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For my parents, and for Daisy.
Entirely blameless, the lot of them.





INTRODUCTION


We’re doomed. All doomed. There has never been a worse time to be alive. I mean, sure, we don’t have smallpox any more, and most people can reasonably expect to live past their twenty-fifth birthday and all that. And, yes, there are fewer incidences of folk being trampled outside their own caves by mammoths, and we need no longer live in fear of attacks by 60-foot women, (that’s true). Nonetheless, it’s difficult to avoid the feeling that not only is life more stressful and unhappy than ever before, but the world is on the brink of some terrible catastrophe.


It’s true. Look around you. The world is going to Hell. People may quibble about how exactly we’re going to get there – in a handcart, in a hand basket, trussed up with gaffer tape and gagged with a squash ball in the back of a CIA plane – but Hell is where we’re headed: standards have fallen;1 old values count for nothing;2 our streets seethe with a mass of dispossessed youth who feel no connection with or affinity for SOCIETY or the use of consonants. The state of our national finances is such that currency speculation in cowrie shells is beginning to look attractive. Politics is peopled by pinched-faced career monkeys and Flashman-lite toffs who spend far too much of their time saying, ‘Well, Jeremy . . .’ and not enough reading Running a Modern Western Democracy for Dummies. No one feels safe any more. You can barely walk down the street without being globally warmed to death or exploded by a terrorist with a grievance, a poor grasp of most major gods’ attitude towards wholesale slaughter and a chromosome missing. Our front doors used to be open and now they are shut.3 We don’t trust our neighbours because we don’t know them, and if we did know them, we’d trust them less.


The world, as I say, is going to Hell. The question is, who bought the ticket? Sure, we could spend our time usefully trying to rectify the situation – involving ourselves more actively in politics, creating a sense of community in our neighbourhoods, secretly arming the police, that sort of thing – but these days blame is where it’s at. If adverts for ambulance-chasing shysters on daytime television have taught us anything, it’s that.4 Because so many aspects of the modern world have – if you’ll forgive the technical term – gone to cack, it is often difficult to locate precisely whom or what to blame. There are so many candidates – EUROPE, MULTINATIONALS, FAT PEOPLE, you name it. Everyone blames everyone else. THE RICH blame THE POOR and vice versa. Older generations are sure the young are the cause, while the young look at the older generations’ history and cry foul. Doubtless you will be the same. In fact, the only thing of which you will be absolutely certain in this confusing melee of finger-pointing and mud-slinging is that none of it – absolutely none of it – is your fault.


That is why this book is for you. It is, in essence, the case against everyone else. Proof, as if you needed it, that pretty much all other members of our blighted species are, in some measure at least, to blame for the appalling state in which we find ourselves. After reading this book, you will know that you, and you alone, can look at yourself in the bathroom mirror and say, ‘It wasn’t me.’


Oh, and while you’re there, you might as well squeeze that blackhead.


1 No one has ever made clear what exactly these standards are, or from what point we are measuring the drop in them; however, we can be certain that standards have fallen because everyone seems to agree.


2 Except for casual racism. That never goes out of fashion. That’s a perennial British classic – like brogues and early heart attacks.


3 A fact that has decimated the paperweight industry.


4 And if they’ve taught us anything else, it’s that there are some really, really bad actors out there.





SOCIETY


One of the many questionable things to pass MRS THATCHER’s lips during her inexplicable 408-year tenure as big cheese was her famous assertion that there is no such thing as Society. This is entirely wrong. To be fair to the old sociopath, it’s near enough inevitable you’ll end up with this impression if you live on Downing Street for long enough, as the only people you’ll see out of your window are POLITICIANS and journalists. However, a glance at the census ought to have shaken her out of her error; it reveals almost by the end of page one that there are a number of people in this country from a number of backgrounds fulfilling a number of roles. In other words, there is Society. And this Society is to blame.


