instinctively understood that this was kind of a big deal. But at the same time, they weren’t quite sure why. Scoff if you will, but this response mirrored rather neatly the reaction of many inhabitants of the country at large. It 20hit all of us in different ways, but there was one largely common factor: Britain’s decision to leave the EU was something that, whether we received the news in joy or desolation, most of us felt rather than fully understood. Drew Westen notes, in his book The Political Brain, that the ‘political brain is an emotional brain. It is not a dispassionate calculating machine, objectively searching for the right facts, figures and policies to make a reasoned decision.’ Voters, though often well-informed and politically aware, think ‘with their guts’.1 By 2016, British public life, like British television, was all about the feels.

         
             

         

         The idea that Big Brother would reflect some aspect of British society infused the show from the moment of its launch back in 2000. But exactly what version of Britain Big Brother – and the many other reality shows which appeared in its wake – reflected was subject to constant evolution. The show’s tropes burst from their bounds; stopped merely dramatising our behaviour and embedded themselves within it. Almost every aspect of life – from the eternal search for love to the more era-specific search for reliable and fairly remunerated employment – has since become grist to the reality TV mill. Accordingly, to watch the opening series of Big Brother now is to be reminded of the incremental nature of change; the way in which seemingly tiny and insignificant developments are compounded over time. Barely perceptible in isolation, they eventually gather to form a dramatically altered overall picture.

         Darren Ramsay quit his job at the Millennium Dome to appear on the first season of Big Brother. His career change both datestamps the show and straddles two cultural eras very satisfyingly. It was the first year of the twenty-first century. The past had been 21celebrated and – for the time being – left behind. Now it was time to go somewhere new. That somewhere was a large, open-plan, one-storey house on an industrial estate in Bow, east London.

         From the vantage point of 2020, the first series of Big Brother looks genuinely quaint; nothing dates as fast as the first iteration of a brand new thing. The contestants are sheepish and bashful and strikingly human. There are chickens in the garden of the house and it’s suggested, rather optimistically, given the time frame involved, that the housemates might try and grow their own vegetables. The voiceover is sober: this show, it seems, imagines itself as much a social experiment as a TV entertainment. And the atmosphere surrounding the show seems positively austere to jaded modern eyes – the now-familiar pseudo-gladiatorial hype and hoopla is conspicuously absent. No one is milking cheers or boos from an assembled crowd, because the crowd is mainly comprised of the participants’ friends and family members.

         Initially, Big Brother was as jarringly strange to watch as it must have been to work on, either in front of or behind the cameras. With only one season of the show’s Dutch forerunner to use as a reference point, the production team were on as much of a journey of exploration as the audience and the housemates. Channel 4 took to running a fixed-camera live feed during its hours of programming downtime, so that all through the night, lonely or obsessive viewers could, if they wished, watch over their new virtual avatars as they slept. Early Big Brother was that rarest combination of things: both genuinely populist and audaciously experimental. But the show’s frequent longueurs were undeniable – most of the time, the contestants didn’t appear to know what to do with themselves. That great broadcasting taboo, dead air, became a surprisingly 22regular feature. In fact, it contributed to the aesthetic of the show, becoming a signifier of rarefied realness; the lack of a script was the selling point.

         The first batch of housemates were, by reality TV’s later standards, a varied group. Tongues loosened by alcohol and truth games, a few details began to emerge. Sada was a hippie. Tom was a softly spoken Irish farmer who appeared to have wandered into the wrong show by mistake while looking for the set of Countryfile. Craig was a bluff, earnest Scouse builder. There was a computer programmer and a teacher; a marketing manager and a psychologist. They were a likeable, relatable and, in the kindest possible sense, very average bunch.

         There was, however, a human time bomb lurking in the group, holding the key to the show’s – and arguably, the entire genre’s – subsequent development. Broker Nick Bateman, it turned out, was both a man on a mission and a scheming and ruthless rule-breaker. His attempts to manipulate the nominations process were discovered by Darren and Craig, with eventually explosive results. Viewed in isolation, the downfall of ‘Nasty Nick’ was a vivid, quietly dramatic and, eventually, cheering morality play in which honesty, decency and collective solidarity triumphed over sneaky, game-playing duplicity.

