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Foreword


I went to work for the New Statesman in 1968, just over 50 years ago, to be deputy literary editor. I felt myself very lucky to be offered the job by the poet Anthony Thwaite and accepted by the editor, Paul Johnson. The NS was to me a great institution, read by just about everyone I knew, family and friends.


It was a three-day-a-week job, perfect for me as I had three daughters of school age – and I liked nothing better than reading. The sight of the big tables covered in parcels of new books, up on the second floor where the back half of the paper was produced, filled me with happiness. The offices were then in a tall, narrow building on Great Turnstile, an alley between Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Holborn – to this day I cannot walk along it without a nostalgic pang. Up the steep stairs we had one big room where the critics came to deliver their copy, and a very small room for the literary editor – which I occupied later. Journalism was a gregarious activity in those days, with a lot of talking face to face, in the office – contributors came in to look through the books – in the pub, and over cheap convivial lunches in Red Lion Street and thereabouts.


Richard Crossman succeeded Paul Johnson as editor in 1970 – I was pregnant and he offered me generous maternity leave, during which the poet James Fenton took over my job. Crossman asked me to keep writing for the paper, and a piece I wrote on Mary Wollstonecraft led to my first book. I returned to the NS as literary editor in 1974, when Tony Howard was editor. It was a very lively place by then. Francis Hope was the most brilliant of colleagues, as skilful at setting the weekly competition as composing a political essay – tragically he died in a plane crash that year. Christopher Hitchens was working for the front half by then and I brought in Martin Amis and later Julian Barnes.


Picking up the telephone to commission a review from an admired writer, or someone you see as likely to become one, is a very enjoyable way of life: Jonathan Raban, Hilary Spurling, Victoria Glendinning, Marina Warner, Paul Theroux were some who wrote for us. And I was very happy to be able to choose the books I wanted to review myself. In fact working for the NS gave me a further education for which I have always been grateful. I don’t doubt that it will continue to educate its readers and its staff, and to entertain us all for another century: this amazing anthology shows how consistently it has upheld its high standards.


Claire Tomalin






Introduction


The New Statesman was founded in a spirit of optimism as a weekly review of politics and literature on 12 April 1913. Beatrice and Sidney Webb and their friends among the Fabians – George Bernard Shaw contributed a fifth of the £5,000 start-up costs – wanted their own ‘newspaper’ to propagate their ideas and promote what they hoped would be a scientific-socialist transformation of society: the lead editorial in the first issue described the ‘world movement towards collectivism’. But Beatrice did not expect the New Statesman to endure. ‘If I were forced to wager, I should not back our success,’ she confided in a diary entry.


Through their efforts – they co-founded the London School of Economics and the young William Beveridge worked for them as a researcher – the Webbs helped lay the foundations of what would become the postwar welfare state. Yet they were a curious couple with eccentric opinions, even for their time. Resolute statists rather than liberals, they were not much interested in individual freedom. They thought the man in Whitehall knew what was best for the working class. They were imperialists and Beatrice, in particular, was a snob. They had an alarming interest in eugenics. And they were fellow-travellers of the Soviet Union, publishing a much-derided book, Soviet Communism: a New Civilisation? in 1935. A later, revised edition dropped the qualifying question mark, as one would.


Quite early on, the New Statesman, edited in its early years by Clifford Sharp, a Fabian who became an ally of the Asquithian Liberals but who was also a drunk and a spy, began to slip free from the Webbs’ influence. In 1931, now under the editorship of Kingsley Martin, a former Guardian leader writer, it merged with the Nation, the weekly voice of Bloomsbury liberalism. John Maynard Keynes, as chairman of the Nation, joined the board of the renamed New Statesman and Nation. So these were the early influences that defined and shaped the New Statesman: the Fabians, Keynes, Whig radicalism and the Bloomsbury bohemians.


Under Martin’s editorship (1931–60) the circulation grew rapidly, especially during the Second World War and in spite of paper rationing and a reduction in pagination, and the New Statesman achieved greatness. Its literary pages were perhaps the finest in the land and the magazine, as Melvyn Bragg has written of discovering it in the library of Wigton Grammar School, offered for many aspiring readers a ‘window on the great world’. The circulation only began to decline in the Seventies and Eighties, when the weekend newspapers launched their own magazines and cultural reviews. The revival of the New Statesman has coincided with the rise of the internet and the decline of newspapers.


On 23 November 1957 the philosopher and pacifist Bertrand Russell published an open letter in the paper to two ‘Most Potent Sirs’, the US president, Dwight Eisenhower, and the first secretary of the Soviet Communist Party, Nikita Khrushchev. In it he wrote passionately about the dangers nuclear weapons posed to the world. Unilateral nuclear disarmament – eventually adopted as official policy by the Labour Party in 1982, and still favoured by the Scottish National Party and the Corbynites – was one of the radical causes Martin championed. The paper became the pulpit from which this passionately committed son of a Nonconformist minister and his colleagues addressed the world.


Russell’s open letter had a powerful effect. Shortly before Christmas 1957, a letter from the Soviet embassy arrived at the New Statesman’s offices in Great Turnstile Street, London. Because it was written in Russian it was discarded in a wastepaper basket, from where it would be retrieved by either Norman MacKenzie or Paul Johnson, then staff editors (I spoke to both men about the letter and each claimed to have retrieved it). Whoever did so, it was a smart decision; the letter was from Khrushchev, and enclosed with it was his unsolicited reply to Russell, which was published. Early in 1958, the US secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, writing on behalf of Eisenhower, responded to both Khrushchev and Russell.


That Cold War nuclear diplomacy was being played out in the pages of the New Statesman was testament to its extraordinary influence in the immediate postwar years, when it succeeded in expressing the hopes and aspirations of a generation of progressives who believed that history had purpose and a direction. But it was not only of interest to progressives: the Statesman was essential reading for anyone interested in politics and culture, irrespective of their ideological allegiances.


The New Statesman was, as I have noted, conceived as a weekly ‘review of politics and literature’. Note those two words, ‘politics’ and ‘literature’. H. G. Wells and Shaw were among the famous authors who wrote about world affairs (we have included in the book Wells’s astonishing and, indeed, deferential 1934 interview with Stalin in Moscow). In the early 1920s, the novelist Arnold Bennett served as chairman and became one of the New Statesman’s chief benefactors. From the beginning, it published poetry and fiction, though in later decades it became more narrowly political, and its literary pages were truncated. When I became editor, in the autumn of 2008, I increased the number of pages dedicated to literary reviews, essays and long reads, and reintroduced poetry as well as (more occasionally) fiction.


In 1956, in his celebrated essay on the ‘Two Cultures’, which was first published in the magazine, C. P. Snow articulated the division between science and the humanities. Yet in the New Statesman itself there was for too long a decisive separation between the politics and the literature. The New Statesman was affectionately caricatured as a ‘pantomime horse’, with the ‘political’ front and ‘cultural’ back halves characterised by different sensibilities. It was as if the demands of politics and literature were in some way antagonistic: that to concentrate too much on the political would be to neglect the literary and to be too literary would be to misunderstand or to be insufficiently serious about politics. I have ignored these artificial divisions, returning the magazine to its founding mission.


The New Statesman has been at its best and boldest when it aspired to be much more than a journal of Westminster politics: when it has campaigned and agitated (CND, Charter 88, against appeasement of Hitler, for decolonisation and gender, racial and sexual equality), and when it has been as interested in good literary style as in exposing injustice. Above all, even in the leanest years, when it came close to bankruptcy on several occasions, the New Statesman knew what it was against: subordination, privation, unaccountable power, the mystique of hierarchy, social and economic inequalities, racial and sexual discrimination. And it has never ceased publishing some of the finest writers of the age: Keynes, Orwell, Virginia Woolf, J. B. Priestley, V. S. Pritchett, Philip Larkin, John Berger, Christopher Hitchens, Ian McEwan, Clive James, John Gray, Ali Smith . . .