Gun crime, obesity, alcoholism, the adoption of hoods by teenagers in place of the more traditional battered top hat with the top bit bent upwards, and the apparently endemic compulsion to name infants Charabanc or Boswellox or whatever other fatuous noun occurs to the parents are but a few of the many things regularly laid at Society’s door. And, to be honest, the fact that it has managed to summon the wherewithal to curate even this disappointing parade of unfortunate cackery is quite something when you consider how often Society is breaking down. You only have to open a newspaper to be convinced of this fact; Society’s interminable breakdown is the second most oft reported in the world, after that of Amy Winehouse. Society is, to borrow one of the great irritating phrases of our times, not fit for purpose.


Now, why?


One of the great problems with Society is that it has been tremendously badly designed. Whoever thought it might be a good idea to have the poorer people as the majority and the richer as some sort of elite minority wants to take a long, hard look at themselves; it’s a thoroughly idiotic state of affairs and has frankly caused nothing but fuss and bother since they brought it in. It’s remarkable that they managed to get it through the planning committee at all. Common sense alone ought to have dictated that by far the greater number of people be rich – thus preventing a good deal of the social problems we face today, albeit at the expense of the crispy pancake industry – and only as many people be poor as are necessary to sustain daytime telly.


Society is also perhaps the ultimate example of the ‘too many cooks’ principle. At first glance, it seems a commendably inclusive organisation, numbering among its personnel absolutely everybody. This is nicely modern, extremely good for its public profile and plays well with the key ABC1 25–45 demographic, but it is apt to make the whole thing a little cumbersome and directionless. It is by no means certain that an IT consultant’s worldview will be the same as that of, say, a milliner, or a steeplejack’s the same as a pole dancer’s, or a lawyer’s the same as an actual proper person’s, or a hippie’s the same as an even more self-righteously judgemental hippie’s. The fallout from this takes two main forms: firstly, a depressing number of highly tedious radio phone-in programmes in which idiots invite idiots to call and explain why they think other idiots are idiots; and secondly, Society appears to have no coherent standpoint on anything at all.


Part of the issue here is a very modern one. Present-day Society has no one from whom to take a steer on what to think; it is no longer clear who is in charge. In the old days, it was easy to tell who was in charge of Society because they were the ones on a horse chasing after you and your screaming, stumbling family and whirling a polo mallet. Later on, as you pressed your hard-earned ha’penny into a goat turd to hide it from marauding thieves and listened to the degraded grunts of the squire exercising his droit de seigneur on your womenfolk in the paddock, you had the comfort of knowing your place and enjoyed the accompanying abdication of responsibility. Nowadays, thanks to decades of misinterpreting egalitarianism as the right to ignore everyone else and the insistence of the political classes on carrying on with all the dignity of a Christmas party in a temping agency, Society is left without any real notion of whom to look to for its opinions. The only thing that remains from those former, more certain times that even approaches a reading from the collective moral compass is ‘Thought for the Day’ on the Today programme, and that is, in truth, little more than a signal to the nation to get in the shower.


Without leadership, Society has naturally turned in on itself and succumbed to internecine squabbling, to the point where it’s difficult to see any sort of useful agreement being reached about anything at all without dropping the whole bally shower on to an island and coming back later to see who’s still alive and holding the conch. The problem with this is that Society is already on an island and has been for some time now with no sign that anyone’s found the conch, let alone kept hold of it. To be fair, though, some of us are a bit busy to go around looking for conches – that word search isn’t going to solve itself.


There is a subsection of Society, however, whose job it is to provide at least the semblance of leadership and they are not doing it. Among other things, we call them POLITICIANS.





POLITICIANS


Here’s an insight for you: life is incredibly complicated. It is, though, isn’t it? It’s all working out how to get the roof rack on and drawing up wedding seating plans that don’t offend anyone and trying to understand ballet. Humans simply aren’t wired for this kind of complexity. In evolutionary terms, it really isn’t all that long since our distant ancestors stood up and walked out of the Great Rift Valley of East Africa in search of somewhere that was a bit less lion-y. It is a matter of mere millennia since the most sophisticated of our species were nomads – which is to say chased animals about for a living.5 The limit of the intellectual challenge that our nomadic forebears faced on a daily basis was how to get the tent back in the bag. However, once we’d had one too many arguments about who’d left the peg hammer on the tundra again, we settled down in cities with a long-term view to inventing Center Parcs so that we wouldn’t have to go camping again.