         The conversation in which Nick’s cheating is revealed remains fascinating. It’s unembellished and lengthy. Cameras zoom into troubled, incredulous and guilty faces and stay there. It works like an authored narrative reveal; the climax of a drama during which pretences fall away and a character is stripped bare in front of us. Even at a couple of decades’ remove, it’s gruelling to watch – a mercilessly dark moment of extremely personal, but now very public crisis. It’s also impossibly compelling and as such, marks the 23moment when the format took flight, became inexorable, earned its stripes. It became clear that at its best, this stuff had what it took to compete with, and possibly even surpass, scripted fiction. Yet at the same time, it feels unpleasantly, prophetically voyeuristic, establishing simplified narratives of vice and virtue, playing out real-life conflict in the context of prime-time entertainment. In his post-eviction conversation with the show’s host Davina McCall, Bateman mused: ‘I think perhaps this kind of environment has brought out the worst in me.’ He wouldn’t be the last participant to feel this way.

         In truth, Bateman had made a beginner’s mistake. At the time, he was widely condemned for his cynicism – but if anything, he was naive. It was 2000, but his behaviour was very last century. He’d acted as if he was simply a contestant on a game show. He’d strategised towards winning Big Brother’s cash prize and ignored the bigger picture. He’d attempted to manipulate the inhabitants of the house, but had forgotten how his behaviour appeared to the outside world. Subsequent contestants would realise that in order to milk optimum potential out of the platform, precisely the opposite approach was required. Through the opportunity for identity creation enabled by the Big Brother house, individuals could self-brand. Viewers could be enlisted as supporters. You didn’t play the game; instead, you played the cameras, the producers, the directors, the tabloid press and therefore, the audience.

         Big Brother was instantly addictive, thanks to its rawness and occasional extremity. But as with any addiction, the buzz needed to be ramped up on a regular basis. As contestants began to realise what was required of them, so did those responsible for casting and editing the show. Series by series, a certain streamlining, homogenising 24and codifying was taking place. Some of the societal developments reflected – and arguably hastened – by the show were unequivocally positive. The house was, in its own peculiar way, a liberal and inclusive environment. Bullying or dishonesty was rarely rewarded, and divides of race and class were challenged. The formative years of Big Brother saw victories for a gay man (series two’s Brian Dowling) and a transgender woman (series five’s Nadia Almada). The pressurised environment was unerringly revealing of character, in ways that were often uncomfortable, but sometimes uplifting too.

         In 2002, a dental nurse from Bermondsey called Jade Goody made her Big Brother bow and the format’s evolution took its next quantum leap. Goody was a polarising figure from the start: did her ignorance of the existence of asparagus, and her insistence that Rio de Janeiro was a person not a place, make her refreshingly unpretentious, or a symbol of a new and poisonous strain of ignorance? The debate raged pointlessly for some time, but ultimately wasn’t very illuminating, beyond revealing the class prejudices of the debater. More significant was the emergent culture that, thanks to the likes of Goody, was soon walking in lockstep with Big Brother and other shows like it.

         
             

         

         Reality shows were diversifying and multiplying. Soon, a greasy pole was in place that the most rapacious and marketable contestants could scramble their way up. An embryonic career structure became established – reality TV was now part of a self-reinforcing, self-perpetuating and self-sustaining celebrity ecosystem comprising TV, magazines, tabloid newspapers and eventually, the hyper-accelerating and disorientating churn of social media. This network allowed a new breed of celebrity to either initiate or sustain a career, more or less in a vacuum. But the process wasn’t forgiving, 25and the toll it took on participants’ wellbeing often wasn’t pretty. Worse still was the suspicion that the psychological wear and tear of such a career was now part of the spectacle. Dysfunction was becoming a grimly marketable commodity. Real-life failure, trauma, disgrace and despair were simply plot points in an ever more familiar narrative arc that, for entertainment purposes, would previously have been the exclusive domain of fictional creations.

         Kerry Katona is an instructive example of a celebrity who, for a while, appeared to be living her entire life at the point where a constructed, TV-ready character, and a more troubling personal reality, intersected to the point of indistinguishability. Katona initially found fame as a member of girl group Atomic Kitten, but from 2001 onwards she eagerly threw herself into the ravenous maw of celebrity culture. She won 2004’s jungle endurance reality show I’m A Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here. In 2009, she was rejected by Celebrity Big Brother after failing psychological tests but remarkably, was admitted to the show the following year – presumably, in the intervening period, she’d conquered her demons to the production team’s satisfaction.