Today, the New Statesman is once more in robust health: the print circulation is growing steadily and we have several million unique visitors to our website every month. The number of staff is at its highest ever level. We publish a weekly print magazine, plus newsletters and podcasts, and we have a vibrant and ever-growing website. And the division between the front and back halves has been abolished. We are beholden to no party, and our politics are sceptical and increasingly unpredictable.


This book, Statesmanship, showcases the richness and breadth of our archive (which is not yet fully digitised, so no doubt I have missed many great pieces). It has been organised into sections: ‘A Radical Century’, ‘Lives and Letters’, ‘The Critical Condition’ and ‘The Rest of Life’, with a selection of poetry, and four stand-out stories from the past decade. I wrote or spoke to previous New Statesman editors to ask for their recommendations. Some of the articles have been edited or slightly truncated. Others, such as the letter that led to the creation of Mass Observation, have been included because they are of consequential importance. Some have been chosen because of their prescience or the insights they offer into world-historic figures: Hitler, Stalin, Trotsky . . . And others have been chosen because of their intrinsic literary value, such as Virginia Woolf’s short piece on Lewis Carroll, in which she explores the mystery and ruthlessness of childhood; the unsigned profile from the 1950s of Jean-Paul Sartre; or V. S. Pritchett’s reflection on the death of Orwell. Several pieces were selected simply because they made us laugh – including the actor Hugh Grant’s undercover investigation into phone-hacking, Paul Johnson’s attack – from the early 1960s – on the cult of the Beatles, and Martin Amis’s dismissal of the young David Bowie (‘unlikely to last long as a cult’). It’s an eclectic selection and, I hope, an enriching one.


In the wonderful long final paragraph of Homage to Catalonia (1938), George Orwell describes returning to England from the Spanish Civil War, in which he fought for the POUM militia, was shot in the throat and almost died. Orwell had a troubled relationship with the New Statesman because of Kingsley Martin’s refusal to publish his dispatches from Spain during the Civil War. Orwell loathed ‘orthodoxy sniffers’, of left and right, and totalitarians, and he believed that Martin allowed his personal politics to affect the independence of his editorial judgement.


But back in England, after the torment of his experiences in Catalonia, Orwell discovered the old country was at once reassuringly becalmed and yet alarmingly complacent:


And then England – southern England, probably the sleekest landscape in the world. It is difficult when you pass that way, especially when you are peacefully recovering from sea-sickness with the plush cushions of a boat-train carriage under your bum, to believe that anything is really happening anywhere. Earthquakes in Japan, famines in China, revolutions in Mexico? Don’t worry, the milk will be on the doorstep tomorrow morning, the New Statesman will come out on Friday . . .


Here we are now – and the New Statesman is still coming out on a Friday, though in the age of social media the world has changed in ways that even the Webbs, Keynes, Shaw, Orwell and the rest could never have imagined. We consider it our duty to explain and understand this world, without prejudice, with an open mind, and if not in the Webbs’ spirit of optimism then in the spirit of sceptical inquiry.


London, July 2019






A Radical Century






1 NOVEMBER 1913


Women’s Hidden Discontent


Christabel Pankhurst


Militancy is, as it were, the flowering of the woman’s movement for equality. Women’s long-existing, hidden discontent with their condition of inferiority, and the patient and law-abiding Woman Suffrage campaign of the last century, were the preparation for militancy.


The non-militant suffrage agitation was of the nineteenth century; the militant agitation is of the twentieth. The anti-militant Suffragism of the present day is, in the opinion of the militant women, an anachronism. Militancy is a political weapon used by women as the only discoverable substitute for the vote. But it is more than that. It is a means of breaking up the false relation of inferior to superior that has existed between men and women, and it is a means of correcting the great faults that have been produced in either sex by the subjection of women.


Subjection had made women unnaturally diffident and unnaturally submissive. Their dominion over women has made men overbearing and vainglorious. Militancy is a sign and an expression of the fact that women have shaken off their diffidence and their servility. Women’s militancy is an education to men, because it shows them women not any longer appealing to them – ‘coaxing them’, as Mr Lloyd George has put it – but, instead, denying their title to withhold the vote.


Anti-militancy involved an admission that men ought to be obeyed and their laws obeyed by women in spite of the disfranchisement of women. Anti-militancy is therefore perilously near to anti-Suffragism. It is, in fact, indistinguishable from the policy of patient Griselda. For Suffragists to be law-abiding at any and every cost is an evil, because this flatters the self-importance of men and disinclines them to concede a demand so meekly made of them. Militancy has not only educated men by proving that there is a limit to women’s endurance, but it has roused the best in them. Never since the days of John Stuart Mill, who, with other men of a most exceptional quality, made the Woman Suffrage cause his own, have men so greatly served this cause as during the days of militancy. The spectacle of women fighting for liberty and literally facing death for its sake has more power to rouse men’s sense of justice than have any words, however wise and eloquent.


There has been much vague denunciation of militancy, but not a single valid argument has been brought against its use. As a political method it holds the field to the exclusion of every other, save that of voting. It is idle to point to other countries in which women have won the vote by peaceful means. These other countries are not Britain. Politics and political activity do not in any other country hold the same high place in the interest of men as they hold in Britain. Ours is an old country. Prejudice and conservatism in the ugliest sense of the term are entrenched here as they are entrenched nowhere else, unless it be in Turkey. The British man’s attitude towards women – above all the British politician’s attitude towards women – is a matter of contempt and derision in our Colonies, in America, and in all those enlightened countries where women have the vote. Comparisons between Suffrage conditions in Britain and Suffrage conditions elsewhere are in the highest degree misleading. Besides, it is impossible to ignore the fact that it is since the beginning of British militancy, which has called to attention the whole civilised world, that the greater number of Suffrage victories have occurred. Nothing can be more unprofitable than for a British Suffragist to be daydreaming about the victories won by peaceful methods in countries more enlightened than her own. There is for her no wisdom save in reflection upon the past political history of her own country, in observation of the conditions now existing there, and in the invention of a policy based upon historical knowledge and upon a knowledge of the temperament of her countrymen and the political conditions of her own land. For the British Suffragist militancy is the only way. Militancy will succeed where all other policies will fail.


The virtue of militancy proceeds from the fact that government rests upon the consent of the governed. When the unenfranchised become ungovernable, then is enfranchisement given to them. The only reason why militancy has not long ago resulted in the conquest of votes for women is that not enough women have been militant. The number of militants required to create a situation from which the Government will be driven to escape by granting votes for women is a matter which experiment alone can determine. To those who still doubt the necessity of militancy, the final answer is this. Consider the men who now are at the head of the political parties, consider the men not yet advanced to leadership who are likely to succeed them, and then say whether you believe that the Asquiths, the Lloyd Georges, or the F. E. Smiths, of the present or of the future, are likely to be moved to give votes to women by reasoned and patient appeal – by anything save sheer compulsion!


The case for militancy as a political method is unassailable. Attacks upon militancy have, however, been made chiefly on the score of morality. Militancy, we are told, is wrong, and lawlessness and violence are wrong. The breach of a law, as John Hampden and others have taught by word and by example, is right or wrong according to the nature of the law and the authority possessed by the lawgiver. Bad laws made without due authority ought not to be obeyed, but ought to be resisted by every honest man and woman. It is such laws that militant Suffragists have broken. By marching to Parliament Square they have broken laws which seek to prevent them as voteless citizens from using the only means available to them of claiming the redress of their grievances. But apart from that, all the laws on the Statute book are, as they affect women, bad for want of lawful authority in those who have made them. Women’s claim to the vote implies a denial of the validity of any law to which their consent has not been obtained.