From the moment that humans began to reside in one place, life became more complicated – the idea of property was developed, technology was invented, and there were the first thumping great set-tos about whose turn it was to take the bin out. Pretty soon we had to start parcelling out roles to make sure that everything got done. Some tended to the fields, some tended to the animals, some tended to the gods, and some tended to what used to be called shit-shovelling but is now usually referred to as the safe redistribution of unwanted faecal matter.6


Unfortunately, the very systems we devised to deal with the complexity of life have themselves become overly complex. Now, as well as the fields, animals, gods and faecal matter, we have to deal with transport, snacks, support hosiery, planning permission for gazebos and any number of other cogs in the machine. There are so many things that need covering in modern life and, as a consequence, so many roles needed to cover them that we’ve had to set up a system that allows us to deal with the complexities of the system that we set up to allow us to deal with complexities in the first place. Are you following this? It doesn’t really matter. The point I’m limping towards is this: human SOCIETY makes the Gordian knot look like one of those puzzles you get in a Marks & Spencer Christmas cracker, and in order to function properly it needs a bunch of people at the top of it to oversee the whole thing. In other words, we need a government. This, and this alone, is the reason that we tolerate Politicians.


Now, there are obviously many reasons to dislike Politicians: the bad suits, the unironic use of ‘Yyuryur’ to indicate agreement, the evident pleasure they take in standing at the dispatch box forging clunking rejoinders from dull old bits of wit that would shame a local radio DJ. That they are not to be trusted is, as our American friends would say, a given. Those who currently sit on the leadership benches have that look in their eye that Arthur Fowler had just before he made off with the Christmas Club money, while the chief of the waxy snits who sit opposite has the perpetual air of a school captain who’s just made an assignation with the French assistant. Smarmy, shifty and clearly the kind of people you’d try to lose in the pub early doors on a stag night (even if it were their own), Politicians are never going to be anyone’s favourite substratum of SOCIETY.


However, where they really fall down is in the denial of the very complexity that makes them necessary in the first place. The standard MO of Politicians – and their greatest sin – is to try to make out that everything is simple. This is what so frustrates Newsnight presenters. The reason Paxman looks as though he’s about to leap out of his tubular metal chair and brain the Shadow Minister for Housing (and to my mind should be commended for his admirable restraint in thus far not doing so) is not, I suspect, due to the irksome lies and evasiveness of their verbal currency so much as their wilful refusal to admit that the age-old, intractable problems they find in their portfolio7 cannot be solved at a stroke. Yes, you can try to staunch falling pass grades in language exams by making it acceptable for pupils to speak English with a French accent in GCSE orals. By all means make the NHS waiting lists shorter by printing them in a smaller font. Certainly, child poverty could be halved by reducing the age of majority to nine. Nevertheless, these are simple PR-led measures that fail to address the causes of the problems they pretend to solve.


Perhaps the classic example of oversimplification is the emphasis on interest rates,8 which are talked about as though their manipulation is the key to the economy. It isn’t. The key to the economy is like God: obscure, unknowable, not easy to draw and decreasing numbers of people believe that such a thing actually exists.9 Politicians of course don’t tell people that, preferring instead to maintain the fantasy that we have some sovereign control over our own national financial position and aren’t – as is really the case – horribly dependent on the capricious workings of an international fiscal system so impossible to get your head round that it would wear out the battery on that little box that makes Stephen Hawking work.


Now, there are two possible motivations for this. Either Politicians are tremendously ingenuous and sincerely believe that matters are as simple as they make out – which would certainly account for their ‘what-does-this-button-do?’ approach to the machinery of government – or they are merely being cynical and assuming that the electorate don’t want to be told that things are complicated because they are unsophisticated boobs who spend what little spare time they have sitting on their sofas and scooping Pot Noodle as close to their mouths as they can manage with their hands.