         She was briefly the face of budget supermarket Iceland, and then of short-term loans company Cash Lady. She lost a sponsorship deal after photographs of her taking cocaine in her own bathroom were sold to the newspapers – but even these apparent setbacks could be put to work. They led to her becoming the subject of a raft of MTV reality shows, one of which explored her struggle with bipolar disorder. She was declared bankrupt in 2013. In short, modern celebrity was a hell of a ride, but one often predicated on a willingness to submit to situations which surely only compounded already existing problems. In a 2018 interview on ITV’s This 26Morning, Katona recalled her suicidal thoughts and extensive drug use during this period and said, ‘I felt ashamed and embarrassed. I was lost and I didn’t know who I was as a person.’

         If Katona often gave the impression of careering out of control, Jade Goody appeared to have a reasonably firm grasp on her direction of travel. Celebrity Big Brother had initially tested the water as a one-off in conjunction with 2001’s Comic Relief charity telethon. It was so self-evidently a good idea (not least because compared to scripted drama, which required writers and demanding and expensive professional performers, these shows were so cheap and easy to make) that the series soon became an annual fixture. By 2007, Goody, who had spent the previous four years finessing her first Big Brother appearance into what gave every impression of being a viable ongoing career, made it into the house again. By now, Jade, remarkably, had turned herself into a celebrity.

         At this point, everything went south. To observe the unfolding of the 2007 Celebrity Big Brother racism scandal was to observe Jade Goody forgetting the Golden Rule of reality TV. As Nick Bateman had failed to understand, being successful in the context of these formats wasn’t about manipulating – or indeed, befriending – your fellow participants. Indeed, these relationships were all but irrelevant. It was about making a connection with the watching public. Could Jade Goody’s behaviour be construed as racist? It’s hard to know what else anyone was expected to read into her addressing of fellow contestant Shilpa Shetty as ‘Shilpa Poppadom’. Were Goody’s comments as overt as those of fellow mean girls Danielle Lloyd and Jo O’Meara? Certainly there was nothing quite as unpleasant as O’Meara’s reaction to Shetty’s undercooked chicken dinner (‘That’s why they’re all thin, because they’re sick all the time, because they’re 27ill’), or Lloyd saying that she didn’t like Shetty touching her food because she didn’t ‘know where her hands had been’. It’s also worth noting that Goody herself hailed from a mixed-race background. Essentially, she just didn’t like Shetty, and expressed her animosity in a way that suggested she’d become so accustomed to her environment that she’d forgotten anyone was watching.

         Tellingly, at the height of the row, Shetty told Goody ‘the only thing you’re famous for is this’. She was, of course, entirely correct. But even so, the quip was probably not quite so wounding as Shetty would have liked to imagine. After all, trying to make a living in this way was, by 2007, becoming normal and indeed, vaguely aspirational to a subset of young British people. Goody knew perfectly well where the roots of her fame lay and was fine with the arrangement. Like Shetty, she was an actor. She destroyed, on prime-time TV, her own constructed character by allowing herself to forget the basis of her success. And even if she partly rebuilt her persona with a penitent – albeit tragically curtailed – appearance on Big Brother’s Indian iteration, Jade Goody remains reality TV’s most striking cautionary tale. She’s also arguably its foundational figure. From tests of endurance in Australia, to talent shows with the Christmas number one single up for grabs – indeed, in any public popularity contest where success or failure could be determined by one’s ability to appeal to the wider world – Jade’s Golden Rule continued to apply. Eventually, it spread further than anyone could possibly have imagined.

         
             

         

         Within a couple of years of its launch, the implications of Big Brother’s success were beginning to resonate through television’s commissioning corridors of power. This was a basic formula that lent itself to almost infinite adaptation. It could shape-shift; be 28tweaked and adapted; be dismantled and reassembled to cross demographic boundary lines. Reality TV didn’t have to involve simply a bunch of attractive youngsters drinking, arguing and flirting in a house. As the emergence of I’m A Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here had proved, they could be drinking, arguing, flirting – and eating kangaroo anuses into the bargain – in the Australian jungle. But really, there were no limits. The fundamentals of the format could go anywhere. In America, this process had already begun. In early 2004, professionally rebarbative real estate magnate Donald Trump was launched into the ether with consequences that proved eventually to be absurdly far-reaching. He was installed at the helm of a show called The Apprentice, in which a dozen or so furiously ambitious business bots scrambled to win the favour of the rich, powerful man in the plush executive chair, and were eliminated one by one.