Violence is wrong, say the anti-militants. Nothing could be more untrue. Violence has no moral complexion whatsoever. In itself it is neither right nor wrong. Its rightness or wrongness depends entirely upon the circumstances under which it is used. If violence is wrong in itself, then it is wrong to break a breakfast egg, it is wrong to hammer in a nail, it is wrong to pierce a tunnel through the rock, it is wrong to break into a burning house to save the life of a child. Yet, as we know, all these actions are entirely moral. This is because, though violent, they, like militancy, are justified by the motive of those who do them and the object with which they are done. If there are any who still condemn militancy, then they must condemn Nature herself, the Arch-Militant, who to achieve her purposes works so much violence.


The strange fact is that many fervent anti-militants are themselves in favour of militancy – when it is the militancy of men. Some of the foremost amongst them vigorously upheld the South African war, with all its accompaniments of farm-burning and concentration camps. Their souls were thrilled to sympathetic approval when men were militant in Turkey at the time of the revolution, when men were militant during the Chinese revolution, and when men were militant in the Balkan States. Approval of all this militancy was publicly expressed by the leaders of anti-militant Suffragism. Even women they will allow to be militant provided they are not militant in the cause of votes for women. Thus in the official organ of the law-abiding movement we read these words:


The world is governed by ideas, and force is helpless against them. Not the arms of France, but the faith of Joan of Arc turned the tide of fortune against the English in the Hundred Years’ war. Not the arms of William of Orange, but his spirit and the spirit of his people, their patriotism, their religion, wore down the innumerable hosts of Spain.


These words represent precisely the view held by the militants, though they come strangely from the pen of women who condemn militancy. It is the conviction of the militants that their lesser force will overcome the greater force directed against them by the Government. This will happen because of the faith that is in the militants, and because of the spirit of which militancy is the expression. But that does not mean that Suffragists can win without the use of force. If Joan of Arc had relied upon faith without force it is not unlikely that the English would have been in possession of France at the present day. If William of Orange had trusted to spirit, patriotism and religion and nothing more to win his battles, his military successes would have been inconspicuous indeed! The truth is that violence in such cases is itself the expression of the faith, spirit, patriotism and religion of those who employ it. It is then that we have militancy. Violence that is not inspired by spirit and illuminated by faith is not militancy, it is brutality. It is the Suffragettes who are militant, while the Government seek to overcome them by brutality.


People have said as an argument against militancy that it ‘rouses the beast in men’ – the beast that, as they say, civilisation has put to sleep. If there are men possessed by a familiar spirit so unpleasant as to deserve this name, it is time that that spirit were driven out of them. Better far that well-fed, self-reliant, happy women should undertake the task of luring forth the beast and slaying it than that its victims should be, as now they are, white slaves and other unhappy, exploited women. It would seem that the anti-militants take a less favourable view of the nature of the opposite sex than do the Suffragettes. The Suffragettes pay men the compliment of believing that the brutal is not an essential and unchangeable part of them to be drugged into quiescence, but never to be eradicated.


There are people, again, whose objections to militancy seem to be based on the fact that it involves destruction of property. They would appear to forget that human liberty may, after all, be worth some broken windows or a blaze or two. Whatever may happen, militancy done for the sake of votes for women is not likely to be so destructive to the material interests of the country as was the South African war, waged for the sake of votes for men.


In answering objections to militancy, the Suffragettes have regard to the objections raised by the women rather than to those raised by men. To men critics a sufficient reply is this: ‘If you don’t like militancy give us the vote, and that quickly!’ It ill becomes men to prate of mere property and the Suffragettes’ destruction of it, while the nation is being ravaged by venereal disease and innocent women in thousands are being infected by such disease.


The opposition to women’s militancy is founded upon prejudice, and upon nothing else. For the very same acts of militancy that militant women commit would, if they were committed by voteless men, be applauded. The moral law which the Suffragettes have defied is not the moral law accepted for themselves by men. It is slave morality that the militant women have denied and defied – slave morality according to which active resistance to tyranny is the greatest crime that a subject class or a subject sex can commit.






12 JULY 1913


A Note on Irish Nationalism


George Bernard Shaw


One of the best-known early contributors to the New Statesman was the playwright and Fabian activist George Bernard Shaw. His fame helped gain early publicity for Beatrice and Sidney Webb’s new weekly review of politics and literature. He also contributed £1,000 of the £5,000 in donations that funded its launch. Shaw’s style was theatrical and pugnacious and invariably favoured satire and exaggeration over fact. Here he ridicules his countrymen and women, attempting to offend both Irish nationalists and Ulster loyalists.


The world seems just now to have made up its mind that selfconsciousness is a very undesirable thing and Nationalism a very fine thing. This is not a very intelligent conclusion; for, obviously, Nationalism is nothing but a mode of self-consciousness, and a very aggressive one at that. It is, I think, altogether to Ireland’s credit that she is extremely tired of the subject of herself. Even patriotism, which in England is a drunken jollity when it is not a Jewish rhapsody, is in Ireland like the genius of Jeremiah, a burning fire shut up in the bones, a pain, a protest against shame and defeat, a morbid condition which a healthy man must shake off if he is to keep sane. If you want to bore an Irishman, play him an Irish melody, or introduce him to another Irishman.


Abroad, however, it is a distinction to be an Irishman; and accordingly the Irish in England flaunt their nationality. An Englishman who had married an Irishwoman once came and asked me could I give him the name of any Englishman who had ever done anything. He explained that his wife declared that all England’s statesmen, all her warriors, all her musical composers, all her notables of every degree were Irishmen, and that the English could not write their names until the Irish taught them. I suggested Gladstone. ‘She says he was an Irishman,’ was the reply. After this, it was clear that the man’s case was desperate; so I left him to his fate.


From this you may gather that the reaction against the Nationalist variety of selfconsciousness does not mean a reaction against conceit, against ignorance, against insular contempt for foreigners, against bad manners and the other common human weaknesses which sometimes masquerade as patriotism. Ireland produces virulent varieties of all of them; for it is, on the whole, a mistake to suppose that we are a nation of angels. You can always find something better than a good Englishman and something worse than a bad one; but this is not so in Ireland: a bad Irishman is the vilest thing on earth, and a good one is a saint. Thackeray’s Barry Lyndon is a very accurate sketch of the sort of thoroughpaced scoundrel Ireland can produce, not when she is put to it, but quite wantonly, merely for the fun of being mischievous.


In point of conceit, Ireland, especially northern Ireland, can stagger humanity. The Ulster Unionist is not a shrewd calculator who, on a careful estimate of the pressure of public opinion on any Government which should try to coerce Belfast into submission to a Dublin Parliament, concludes that he can safely bluff Home Rule out of Ulster: he really believes that he can fight and conquer the British Empire, or any other empire that is not Ulster and Protestant. If there were nothing else to be considered except the salvation of the Ulsterman’s soul, it would be a positive duty for the British Empire to blow him sky high to convince him that even a Unionist God (and he believes in no other, and therefore does not really believe in God at all) has occasionally to look beyond Down and Antrim.


But these military moral lessons cost more than the souls of the regenerated are worth; and it would, I think, be more sensible to make Ulster an autonomous political lunatic asylum with an expensive fleet and a heavily fortified frontier to hold against the Pope, than to thwart its inclinations in any way. The alternative, if England would stand it, would be to make Ulster a province of England, and have the Education Acts and the Factory Acts applied in the English manner; but I doubt if Ulster would tamely submit to be identified with a country where men touch their hats to a Roman Catholic Duke of Norfolk, and meet him at dinner as if he were their equal.


What will finally settle the Ulster question is just the old-fashioned romantic Nationalism of which the South is so deadly tired. It is clear, as the world is now constituted, that prudent young men should aim at being as unlike Orangemen and as like human beings as possible, even as in the South the young men are discovering that in point of insufferableness there is not a halfpenny to choose between a Nationalist and an Orangeman. Thus, though the Protestant boys will still carry the drum, they will carry it under the green flag, and realise that the harp, the hound, and the round tower are more satisfactory to the imagination than that stupidest of decorative designs, the Union Jack. And the change can be effected without treachery to England; for, if my personal recollection does not deceive me, the Gaelic League began in Bedford Park, London, after a prolonged incubation in Somerset House.