Whatever the reason, the result is that Politicians end up convincing the public, if only by sheer weight of repetition, that the world is as straightforward as they say and consequently find themselves in a position where it is electorally disastrous to admit that matters are, in fact, a little on the tricky side. Thus we end up in the vicious circle of stupidity that now passes for political debate and action in this country: Politicians continue to promise easy solutions that they can’t possibly make good on; the public gets all narky and starts asking questions about where their easy solutions are in the form of opinion polls; the Politicians distract the public from the failure of their earlier easy solutions by putting forward different easy solutions and we all go round again. It’s like a really rubbish square dance, and since square dances are pretty rubbish in the first place, I think we can all agree that that is one stinging metaphor.


Of course, Politicians are simply the inevitable products of the system that made them – the flawed piece of pie-in-the-sky nonsense sold to a gullible world by the bunch of sheet-wearing olive-guzzlers who coined the term DEMOCRACY.


5 An idea that they seem to have picked up from the lions they were so keen to see the back of, which just goes to show something or other.


6 The way these roles were initially parcelled out was by means of games of Scissors, Paper, Stone. However, since neither scissors nor paper had been developed up to this point, the game became known as Stone. It took a very long time.


7 Along with some sandwiches, an apple and a clean pair of socks put in there each morning by their researcher.


8 See THE BANK OF ENGLAND


9 Although, to trouble the metaphor further, those who do are becoming increasingly fundamentalist about their particular vision of what it is.





DEMOCRACY


There are very few things in this life of which we can be absolutely certain. Death, taxation and, more recently, hosepipe bans are the three most often mentioned. As for moral certainties, there are even fewer in our modern world, now that fornication is considered less as a sin and more as a useful source of cardiovascular workout and that coveting your neighbour’s possessions is pretty much the basis for Channel 4’s midweek evening schedules.10 In fact, only one such certainty remains today: Democracy is morally and philosophically the only right and fair system of government. The counterargument to this idea can be summed up in five well-chosen words: wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong.


Democracy is a disastrous steak tartare of a system – mushy, undercooked and spoken about using words such as ‘elegant’ and ‘sophisticated’ where words such as ‘horrifying’ and ‘basic’ might do better. In this metaphor, leading the electorate into the voting booths and leading a cow into a Kenwood mixer produce roughly analogous results.


There is no doubt that Democracy is a good idea at the headline level. Giving everyone a say in how their country is governed sounds absolutely the thing so long as you don’t make the mistake of examining that word ‘everyone’ too much. The problem with Democracy, you see, is that it is only ever as good as the electorate taking part in it. Great proponents of Democracy, such as older people and George W. Bush, imagine that every country operating such a system is full of grateful, shiny-eyed ordinary folk, skipping to the polling booth with a lump in their throat and their ballot paper in their hand, breathing their freedom deeply. Whereas, as any canvasser who’s ever gone to get out the vote on election day will tell you, it’s actually full of people who are ‘A bit busy watching Taggart at the moment, mate, sorry.’ It turns out that ‘One Man, One Vote’ may have been a bit of an overestimation of the level of interest. ‘Two Men, One Vote’ would have been more than enough to go round, and would quite frankly have saved a lot on printing costs, which could then have been spent on sweets or hummus.


Please don’t get me wrong – of course everybody wants Democracy, and many of those who don’t have it are prepared to do quite brave and desperate things to achieve their goal. That guy in CHINA who stood in front of a bunch of tanks when the man on the pedestrian crossing was red, thus risking a jaywalking ticket, springs immediately to mind. Once we’ve got it, though, our attitude relaxes a little. Democracy, it seems, is like a gym membership – we’re glad we have it, even feel a little smug that we do, but not that many of us can remember the last time we used it properly and really, so long as enough other people are using it to ensure the gym isn’t going to shut down, we’re happy in the knowledge that we’ll probably get round to going just as soon as things calm down a bit at work and we’ve got Christmas out of the way and they stop charging 50p for towels. This isn’t just the case in places where they’ve had Democracy so long that they can’t remember what it’s like being chased around by men with different ideologies and pointy sticks. In the 2004 Russian elections certain parties felt it necessary to entice people into the polling booths with promises of free haircuts, ironically making the country smarter and dumber at the same time.