         Initially, the British version of the show seemed an unlikely pitch, with gruff north London tycoon Alan Sugar playing the Trump role. But The Apprentice is still going strong, and its continued success – and the glut of philosophically related ‘business TV’ that followed in its wake – is another illuminating small-screen route into the heart of Britain in the early twenty-first century. More and more, reality TV started to feel like our lives.

         Cultural critic Mark Fisher’s Capitalist Realism was published in 2009. The book’s central thesis was that it was now easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of the world’s dominant economic organisational principle: neoliberal capitalism. Its ethics, priorities and assumptions had embedded themselves so completely into our work, our play, our value systems, our entertainment and even our emotional lives that its hegemony had caused a failure of imagination, a stagnation of our capacity to even conceive of alternatives. 29

         During the period in which Fisher was writing his book, the process it described was being dramatised by the ever-multiplying varieties of business-orientated reality television. The Apprentice was putting down strong roots. And it was being joined in the TV schedules by the likes of Dragons’ Den, Undercover Boss and Mary Queen of Shops – all of which merged manipulated versions of an increasingly subjective ‘reality’ with the constructed narrative arc which was becoming a comfortingly familiar feature of prime-time sofa-fodder.

         The UK iteration of The Apprentice arguably marked a sea change in the treatment of ordinary members of the public on television. Thanks in part to the precedent set by Big Brother, their foibles were now fair game. In early series of the show, viewers were encouraged to luxuriate in lashings of weapons-grade schadenfreude as the programme’s production and editing teams set the controls for maximum ludicrousness. The show had about as much to do with genuine business practices as Big Brother had to do with a group of friends having a few drinks together. The contestants’ on-screen personas were manipulated shamelessly. After elimination, they were allowed a public decompression chamber courtesy of The Apprentice: You’re Fired, which prepared them for their inevitable return to the small software business in Swindon they’d spent the previous month pretending was the next Apple. But these aftermath shows – in which the rejected apprentices redeemed themselves by manifesting a certain degree of humility and normality – simply illustrated the extent to which they were caricatured in the show’s edit for our appalled entertainment.

         In TV, things don’t always finish exactly where they started. Shows both cause and reflect incremental shifts. As was the case with Big Brother, business TV eventually slithered out of its box in the corner 30of the living room and mounted a hostile psychic takeover. The Apprentice, like the later seasons of Big Brother, showcased a particular personality type. The contenders were unselfconscious. They were largely lacking in self-awareness and humour. They were terrifyingly ambitious. They were narcissistic, paranoid, needy and desperate for constant reassurance. Gradually, the show normalised them.

         Over the course of a decade and a half, the inhabitants of the real world have become more and more like Apprentice contestants. In a perfect illustration of the theory of Capitalist Realism writ small, the world of the show, its behavioural standards and its implied values has expanded to internalise us – subtly altered our wiring, codified what once seemed like extremity, infused us all with the crass, slightly desperate essence of contestants like overbearing alpha male Rory Laing and the relentlessly confrontational Melissa Cohen. At first, we mocked. But to mock, we imitate, to imitate we assimilate and after assimilation, we adopt. Have the show’s contestants become more run-of-the-mill in recent seasons? Maybe. But it seems likelier that we’ve just got tired of fighting them; stopped noticing their preposterousness because our culture as a whole has drifted in their direction.

         Anyone who doubts that The Apprentice is a show for its times should consider what’s happened to the job market and the wider economy over the duration of the show’s run. Whether by coincidence or design, the world of work as we currently experience it has come to mirror the torched, brutal and unforgiving landscape of The Apprentice. Jobs for life have become rarer and rarer. Hirings and firings have become more seemingly arbitrary. Paranoia reigns in a buyers’ job market characterised by precarity, part-time and temporary work and zero-hours contracts. The holes in the safety 31net have widened. Of course, Britain’s changing economic circumstances over this period cannot be blamed on a TV show. But the way we as a nation have dealt with these changing realities feels revealing of an attitudinal shift.