It is not very long since I stood on the coast of Donegal and asked two boys how many languages they had. They had three. One was English, which they spoke much better than it is ever spoken in England. The second was Irish, which they spoke with their parents. The third was the language invented by the Gaelic League, which I cannot speak (being an Irishman), but which I understand to be in its qualities comparable to a blend of Esperanto with fifth-century Latin. Why should not Ulster adopt this strange tongue?


The truth is that all the Nationalist inventions that catch on now are not Irish at all. For instance, the admirable comedies of Synge, who, having escaped from Ireland to France, drew mankind in the manner of Molière, and discreetly assured the public that this was merely the human nature of the Blasket Islands, and that, of course, civilised people never admired boastful criminals nor esteemed them according to the atrocities they pretended to commit. The Playboy’s real name was Synge; and the famous libel on Ireland (and who is Ireland that she should not be libeled as other countries are by their great comedians?) was the truth about the world.






PUBLISHED 13 OCTOBER 1934, WRITTEN 1928


A Letter from Germany


D. H. Lawrence


We are going back to Paris tomorrow, so this is the last moment to write a letter from Germany. Only from the fringe of Germany, too.


It is a miserable journey from Paris to Nancy, through that Marne country, where the country still seems to have had the soul blasted out of it, though the dreary fields are ploughed and level, and the pale wire trees stand up. But it is all void and null. And in the villages, the smashed houses in the street rows, like rotten teeth between good teeth. You come to Strasbourg, and the people still talk Alsatian German, as ever, in spite of French shop-signs. The place feels dead. And full of cotton goods, white goods, from Mülhausen, from the factories that once were German. Such cheap white cotton goods, in a glut.


The cathedral front rearing up high and flat and fanciful, a sort of darkness in the dark, with round rose windows and long, long prisons of stone. Queer that men should have ever wanted to put stone upon faithful stone to such a height without having it fall down. The gothic! I was always glad when my card-castle fell but these goths and alemans seemed to have a craze for peaky heights.


The Rhine is still the Rhine, the great divider. You feel it as you cross. The flat, frozen, watery places. Then the cold and curving river. Then the other side, seeming so forsaken. The train stands and steams fiercely. Then it draws through the flat Rhine plain, past frozen pools of flood-water, and frozen fields, in the emptiness of this bit of occupied territory.


Immediately you are over the Rhine, the spirit of place has changed. There is no more attempt at the bluff of geniality. The marshy places are frozen. The fields are vacant. There seems nobody in the world.


It is as if the life had retreated eastwards. As if the Germanic life were slowly ebbing away from contact with western Europe, ebbing to the deserts of the east. And there stand the heavy, ponderous round hills of the Black Forest, black with an inky blackness of Germanic trees, and patched with a whiteness of snow. They are like a series of huge, involved black mounds, obstructing the vision eastwards. You look at them from the Rhine plain, and you know that you stand on an actual border, up against something.


The moment you are in Germany, you know. It feels empty, and, somehow, menacing. So must the Roman soldiers have watched those black, massive round hills: with a certain fear, and with the knowledge that they were at their own limit. A fear of the invisible natives. A fear of the invisible life lurking among the woods. A fear of their own opposite.


So it is with the French: this almost mystic fear. But one should not insult even one’s fears. Germany, this bit of Germany, is very different from what it was two and a half years ago, when I was here. Then it was still open to Europe. Then it still looked to western Europe for a reunion, for a sort of reconciliation. Now that is over. The inevitable, mysterious barrier has fallen again, and the great leaning of the Germanic spirit is once more eastwards towards Russia, towards Tartary. The strange vortex of Tartary has become the positive centre again, the positivity of western Europe is broken. The positivity of our civilisation has broken. The influences that come, come invisibly out of Tartary. So that all Germany reads Men, Beasts and Gods with a kind of fascination. Returning again to the fascination of the destructive East, that produced Attila.


So it is at night. Baden-Baden is a quiet place. No more Turgenevs or Dostoevskys or Grand Dukes or King Edwards coming to drink the waters. All the outward effect of a world-famous watering-place. But empty now, a mere Black Forest village with the wagon-loads of timber going through, to the French.


The Rentenmark, the new gold Mark of Germany, is abominably dear. Prices are high in England, but English money buys less in Baden than it buys in London, by a long chalk. And there is no work – consequently no money. Nobody buys anything, except absolute necessities. The shopkeepers are in despair. And there is less and less work.


Everybody gives up the telephone – can’t afford it. The tramcars don’t run, except about three times a day to the station. Up to the Annaberg, the suburb, the lines are rusty, no trams ever go. The people can’t afford the ten Pfennigs for the fare. Ten Pfennigs is an important sum now: one penny. It is really a hundred Milliards of Marks.


Money becomes insane, and people with it.


At night the place is almost dark, economising light. Economy, economy, economy – that, too, becomes an insanity. Luckily the government keeps bread fairly cheap.


But at night you feel strange things stirring in the darkness, strange feelings stirring out of this still-unconquered Black Forest. You stiffen your backbone and you listen to the night. There is a sense of danger. It is not the people. They don’t seem dangerous. Out of the very air comes a sense of danger, a queer, bristling feeling of uncanny danger.


Something has happened. Something has happened which has not yet eventuated. The old spell of the old world has broken, and the old, bristling, savage spirit has set in. The war did not break the old peace-and-production hope of the world, though it gave it a severe wrench. Yet the old peace-and-production hope still governs, at least the consciousness. Even in Germany it has not quite gone.


But it feels as if, virtually, it were gone. The last two years have done it. The hope in peace-and-production is broken. The old flow, the old adherence is ruptured. And a still older flow has set in. Back, back to the savage polarity of Tartary, and away from the polarity of civilised Christian Europe. This, it seems to me, has already happened. And it is a happening of far more profound import than any actual event. It is the father of the next phase of events.


And the feeling never relaxes. As you travel up the Rhine valley, still the same latent sense of danger, of silence, of suspension. Not that the people are actually planning or plotting or preparing. I don’t believe it for a minute. But something has happened to the human soul, beyond all help. The human soul recoiling now from unison, and making itself strong elsewhere. The ancient spirit of prehistoric Germany coming back, at the end of history.


The same in Heidelberg. Heidelberg full, full, full of people. Students the same, youths with rucksacks the same, boys and maidens in gangs come down from the hills. The same, and not the same. These queer gangs of Young Socialists, youths and girls, with their nonmaterialistic professions, their half-mystic assertions, they strike one as strange. Something primitive, like loose, roving gangs of broken, scattered tribes, so they affect one. And the swarms of people somehow produce an impression of silence, of secrecy, of stealth. It is as if everything and everybody recoiled away from the old unison, as barbarians lurking in a wood recoil out of sight. The old habits remain. But the bulk of the people have no money. And the whole stream of feeling is reversed.


So you stand in the woods about the town and see the Neckar flowing green and swift and slippery out of the gulf of Germany, to the Rhine. And the sun sets slow and scarlet into the haze of the Rhine valley. And the old, pinkish stone of the ruined castle across looks sultry, the marshalry is in shadow below, the peaked roofs of old, tight Heidelberg compressed in its river gateway glimmer and glimmer out. There is a blue haze.


And it all looks as if the years were wheeling swiftly backwards, no more onwards. Like a spring that is broken and whirls swiftly back, so time seems to be whirling with mysterious swiftness to a sort of death. Whirling to the ghost of the old Middle Ages of Germany, then to the Roman days, then to the days of the silent forest and the dangerous, lurking barbarians.