In many ways, this disinterest is a good thing, because if you did manage to get the gormless sofa-lardies who normally wouldn’t be bothered, to haul their squashy hulks the 300 yards down the road to the polling station at the local primary school, they’d only vote, which would probably be worse. ‘People like blood sausage,’ says the cantankerous weatherman Phil Connor in Groundhog Day. ‘People are morons.’ As misanthropic, unpleasant and self-satisfied as that position may be, it’s not a bad principle. The same people who sit at the restaurant table next to yours and say in a flustered voice as the waiter approaches, ‘D’y’know what, Carol, I can’t work out whether to have the banoffee pie or the death by chocolate. I’m terrible with choice, me – I just panic!’ are the same people who wander behind the little curtain with a voting slip and try to remember how to spell ‘X’. And I’m not sure they’re best placed to be making long-term decisions about our future.


However, for our purposes – apportioning blame for the State of the World – Democracy’s major flaw is this: it allows people to perpetuate the notion that all points of view are equally valid. They are not. A good rule of thumb is this: if you have read around a subject, are largely conversant with current affairs, pause before speaking when asked a question and are not a member of a political party, then your opinion is most likely valid. If, instead of doing any of that, you barely wait for the other person to finish speaking before jumping in with a sentence that begins ‘The thing is, Nicky, at the end of the day . . .’ the chances are, your opinion is not valid. Unfortunately, Democracy is not sophisticated and it is not elegant and it does not demand that people participating in it arm themselves with anything so footling as facts, but it does give those people the sense that what they’re saying is important and must be heard. This accounts for all radio phone-ins, the people who text in to the news, the entire editorial staff of the Daily Mail, that tit who’s never out of your pub, student politics, the BNP, hippies, the Loose Women team and me from about the age of fourteen to the present day.


That said, perhaps we ought to be blaming the authors of the ill-thought-through notions that are bandied about, instead of those doing the bandying, because as often as not that latter group has simply got hold of someone else’s maddeningly trite opinion. The usual conduit for this is their newspaper, which brings us to NEWS (PRINTED).


10 Technically, of course, it’s ‘coveting your neighbour’s ox’, but that doesn’t really fit with the way we live now. Although, if we did still live in a largely ox-based society, you can bet your three-up-two-down-former-miner’s-cottage-with-great-views-of-the-fells-coming-in-at-ten-grand-under-budget-but-without-the-outside-space-that-this-week’s-couple-are-keen-to-find that Channel 4 would by now be on to Series 18 of Rumination, Rumination, Rumination.





NEWS (PRINTED)


Fear, Man’s old enemy, stalks the land like a . . . like a stork. Yes, like a stork. And the baby that stork is bringing is called Anger. And before you know it, Anger will be doing pre-school on the same two mornings a week as Hatred and having sleepovers at Insularity’s house. And then how long will it be till it’s stopping out all night drinking alcopops with Social Breakdown? Eh? We must ask ourselves, where has this terribly destructive Fear come from and is it justified?


Imagine a world in which the press did not exist. No newspapers at all. What do you think the most striking change would be? Obviously, public transport would be less littered and you’d have to take a book11 with you on your journey to work instead of trying to keep yourself occupied with a discarded healthy-eating pull-out from the Daily Express featuring that Scottish bint with no lips and a poo obsession. Also, without those free papers that get walloped in your solar plexus every morning by resentful-looking types in dayglo jackets it would be a lot harder to keep up with how Lily Allen is getting on, which would be a chore. However, the most significant change, I suspect, would be in our attitude towards the world.


Observed without a guide, the world is a wriggling sack of random events and facts, things that you happen to see as you go about your day – a group of overly exuberant but relatively harmless members of THE YOUTH OF TODAY congregating by a lamp-post here, a pleasant if introverted new Lithuanian neighbour there. It takes a newspaper to contextualise them and turn the first into an entire generation who make A Clockwork Orange look like Why Don’t You . . . ? and the second into the biggest threat to British cultural identity since someone nicked the roof off Stonehenge.12
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