         According to a 2016 investigation by the Guardian, the number of UK workers in positions which they could potentially lose at short or no notice had grown by almost two million over the previous decade. Meanwhile, TUC figures suggested that trade union membership fell from a peak of 13.2 million in 1979 to just 6.2 million in 2015–16. Workplace solidarity, the increasingly quaint notion of collective bargaining, of workers facing down unfair bosses, has become a thing of the past. Like most competitive reality shows, The Apprentice revelled in and inevitably reinforced the ‘last person standing’ trope which was also showcased in successful films of the era like The Hunger Games; the notion that sharp-elbowed competitiveness was the only feasible route to personal fulfilment. This was the TV embodiment of the brutality of a capitalist-realist society, in which humiliation is endured as a necessary evil, ruthlessness is rewarded and there are, ultimately, many, many more losers than winners.

         When Apprentice candidate Stuart Baggs described himself as ‘the brand’, the nation howled with laughter. But really, Baggs was a pioneer of sorts. Because during this period, we’ve all begun to brand ourselves – via Facebook and Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn. As a greater percentage of our lives has come to be lived online, we’ve become able to construct and then direct a curated persona outwards towards friends, families, potential employers and, quite a lot of the time, random strangers. Accordingly, we strive to demonstrate heightened versions of societal norms; to project basic, obvious signifiers of success and happiness. 32

         But the more we’ve branded ourselves, the less we’ve managed to stand out. Paradoxically, the ultimate effect of this notionally individualistic capitalist-realist epoch has been flattening and homogenising. This has become evident in many of our collective choices. A combination of rising educational costs and the harshness of the graduate job market has begun to drive young people away from rarefied areas of academia and into the arms of cookie-cutter study briefs with no purpose beyond the conventional straight and narrow of working life. Accordingly, what has evolved seems to be a narrower, more vocationally angled curriculum with less room for the abstract, the arcane and the quixotic; education that is a means to an end rather than its own reward.

         Since tuition fees made higher education in the UK a privilege not a right, and much study became essentially transactional, there’s been a corresponding change in student priorities in UK universities. Between 2004 and 2015, there was a 6.7 per cent decrease in the number of students embarking on courses centred around historical and philosophical subjects, and a massive corresponding increase (15.9 per cent) in take-up for courses related to business and administration. The hyper-acceleration of rewards for those working in business, and especially in finance, have made vocational career choices like science, teaching or medicine less attractive. A certain philistinism is evident in the Apprentice generation. None of the contestants on The Apprentice are stupid, exactly. But many of them are profoundly ignorant and worse still, utterly incurious. They appear strangely deracinated – remember Michael Sophocles from series four; a self-described ‘good Jewish boy’ who, it turned out, didn’t know what the word ‘kosher’ meant? 33

         In America, The Apprentice’s coarsening and simplifying of business practice gave a platform to a future president in Donald Trump. So far, Britain hasn’t been quite as unfortunate: the show’s gifts to British public life thus far have comprised series two winner Michelle Dewberry – who ran unsuccessfully for Parliament on a pro-Brexit platform in 2017 – and Katie Hopkins. It would be unfair to blame even a show as dispiriting as The Apprentice for the latter’s rise, but her trajectory does exemplify an aspect of an emerging media culture with reality TV at its heart.

         In classic reality TV style, it was unclear whether Katie Hopkins ever truly wanted to win The Apprentice. She too had the Rule of Jade in mind. After all, she declined Alan Sugar’s offer of a place in the final stages of series three, citing problems over childcare arrangements – problems which mysteriously hadn’t prevented her from managing the commitments demanded by the show up to that point. It soon became apparent that she had her eyes trained beyond her immediate surroundings, on much bigger prizes.