Something about the Germanic races is unalterable. White-skinned, elemental, and dangerous. Our civilisation has come from the fusion of the dark-eyed with the blue. The meeting and mixing and mingling of the two races has been the joy of our ages. And the Celt has been there, alien, but necessary as some chemical reagent to the fusion. So the civilisation of Europe rose up. So these cathedrals and these thoughts.


But now the Celt is the disintegrating agent. And the Latin and southern races are falling out of association with the northern races, the northern Germanic impulse is recoiling towards Tartary, the destructive vortex of Tartary.


It is a fate; nobody now can alter it. It is a fate. The very blood changes. Within the last three years, the very constituency of the blood has changed, in European veins. But particularly in Germanic veins. At the same time, we have brought it about ourselves – by a Ruhr occupation, by an English nullity, and by a German false will. We have done it ourselves. But apparently it was not to be helped.


Quos vult perdere Deus, dementat prius.*


* ‘Those whom God wishes to destroy, he first drives mad.’
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8 AUGUST 1936


‘Primitives’


Paul Robeson


When discriminating racially, popular opinion lays emphasis on the Negro’s colour. Science, however, goes deeper than that and bases its arguments on the workings of the Negro mind.


Man, say certain of the scientists, is divided into two varieties – the variety which thinks in concrete symbols, and the variety which thinks in abstract concepts. The Negro belongs to the former and Western man to the latter.


Now the man who thinks in concrete symbols has no abstract conception of such words as ‘good’, ‘brave’, ‘clever’. They are represented in his mind by symbolic pictures. For instance, ‘good’ in a concrete mind is often represented as a picture of a woman with a child. The drawing of this picture would be the way of conveying an idea of goodness to a person of the same mentality. Such pictures become conventionalised into a kind of written language. Now to the Western mind this may seem a clumsy way of going about things, but it is a method which has given the world some of the most delicate and richest art, and some of the profoundest and most subtle philosophy that man has ever known.


For it is not only the African Negro, and so-called primitive people, who think in concrete symbols – all the great civilisations of the East (with possibly the exception of India) have been built by people with this type of mind. It is a mentality that has given us giants like Confucius, Mencius, and Lao-tze. More than likely it was this kind of thinking that gave us the understanding and wisdom of a person like Jesus Christ. It has, in fact, given us the full flower of all the highest possibilities in man – with the single exception of applied science. That was left to Western man to achieve and on that he bases his assertion of superiority.


Now I am not going to try to belittle the achievements of science. Only a fool would deny that the man who holds the secrets of those holds the key position in the world. I am simply going to ask – having found the key, has Western man – Western bourgeois man (the reason for the distinction is made clear later) – sufficient strength left to turn it in the lock? Or is he going to find that in the search he has so exhausted his vitality that he will have to call in the co-operation of his more virile ‘inferiors’ before he can open the door and enter into his heritage? For the cost of developing the kind of mind by which the discoveries of science were made has been one which now threatens the discoverer’s very life.


The reason for this lies in the fact that Western man seems to have gained more and more power of abstraction at the expense of his creative faculties. There is not much doubt that the artistic achievements of Europe have steadily declined. It is true that this decline is partly obscured by an output of self-conscious, uninspired productions, which have a certain artificial grace; but discriminating people have little difficulty in distinguishing these lifeless imitations from the living pulsing thing.


It may be argued that preference for live art over dead imitation may be simply a question of taste and is of no fundamental importance. Neither would it be if the change was something confined to that small minority usually described as artists, but unfortunately what shows amongst these is only a symptom of a sickness that to some extent is affecting almost every stratum of the Western world. The whole problem of living can never be understood until the world recognises that artists are not a race apart. Every man has some element of the artist in him, and if this is pulled up by the roots he becomes suicidal and dies.


In the East this quality has never been damaged – to that is traceable the virility of most Eastern peoples. In the West it remains healthy and active only amongst those sections of the community which have never fully subscribed to Western values – that is, the exploited sections, plus some rebels from the bourgeoisie. The result is, that as Western civilisation advances, its members find themselves in the paradoxical position of being more and more in control of their environment, yet more and more at the mercy of it. The man who accepts Western values absolutely, finds his creative faculties becoming so warped and stunted that he is almost completely dependent on external satisfactions; and the moment he becomes frustrated in his search for these, he begins to develop neurotic symptoms, to feel that life is not worth living, and, in chronic cases, to take his own life.


This is a severe price to pay even for such achievements as those of Western science. Though European thought, in its blind worship of the intellect, has tried to reduce life to a mechanical formula, it has never quite succeeded. Its entire peasantry, large masses of its proletariat, and even a percentage of its middle class have never been really touched. These sections have thrown up a series of rebels who have felt rather than analysed the danger and cried out loudly against it.


Many of these have probably been obscure people but others have been sufficiently articulate to rise above the shoulders of their fellows and voice their protest in forms that have commanded world-wide attention. Of such persons one can mention Blake and D. H. Lawrence. In fact one could say that all the live art which Europe has produced since the Renaissance has been in spite of, and not because of, the new trends of Western thought.


I do not stand alone in this criticism of the Western intellect. Famous critics support me. Walter Raleigh, when discussing Blake, writes: ‘The gifts with which he is so plentifully dowered for all they are looked at askance as abnormal and portentous, are the common stuff of human nature, without which life would flag and cease. No man destitute of genius could live for a day. Genius is spontaneity – the life of the soul asserting itself triumphantly in the midst of dead things.’


In the face of all this can anyone echo the once-common cry that the way of progress is the way of the intellectual? If we all took this turning should we not be freeing ourselves from our earthy origins by the too-simple expedient of pulling ourselves up by the roots?


But because one does not want to follow Western thought into this dilemma, one none the less recognises the value of its achievements. It is simply that one recoils from the Western intellectual’s idea that, having got himself on to this peak overhanging an abyss, he should want to drag all other people up after him into the same precarious position. That, in a sentence, is my case against Western values. It is not a matter of whether the Negro and other so-called ‘primitive’ people are incapable of becoming pure intellectuals (actually, in America, many have), it is a matter of whether they are going to be unwise enough to be led down this dangerous by-way.


Perhaps the recognised fact that over-intellectualism tends towards impotence and sterility will result in the natural extinction of that flower of the West that has given us our scientific achievements, and to the rise of the more virile, better-balanced European, till now derided and submerged. Some people think that in the European proletariat this new Western man is already coming to birth. We, however, who are not Europeans, may be forgiven for hoping that the new age will be one in which the teeming ‘inferiors’ of the East will be permitted to share.


Naturally one does not claim that the Negro must come to the front more than another. One does, however, realise that in the Negro one has a virile people of many millions. That, when he is given a chance, he is capable of holding his own with the best Western Europe can produce is proved by the quality of his folk music both in Africa and the Americas – also by the works of Pushkin, the Russo-African poet; or by Ira Aldrich – the actor who enslaved artistic Europe in the last century. Even a writer like Dumas, though not in the first rank, is a person who could hardly have been fathered by a member of an inferior race. Today there are in existence more Negroes of the first rank than the world cares to recognise.


In reply, it will of course be argued that these are isolated instances. ‘It may be true,’ people will say, ‘that the African thinks as Confucius thought, or as the Aztecs thought; that his language is constructed in the same way as that language which gave us the wonder of Chinese poetry; that he works along the same lines as the Chinese artist; but where are his philosophers, his poets, his artists?’


Even if this were unanswerable, it would not prove that the African’s golden age might not lie ahead. It is not unanswerable, however. Africa has produced far more than Western people realise. More than one scientist has been struck by the similarity between certain works by long-dead West African artists and exquisite examples of Chinese, Mexican and Javanese art. Leading European sculptors have found inspiration in the work of the West African. It is now recognised that African music has subtleties of rhythm far finer than anything achieved by a Western composer.


Such achievements can hardly be the work of a fundamentally inferior people. When the African realises this and builds on his own traditions, borrowing mainly the Westerner’s technology, he may develop into a people regarding whom the adjective ‘inferior’ would be ludicrous rather than appropriate.






10 APRIL 1937


Trotsky in Mexico


Kingsley Martin


I went to see Trotsky in the house that Diego Rivera and his wife have lent him in an outlying suburb of Mexico City. He is very well guarded and cannot go out, I am told, without a bodyguard of detectives and armed patrols on motorcycles. Four armed guards were standing at the gate.


Once inside, I thought an exile could scarcely hope to find a lovelier refuge. Trotsky was sitting in a long, cool room looking out on to the patio – a gay and beautiful courtyard, the walls bright blue and the bougainvillea a blazing glory in the sunshine. He was working, he told me, on his new book, The Crimes of Stalin.


Pictures of Trotsky are apt to suggest the stage revolutionary in the fuzzy hair and a certain untidy vehemence about the neck. Nothing could be further from the fact. ‘Dapper’ was the word that came into my head when I first saw him. He looked as if he had just come out of a hot bath, just had his hair cut, his beard trimmed and his suit pressed. His hair and beard are grey and his face is a fresh pink. He looked like a Frenchman, not, I decided after a few minutes, a French politician but, in spite of his neatness, a French artist.


As we talked, I retained the impression of Trotsky as an artist, an intuitive and imaginative man, vain and very able, a man of fierce will and unruly temperament. If I had met him without knowing who he was or what he had done and without having read his books, I should have been impressed; but I doubt if I should have recognised his genius.


Trotsky was charming and friendly. Yes, he was pleased to talk to me because he regarded the New Statesman and Nation as one of the few honest and genuinely radical papers. I suppose that he had read a recent article expressing scepticism about the evidence of the Moscow trials.


I told him that I was still puzzled by the confessions. They were difficult to explain on any hypothesis. What possible pressure could be brought on all these experienced revolutionaries that would make them not only confess but stand by their confessions when they had the opportunity of publicly repudiating them in open trial? Trotsky explained that I did not understand the methods of the GPU (the Russian intelligence service). He described how it first got hold of a woman and questioned her until she made a confession that incriminated her husband; how this was used to break down her husband’s resistance and how he in turn was induced to incriminate his friends, all of whom were gradually persuaded by pressure of one sort or another to sign what was required.


The GPU knew, he said, how to attack each of its victims in his weakest spot, this man signing from sheer nervous exhaustion, that one because of a threat to his wife and children, and the other in the hope of pardon and release. The preparation of such a case took years and the trials were the climax of a determination that Stalin had taken in 1927 (when the split in the party occurred) completely to eliminate all those who had sympathised with Trotsky and who might in the future swing opinion against Stalin’s policy. The GPU would not stage a trial until they were sure of all their men.


I still did not understand why none of the prisoners had repudiated his confession in court. I try to think of myself under such circumstances. I can see myself breaking down and confessing to anything under pressure but the trial was free and open and I think I should have withdrawn an extorted confession when I saw the press correspondents hanging on my words. Russians tell me that this is an English view, that confession is a spontaneous impulse of the Slav soul, ‘an old Russian custom’, not a peculiar invention of Dostoevsky and the GPU.


However, I put it to Trotsky. It was strange that not one of them should have gone down fighting and have appealed to the public opinion of the world. Most of them knew they were going to die anyway. Trotsky grew very animated. I was wrong. Even after the example of the first trial, these men did not know they were going to die. There was a world of difference between the certainty of death and just that much hope of reprieve – here Trotsky made an expressive gesture with his fingers to indicate even a millimetre of hope. Moreover, in Russia the foreign correspondents were all ‘paid prostitutes of Moscow’. He seemed to believe that anyone who had a word to say for Stalin or who hesitates to denounce the whole trial as a frameup must be in the pay of Moscow. He made an exception in the case of the Webbs – they were merely poor, credulous dupes.


Afterwards, turning over this conversation in my mind, I did not find that it had cleared away my perplexity about the Moscow trials. When I wrote that I did not know whether or not to believe in the confessions, I meant exactly what I said. It seemed to me the only honest thing to say. Trotsky, like other people, interpreted my scepticism as a vote against Stalin and he had tried to remove any lingering doubts. Yet I came away from our talk rather less inclined to doubt the possibility of Trotsky’s complicity than I had been before, because his judgement appeared to me so unstable and therefore the possibility of his embarking on a crazy plot more credible.


In any case, I shall not let myself become a partisan in this controversy until I have seen what evidence is produced before the inquiry that is now opening in New York and until I have read the facts and arguments that Trotsky is compiling in The Crimes of Stalin. But I fear this open-minded attitude will have no effect on Trotsky except to convince him that I, too, am a prostitute in the pay of Moscow.






30 JANUARY 1937


Anthropology at Home


Tom Harrisson, Humphrey Jennings and Charles Madge


The following letter launched the social research project Mass Observation, aimed at producing an ‘anthropology of ourselves’.


Sir—Man is the last subject of scientific investigation. A century ago Darwin focused the camera of thought on to man as a sort of animal whose behaviour and history would be explained by science. In 1847, Marx formulated a scientific study of economic man. In 1865, Tylor defined the new science of anthropology which was to be applied to the ‘primitive’ and the ‘savage’. In 1893, Freud and Breuer published their first paper on hysteria; they began to drag into daylight the unconscious elements in individual ‘civilised’ man. But neither anthropology nor psychology has yet become more than an instrument in the hands of any individual, which he applies (according to his individuality) to primitives and abnormals.


By 1936 chaos was such that the latent elements were crystallised into a new compound. As so often happens, an idea was being worked out in many separate brains. A letter in the New Statesman and Nation from Geoffrey Pyke, arising out of the Simpson crisis, explicitly mentioned the need for an ‘anthropology of our own people’. A fortnight later a letter called attention to a group centred in London for the purpose of developing a science of Mass Observation, and this group effected contact with other individuals and with a group working in industrial Lancashire, which had so far concentrated on field work rather than formulation of theory. These interests are now united in the first, necessarily tentative, efforts of Mass Observation.


Mass Observation develops out of anthropology, psychology, and the sciences which study man – but it plans to work with a mass of observers. Already we have fifty observers at work on two sample problems. We are further working out a complete plan of campaign, which will be possible when we have not fifty but 5,000 observers. The following are a few examples of problems that will arise:




	Behaviour of people at war memorials.


	Shouts and gestures of motorists.


	The aspidistra cult.


	Anthropology of football pools.


	Bathroom behaviour.


	Beards, armpits, eyebrows.


	Anti-Semitism.


	Distribution, diffusion and significance of the dirty joke.


	Funerals and undertakers.


	Female taboos about eating.


	The private lives of midwives.





In these examples the anthropological angle is obvious, and the description is primarily of physical behaviour. Other inquiries involve mental phenomena which are unconscious or repressed, so that they can only be traced through mass-fantasy and symbolism as developed and exploited, for example, in the daily press. The outbreak of parturition-images in the press last October may have been seasonal, or may have been caused by some public stimulus: continuous watch on the shifting popular images can only be kept by a multitude of watchers. The observers will also provide the points from which can be plotted weather-maps of public feeling in a crisis.


The subject demands the minimum of prejudice, bias and assumption; the maximum of objectivity. It does not presuppose that there are any inexplicable things. Since it aims at collecting data before interpreting them, it must be allowed to doubt and re-examine the completeness of every existing idea about ‘humanity’, while it cannot afford to neglect any of them. Equally, all human types can and must assist in this work. The artist and the scientist are at last joining forces and turning back towards the mass from which they had detached themselves.


It does not set out in quest of truth or facts for their own sake but aims at exposing them in simple terms to all observers, so that their environment may be understood, and thus constantly transformed. Whatever the political methods called upon to effect the transformation, the knowledge of what has to be transformed is indispensable. The foisting on the mass of ideals or ideas developed by men apart from it, irrespective of its capacities, causes mass misery, intellectual despair and an international shambles. We hope shortly to produce a pamphlet outlining a programme of action. We welcome criticism and co-operation.