         Instead of spending the next few years running errands for Sugar, Hopkins embarked upon a media career that arguably began to look like a deliberate and escalating anti-charm offensive. She appeared on ITV’s This Morning to state that she would stop her children from playing with schoolmates bearing names like Chantelle and Chardonnay: ‘A name, for me, is a short way of working out what class that child comes from,’ Hopkins said. ‘There’s a whole set of things that go with children like that. They are quite a disruptive influence at school. That’s why I don’t like those sort of children.’2 She gained weight in order to prepare for a show called My Fat Story on digital channel TLC, in which she aimed to prove that overweight people were to blame for their obesity – one notable 34lowlight included Hopkins telling 57-stone interviewee Nicki that ‘one of your boobs is bigger than my head’.3

         Then it got worse. In a column in the Sun in April 2015, she called migrants ‘cockroaches’ and suggested the UK should deploy gunboats against them.4 She was eventually sidelined by the Daily Mail, the Sun and radio station LBC as her views became ever more outlandish.5 And while it’s hard to imagine that Katie Hopkins would ever willingly allow her children to play with the offspring of Kerry Katona, in reality the pair aren’t so different. In fact, their frenzied jags through the British print and broadcast media are strikingly similar – except, of course, that Katona’s destination involves manifesting a measure of tranquility on various daytime TV sofas, whereas Hopkins has ended up on the fringes of farright politics. But essentially, they’ve both walked a tightrope by monetising their neuroses; initially parlaying some coarsened and abstracted version of their ‘real’ personalities into an ongoing career, before overplaying their hands. Neither will be anything more than a footnote in television history, but they do illustrate both the infinite adaptability of reality TV, and its fatal flaw. While the world will never run out of people willing to rubberneck at individual dysfunction, pandering to voyeurism requires a degree of constant escalation that isn’t sustainable for long.

         One solution to the moral qualms often induced by reality TV has often been to dress the format up as something else entirely. If the original Big Brother could be marketed as anthropological exploration as much as entertainment, perhaps a version of the format could work as a phantom limb of the BBC’s current affairs department too? Or perhaps not. In 2016, reality TV intersected with the sharp end of the British labour market’s descent into 35austerity and precarity in the grimmest way imaginable. Here was a lesson for commissioning editors everywhere: just because you can, it doesn’t necessarily follow that you should. It’s not impossible that social historians of the future will pore over BBC One’s Britain’s Hardest Workers and come to regard it as one of the more shameful documents of the age. This was where we had suddenly found ourselves, and it wasn’t pretty.

         Sceptical viewers often sniggered at the pyrrhic nature of triumph in The Apprentice. As it turned out, in terms of hollow victories, we hadn’t seen anything yet. There was a time when the escalating crisis of an economy churning out jobs characterised mainly by low wages and a shocking degree of workplace insecurity would have merited a serious and penetrating documentary on the BBC. Instead, it got what presenter Anita Rani described as ‘a unique social experiment’, and what anyone with a brain and a conscience might have described as a tone-deaf mismatch of format and content.

         Britain’s Hardest Workers was a competitive reality show with a difference. And the difference was a massive, deeply unsavoury overload of reality. In it, actual minimum wage workers did actual minimum wage jobs and were eliminated from the process, one by one. The prize, for the last person standing, was £15,000. And for the rest? Back to the job centre and the food bank, presumably. The show was given a touch of window dressing here and there. Occasionally, Rani took a few moments to talk to an economist or a trade union representative (sample question: ‘Aren’t some jobs so basic that actually, they don’t deserve to have higher pay?’).

         But these fig leaves didn’t do much to disguise the unedifying nature of the whole. What we were actually learning from this ‘experiment’ was that people could earn as little as £24 for nearly 36four hours of sorting through excrement-strewn rubbish, picking broccoli or cleaning, against the clock, hotel rooms recently vacated by stag parties – and still get the sack at the end of it. Of course, this wasn’t news to hundreds of thousands of potential viewers: according to the Office of National Statistics, almost one million people reported that they were on zero-hours contracts in the period from October to December 2016. What may have come as more of a shock to them was learning that their travails – and by implied extension, the travails of anyone just about getting by in this punishing environment – could be corralled into a reality TV format and repurposed as infotainment.

         Maybe we should have seen Britain’s Hardest Workers coming. As we’ve already observed, TV viewers had long since become accustomed to television that reduced psychological dysfunction to the level of spectacle. In the spirit of capitalist realism, it should have come as no surprise that it was now doing the same to dysfunction of an economic, political and social variety. Since the financial crisis of 2008 replaced credit-driven consumerist frivolity with cold hard dread, echoes of the reality genre had been creeping into the realm of politics. And politics had begun to respond.