31 OCTOBER 1953


A Magistrate’s Figures


E. M. Forster


E. M. Forster was 74 when he published this plea for the decriminalisation of homosexuality. Not only did he feel unable to write openly about his sexuality, he was forced to make the case in stark and violent terms. He was right in sensing a shift in public opinion, however. The Wolfenden report followed four years later and became law in 1967. Forster died in 1970.


From time to time one sees a reference in the newspapers to a homosexual case. Two or three cases may be reported in a week, another week may pass without any mention and one is left with the vaguest idea as to how frequent such cases are.


That vagueness has now been dispersed. Last week a Police Court magistrate, a man of wide experience, was dealing with a case of importuning male persons, and he is reported as saying that in his court alone there were over six hundred such cases every year. The figure is so staggering that one suspects a press error, and quotes it subject to correction. But it was evidently large, for the magistrate was greatly concerned, and even expressed the wish that he could send all such offenders to prison. His figure seems to exclude graver charges; they have doubtless come before him, too, and they would further increase the total. And he does not say how many of the charges were brought as a result of a complaint to the police by the person importuned, and how many were the result of police observation. Here, also, figures would be interesting.


If six hundred cases, or a large number of cases, pass through a single police court in a year, what can the figures be for all England? Imagination fails and one is overwhelmed by disgust or by pity. It is terrifying to think of thousands of people – for they must run into thousands – going into the streets for a purpose which they know to be criminal, risking detection and punishment, endangering reputations and incomes and jobs – not to mention the dangers of blackmail. What on earth do they do it for? Some critics will denounce them as infamous. Others will jeer at them for being so daft. Neither criticism goes deep enough. They are impelled by something illogical, by an unusual but existent element in the human make-up. They constitute an extremely small item in society, but an item larger than has been hitherto supposed.


Suggestions for dealing with them, and with the problem generally, are propounded from time to time. Occasionally there is a purity campaign in the press, and a clean-up is eloquently demanded. But where are these people to be cleaned to? Difficulties always arise when we regard human beings as dirt. They can be pushed about from one place to another, but that is all. Prison – that facile solution – is not a remote magical enclave, as it is sometimes supposed. Prison is a place, it is part of society, even when society ignores it, and people who are pushed into it exist just as much as if they had been pushed into the next parish or over the frontier. They can, of course, be pushed right out of the world. That certainly would clean them up, and that has in the past been tried. It is, however, unlikely that the death penalty for homosexuality will be re-established. Civilisation has in this direction become milder. Moreover, holocausts would have to be repeated for each generation periodically.


There is, of course, the remedy of medical treatment, the scope and the methods of which are still controversial. More satisfactory (if it could be achieved) would be an immediate change in the law. If homosexuality between men ceased to be per se criminal – it is not criminal between women – and if homosexual crimes were equated with heterosexual crimes and punished with equal but not with additional severity, much confusion and misery would be averted; there would be less public importuning and less blackmail. But it is unlikely that the law will be changed. Reformers are too optimistic here. In their zeal they do not consider the position of the average MP, through whom the reform must take place. An MP may be sympathetic personally, but he has to face his constituency and justify his vote, and experience has shown how hostile an electorate can be to anything it considers sexually unusual. His enemies will denounce him, his friends will be afraid to defend him, and he may endanger his seat. Change in the law is unlikely until there is a change in public opinion; and this must happen very slowly, for the great majority of people are naturally repelled by the subject and do not want to have to think about it. Even when it does not revolt them it bores them.


Less social stigma under the existing law – that is all that can be hoped for at present, and there are some grounds for hope. Violent and vulgar denunciations do not work as they did, and are apt to recoil on the denouncer. There is more discussion, less emotion, fewer preconceptions. More laymen read modern psychology, which even when it does not satisfy raises salutary doubts. The stigma attaching to the homosexual is becoming more proportioned to the particular facts of each case. Some courts make increasing use of probation.


As a contrast to the magistrate referred to above, one may quote the remarks of a judge, Mr Justice Hallett. Speaking at about the same time as the magistrate, and dealing with an offence far more serious than importuning, the judge is reported as saying: ‘It will be a great joy to me and to other judges when some humane method for dealing with homosexual cases is devised, and when something more can be done than simply locking up the offenders.’ In such indications as these there is certainly ground for hope.






2 NOVEMBER 1957


Britain and the Nuclear Bombs


J. B. Priestley


J. B. Priestley’s ‘Britain and the Nuclear Bombs’ was the essay that led to the creation of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND). Not only did Priestley drop his usually comic style, he articulated the fears of a generation and helped to launch a mass movement. The first CND meeting was chaired by the NS editor, Kingsley Martin, at the end of November 1957.


Two events of this autumn should compel us to reconsider the question of Britain and the nuclear bombs. The first of these events was Mr Aneurin Bevan’s speech at the Labour Party conference, which seemed to many of us to slam a door in our faces. It was not dishonest but it was very much a party conference speech, and its use of terms like ‘unilateral’ and ‘polarisation’ lent it a suggestion of the ‘Foreign Office spokesman’. Delegates asked not to confuse ‘an emotional spasm’ with ‘statesmanship’ might have retorted that the statesmanship of the last ten years has produced little else but emotional spasms. And though it is true, as Mr Bevan argued, that independent action by this country, to ban nuclear bombs, would involve our foreign minister in many difficulties, most of us would rather have a bewildered and overworked Foreign Office than a country about to be turned into a radioactive cemetery. Getting out of the water may be difficult, but it’s better than drowning.


The second event was the successful launching of the Soviet satellite, followed by an immediate outbreak of what may fairly be called satellitis, producing a rise in temperature and delirium. In the poker game, where Britain still sits, nervously fingering a few remaining chips, the stakes have been doubled again. Disarmament talks must now take place in an atmosphere properly belonging to boys’ papers and science fiction, though already charged with far more hysterical competitiveness. If statesmanship is to see us through, it will have to break the familiar and dubious pattern of the last few years. Perhaps what we need now, before it is too late, is not statesmanship but lifemanship.


One ‘ultimate weapon’, the final deterrent, succeeds another. After the bombs, the intercontinental rockets; and after the rockets, according to the First Lord of the Admiralty, the guided-missile submarine, which will ‘carry a guided missile with a nuclear warhead and appear off the coasts of any country in the world with a capability of penetrating to the centre of any continent’. The prospect now is not one of countries without navies but navies without countries. And we have arrived at an insane regress of ultimate weapons that are not ultimate.


But all this is to the good; and we cannot have too much of it, we are told, because no men in their right minds would let loose such powers of destruction. Here is the realistic view. Any criticism of it is presumed to be based on wild idealism. But surely it is the wildest idealism, at the furthest remove from a sober realism, to assume that men will always behave reasonably and in line with their best interests? Yet this is precisely what we are asked to believe, and to stake our all on it.


For that matter, why should it be assumed that the men who create and control such monstrous devices are in their right minds? They live in an unhealthy mental climate, an atmosphere dangerous to sanity. They are responsible to no large body of ordinary sensible men and women, who pay for these weapons without ever having ordered them, who have never been asked anywhere yet if they wanted them. When and where have these preparations for public warfare ever been put to the test of public opinion? The whole proceedings take place in the stifling secrecy of an expensive lunatic asylum. And as one ultimate weapon after another is added to the pile, the mental climate deteriorates, the atmosphere thickens, and the tension is such that soon something may snap.