         In 2011, Mary Portas – whose 2007 BBC Two series Mary Queen of Shops had been shown rationalising various struggling retail outlets with a no-nonsense blend of expertise and tough love – was commissioned by Britain’s then-prime minister David Cameron to lead a review into the future of Britain’s high streets. Rather more troubling was the case of welfare-to-work company A4e. The company reached out into the world of reality TV in 2010 via Channel 4’s The Fairy Jobmother, in which its domineering employee Hayley Taylor encouraged and cajoled unemployed people back to 37work. A4e’s chairman Emma Harrison had been appointed families advisor by Cameron that same year. The company – it’s now been rebranded as PeoplePlus – faced fraud allegations, lost customer data and became the subject of an efficiency investigation into various public contracts they’d been awarded.6 Eventually, MP and chair of the Commons public accounts committee Margaret Hodge damned A4e’s ‘abysmal’ returns on the public money it hoovered up.7 Despite her patchy record, Harrison walked away with a dividend of £1.375 million.8

         So, in truth, reality had been beginning to bite for some time. Via the dubious voyeurism of the emergent Big Brother industry, the rapacious ruthlessness of The Apprentice and the curtain-twitching moralising of shows like The Fairy Jobmother, the quotidian aberrance of Britain’s Hardest Workers was a destination we appeared to have been speeding towards for a while. But when we finally arrived it still came as something of a shock.

         
             

         

         Small-screen fiction faced challenges as a result of reality TV’s increasing commissioning heft and stylistic influence. One creative solution was to incorporate its tropes into various forms of metadrama. Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant’s sitcom Extras was patchy but periodically inspired; its 2007 climax played out as a critique of needy Z-list celebrity culture, centred around lead character Andy Millman’s appearance on Celebrity Big Brother. Extras was, of course, the follow-up to the pair’s wildly successful comedy The Office, which told its hilarious and eventually poignant story via the medium of a spoof fly-on-the-wall documentary.

         The Office was arguably as close as the era came to a classic workplace – and maybe even working-class – sitcom. It reflected the reality 38that the nature of the working class had changed – David Brent and friends were white-collar wage slaves, and their working lives were all the more frustrating for their lack of grit and substance. Tellingly, the show barely bothered with the minutiae of their working activity at all. Instead, what mattered was the spoof documentary element, rendering the show deeply human while parodying the now familiar tropes of the curated and mediated self. Brent only became sympathetic and redeemable once he dropped his guard, stopped trying to speak to his imagined wider public audience, and faced directly what was in front of him. One of the reasons The Office’s climactic 2003 Christmas special struck such a chord was because it featured a man rediscovering himself by unlearning the lessons imposed by aspirationalism and media saturation.

         TV audiences had been soaking up these lessons for years. The vérité documentary style had deeper roots than the various reality experiments which had begun to proliferate as far back as the 1970s. But thanks to the burgeoning appetite – partly fuelled by the likes of Big Brother – for ‘normal people’ on TV, it had truly hit its stride since the turn of the century. It was as successful as it was ripe for fictional exploitation. In 2005, with a timely combination of genre parody and political comedy, another show began to do exactly that.

         Created by Armando Iannucci, The Thick of It was a scabrous, pseudo-fly-on-the-wall imagining of a contemporary British politics that seemed to exist in a space only marginally beyond reality. When The Thick of It premiered, the centrist Labour government of Tony Blair was in power but becoming increasingly unpopular, limping towards obsolescence. It was tainted by the catastrophic invasion and subsequent occupation of Iraq from 2003 onwards. And, more importantly from the perspective of the show, it was 39perceived as having surrendered to spin; sacrificing any notion of ideological credibility on the altar of image-maintenance and crisis management. However, 2005 was also the year that David Cameron, who according to former Tory cabinet minister Kenneth Clarke privately referred to Blair as ‘the master’, became leader of the Conservative Party, and began to modernise it along similarly post-ideological and managerial lines.9 This was fertile ground for satire, and it seemed telling that Iannucci’s chosen format was the deceptive chaos of the reality documentary. The style allowed for the blurring of boundaries, for a sense of dislocation and organised confusion to overwhelm clarity, creating its own internal logic.