The more elaborately involved and hair-triggered the machinery of destruction, the more likely it is that this machinery will be set in motion, if only by accident. Three glasses too many of vodka or bourbon-on-the-rocks, and the wrong button may be pushed. Combine this stock-piling of nuclear weapons with a crazy competitiveness, boastful confidence in public and a mounting fear in private, and what was unthinkable a few years ago now only seems unlikely and very soon may seem inevitable. Then western impatience cries ‘Let’s get the damned thing over!’ and eastern fatalism mutters ‘If this has to be, then we must accept it’. And people in general are in a worse position every year, further away from intervention; they have less and less freedom of action; they are deafened and blinded by propaganda and giant headlines; they are robbed of decisions by fear or apathy. It is possible, as some thinkers hold, that our civilisation is bent on self-destruction, hurriedly planning its own doomsday. This may explain the curious and sinister air of somnambulism there is about our major international affairs; the steady drift from bad to worse, the speeches that begin to sound meaningless, the conferences that achieve nothing, all the persons of great consequence who somehow feel like puppets. We have all seen people in whom was sown the final seed of self-destruction. Our individual civilisation, behaving in a similar fashion, may be under the same kind of spell, hell-bent on murdering itself. But it is possible that the spell can be broken. If it can, then it will only be by an immensely decisive gesture, a clear act of will. Instead of endless bargaining for a little of this in exchange for a little of that, while all the time the bargainers are hurried down a road that gets steeper and narrower, somebody will have to say ‘I’m through with all of this’.


In plain words: now that Britain has told the world she has the H-bomb she should announce as early as possible that she has done with it, that she proposes to reject, in all circumstances, nuclear warfare. This is not pacifism. There is no suggestion here of abandoning the immediate defence of the island. Indeed, it might be considerably strengthened, reducing the threat of actual invasion, which is the root fear in people’s minds, a fear often artfully manipulated for purposes far removed from any defence of hearth and home. No, what should be abandoned is the idea of deterrence by the threat of retaliation. There is no real security in it, no faith, hope, nor charity in it.


But let us take a look at our present policy entirely on its own level. There is no standing still, no stalemates, in this idiot game; one ‘ultimate weapon’ succeeds another. To stay in the race at all we risk bankruptcy, the disappearance of the Welfare State, a standard of living that might begin to make Communist propaganda sound more attractive than it does at present. We could in fact be so busy defending ourselves against Communism somewhere else, a long way off, that we would wake up one morning to hear it knocking on the back door. Indeed, this is Moscow’s old heads-I-win-tails-you-lose policy.


Here we might do well to consider western world strategy, first grandiloquently proclaimed by Sir Winston in those speeches he made in America just after the war. The Soviet Union was to be held in leash by nuclear power. We had the bomb and they hadn’t. The race would be on but the West had a flying start. But Russia was not without physicists, and some German scientists and highly trained technicians had disappeared somewhere in eastern Europe. For the immediate defence of West Germany, the atom bomb threat no doubt served its turn. But was this really sound long-term strategy? It created the poisonous atmosphere of our present time. It set the Russians galloping in the nuclear race. It freed them from the immense logistic options that must be solved if large armies are to be moved everywhere, and from some very tricky problems of morale that would soon appear once the Red Army was a long way from home. It encouraged the support of so-called peoples’ and nationalistic and anti-colonial wars, not big enough to be settled by nuclear weapons. In spite of America’s ring of advanced air bases, the race had only to be run a little longer to offer Russia at least an equally good set-up, and, in comparison with Britain alone, clearly an enormously better set-up.


We are like a man in a poker game who never dares cry ‘I’ll see you’. The Soviet Union came through the last war because it had vast spaces and a large population and a ruthless disregard of losses, human and material. It still has them. If there is one country that should never have gambled in this game, it is Britain. Once the table stakes were being raised, the chips piling up, we were out. And though we may have been fooling ourselves, we have not been fooling anyone else.


This answers any gobbling cries about losing our national prestige. We have none in terms of power. We ended the war high in the world’s regard. We could have taken over its moral leadership, spoken and acted for what remained of its conscience; but we chose to act otherwise – with obvious and melancholy consequences both abroad, where in power politics we cut a shabby figure, and at home, where we shrug it all away or go to the theatre to applaud the latest jeers and sneers at Britannia. It has been said we cannot send our ministers naked to the conference table. But the sight of a naked minister might bring to the conference some sense of our human situation. What we do is something much worse: we send them there half-dressed, half-smart, half-tough, half-apologetic, figures inviting contempt. That is why we are so excited and happy when we can send abroad a good-looking young woman in a pretty new dress to represent us, playing the only card we feel can take a trick – the Queen.


It is argued, as it was most vehemently by Mr Bevan at Brighton, that if we walked out of the nuclear arms race then the world would be ‘polarised’ between America and the Soviet Union, without any hope of mediation between the two fixed and bristling camps. ‘Just consider for a moment,’ he cried, ‘all the little nations running, one here and one there, one running to Russia, one to the US, all once more clustering under the castle wall . . .’ But surely this is one of those ‘realistic’ arguments that are not based on reality. The idea of the Third Force was rejected by the very party Mr Bevan was addressing. The world was polarised when, without a single protest from all the guardians of our national pride, parts of East Anglia ceased to be under our control and became an American air base. We cannot at one and the same time be an independent power, bargaining on equal terms, and a minor ally or satellite. If there are little nations that do not run for shelter to the walls of the White House or the Kremlin because they are happy to accept Britain as their nuclear umbrella, we hear very little about them. If it is a question of brute power, this argument is unreal.


It is not entirely stupid, however, because something more than brute power is involved. There is nothing unreal in the idea of a third nation, especially one like ours, old and experienced in world affairs, to which other and smaller nations could look while the two new giants mutter and glare at each other. But it all depends what the nation is doing. If it is still in the nuclear gamble, without being able to control or put an end to the game, then that nation is useless to others. And if it is, then we must ask ourselves what course of action on our part might have some hope of changing the world situation. To continue doing what we are doing will not change it. Even during the few weeks since Mr Bevan made his speech the world is becoming more rigidly and dangerously polarised than ever, just because the Russians have sent a metal football circling the globe. What then can Britain do to de-polarise the world?


The only move left that can mean anything is to go into reverse, decisively rejecting nuclear warfare. This gives the world something quite different from the polarised powers: there is now a country that can make H-bombs but decides against them. Had Britain taken this decision years ago the world would be a safer and saner place than it is today. But it is still not too late. And such a move will have to be ‘unilateral’; doomsday may arrive before the nuclear powers reach any agreement; and it is only a decisive ‘unilateral’ move that can achieve the moral force it needs to be effective.


It will be a hard decision to take because all habit is against it. Many persons of consequence and their entourages of experts would have to think fresh thoughts. They would have to risk losing friends and not influencing people. For example, so far as they involve nuclear warfare, our commitments to NATO, SEATO and the rest, and our obligations to the Commonwealth, would have to be sharply adjusted. Anywhere from Brussels to Brisbane, reproaches would be hurled, backs would be turned. But what else have these countries to suggest, what way out, what hope for man? And if, to save our souls and this planet, we are willing to remain here and take certain risks, why should we falter because we might have complaints from Rhodesia and reproaches from Christchurch, NZ?


American official and service opinion would be dead against us, naturally. The unsinkable (but expendable) aircraft carrier would have gone. Certain Soviet bases allotted to British nuclear attack would have to be included among the targets of the American Strategic Air Service. And so on and so forth. But though service chiefs and their staff go on examining and marketing their maps and planning their logistics, having no alternative but resignation, they are as fantastic and unreal in their way as their political and diplomatic colleagues are in theirs. What is fantastic and unreal is their assumption that they are traditionally occupied with their professional duties, attending in advance to the next war, Number Three in the world series. But what will happen – and one wrong report by a sleepy observer may start it off – will not be anything recognisable as war, an affair of victories and defeats, something that one side can win or that you can all call off when you have had enough. It will be universal catastrophe and apocalypse, the crack of doom into which Communism, western democracy, their way of life and our way of life, may disappear for ever. And it is not hard to believe that this is what some of our contemporaries really desire, that behind the photogenic smiles and cheerful patter nothing exists but the death wish.
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