         There’s a freeform, hyperreal quality to The Thick of It. The show is a disorientating whirl of movable principles, bad faith and even worse language. The format allows viewers the sense of eavesdropping, of gaining access to a secret world. In fact, the naturalistic acting often feels a good deal less performative than the kind of thing you might witness in an average episode of Big Brother. The perpetually jerky and restless filming style lends an almost seasick aspect to the experience; there’s an entirely appropriate sense of the ground constantly shifting under the feet of viewers and characters alike. Which, of course, it is. No one here is to be trusted beyond the next reshuffle or major policy announcement. There’s no situation that can’t be gamed for maximum political advantage; no alliance that represents anything more than convenience.

         The ecosystem of the show is a closed loop – it depicts politicians as the inhabitants of an airless, self-sustaining yet self-cannibalising environment; effectively a Big Brother house of politics. They’re entirely detached from the people they’ve been elected to serve, so encounters with the public are inevitably excruciating. At one stage 40Roger Allam’s Conservative dinosaur Peter Mannion is chided by an aide who suggests that he ‘can’t say the public are horrible’. ‘Yes I can,’ Mannion replies. ‘I’ve met them.’ From the cleaners in government buildings to distressed mothers upset about failures in care provision, every encounter between the show’s governors and governed reveals the former’s ineptitude and crassness.

         At the heart of the grotesque parade of chancers, dimwits and career bullshitters that comprise the show’s cast – and by some distance, the most powerful figure viewers come to know intimately – is Peter Capaldi’s Malcolm Tucker. Said to be based loosely on Tony Blair’s fearsome press secretary, spokesman and all-round consigliere Alastair Campbell, Tucker – described within the show by The Spectator as ‘Iago with a BlackBerry’ – is political spin made craggy, cynical flesh. His performance is distinguished by some of the most gleefully inventive invective ever committed to film. And yet there’s a poignancy to Tucker; certainly a sense of the mask eating the face but also the implication that, regardless of the damage it might be doing us, his aggression, duplicity and obsession with optics is the only way that politics can now work in a media-saturated age. It’s tempting to wonder whether, for all its undoubted brilliance, The Thick of It might have done serious harm to the British public’s perception of modern politics. Probably not: disenchantment with politicians is surely as old as politics itself. But in terms of both effect and intent, the murderous environment of the show is a world away from the bumbling gentility of previous prime-time political comedies like Yes, Minister.

         In the penultimate episode, while giving evidence at the climactic enquiry into the death of a public sector worker bullied to the point of suicide by the state, Tucker is allowed something close 41to a soliloquy. On a narrative level, his words are a contemptible exercise in self-justification. But they also serve as a moment of authorial editorialising; an overview of the cultural climate which both created him and allowed him to thrive. Touching on social media, reality television and the jarring excesses of celebrity culture, Tucker communicates his pugnacious yet gloomy insights. ‘The whole planet’s leaking,’ he claims. ‘Everyone’s spewing up their guts onto the internet. We’ve come to a point where there are millions of people who are quite happy to trade a kidney in order to go on television … How dare you blame me for this! Which is the result of a political class which has given up on morality and simply pursues popularity at all costs.’

         Much like reality TV, politics, when all is said and done, is a public popularity contest. The word ‘popularity’ is, of course, massively flexible in this context. In political terms, it can mean anything from personal charisma to a capacity for stirring oratory to (just very occasionally) a programme of persuasive policy. But ultimately, political success is about convincing enough of the electorate that you have the right stuff. The popularity contests played out in The Thick of It feel like a glance at the inner workings of the Golden Rule of Jade Goody. A party or politician attempts to appeal to a faceless wider public, paying no heed to the havoc they might wreak upon their immediate surroundings. The public, in this context, are simultaneously all-powerful and hopelessly unaware of the real nature of their choices. As ideological differences between the two main British parties dwindled and capitalist realism solidified, a sort of vacuous elasticity became the strategic political norm. Politics now was all about presentation and crisis management. 42

         And yet somehow, there’s a certain distance about Malcolm Tucker now; a sense that he and his ilk are disappearing in our collective rearview mirror. The perceived inauthenticity he – and by implication, the real-life likes of Alastair Campbell – were seen to epitomise has been replaced by something arguably even more pernicious. Nudging aside the hyper-managerialism and triangulation of the Blair/Cameron era, a cross-generational cluster of politicians has risen to prominence trading on an ersatz version of the opposite. Authenticity has returned – but in the bitterest of ironies, it’s now a brand in itself, and comes surrounded by quotation marks. It’s a reaction all right – but not one that seems likely to herald a bright new future.
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