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    Introduction




    I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills: from whence cometh my help.




    Psalm 121




    A wet yuh up wid di Maggy.




    Jamaican rap singer Vybz Kartel




    All men are not equal. Some are born stronger than others and it is their duty to help the infirm. They will not do this by hiding like milksops. Leaders do not galvanise a frail citizenry by trembling behind matron and saying, ‘Ooh, I’m no better than anyone else.’ False modesty debilitates a society. Lack of grandeur will benefit only our enemies.




    Inequality exists, full stop. A few people are good at maths, many not; a handful can run for miles, the rest of us develop a stitch after a couple of hundred yards; some have a flair for carpentry, others are no more able to assemble an Ikea table than the Masai warrior, plucked from his mud hut, knows how to play ‘Blankety Blank’. Unfairness – and, with it, a sense of gradation – is inevitable. Children born to a doctor are likely to be healthier than children born to unmarried mothers in drug dens. The silliest response is to try to deny this truth. The second silliest response is to suggest that low grade is somehow more desirable. Only the daftest romantic thinks it must be preferable to be reared in sink-estate Manchester than gravel-drived Hampshire. The rough slum may well craft a more resilient person but would any of us actually choose that over the more comfortable option? You’d have to be mad – wouldn’t you? – to argue that the more fortunate child should renounce its culture and aim to live like a less privileged person. This, however, is what has happened in Britain in the past fifty years. Our rulers have tried to discard the excellent in much the same way the young Tony Benn renounced his viscountcy. The elite has sought to deny its existence. In trying to show (admirable) sympathy for underdogs it has celebrated the crass and the grotty by flattening its accent, coarsening its culture, by jumping down in the gutter with the thick and the violent, the sexually incontinent, the drugged, the criminal, vexatious, cruel, indolent, selfish and unpatriotic. In doing this, our elite thought it was doing the decent thing. Alas, it was simply betraying the very people it aspired to help: the ambitious, blameless poor.




    We are losing the idea of citadel, a notion of what is best and what is worth acquiring. If people have no sense of what is best, how can they improve themselves? In the past half-century our leaders have vetoed the idea of a British national character, shying away from it because they were terrified of sounding jingoistic. Policy-makers attempt, above all else, not to sound classy. Yet a culture without a strong, identifiable, porous elite – a group with recognisably higher manners and ideals – is a culture ripe for the swamp.




    In these early years of the twenty-first century, ‘class’ is used to attack a caricature of high-falutin’ indulgence. It has become a nasty word, devoid of comedy or warmth, a concept attended by black clouds and threatening chords. Were it a character on the stage, Class would wear a swirling cape and speak with a Vincent Price accent. Class would be some sort of lah-di-dah grotesque and come to a sticky end.




    Defenders of crisply enunciated English on the BBC are told they are ‘toffs’. Once the T word is deployed, well, no further argument is deemed necessary. Class consciousness is held to be a sin. Aristocrats are beyond contempt. To be a titled nobleman is almost worse than being a sex maniac or a drug fiend or a rip-off merchant who robs widows and orphans. Spouters of orthodox opinion flourish the charge of class prejudice, confident that they have, with that one accusation, sealed victory. Their tone of voice as they do so is almost that of a contestant on Radio 4’s I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue when saying ‘Mornington Crescent’. Class warfare taps home the victory like Theo Walcott’s instep. Class is the clincher. But this class neurosis lowers standards. It spreads mediocrity. It permits pre-Victorian levels of coarseness to pollute our streets. Intervene? No, that would be an act of class prejudice. Opprobrium has been driven from our public life. Shame and propriety and judgements of right and wrong are replaced by whispered orthodoxies about what is ‘appropriate’, codes which can be understood only by sociology graduates. Manners have disappeared, to be replaced by strict ‘guidelines’ about sexism and racism. Classy people once knew instinctively how to behave. Now manners have to be taught in rehabilitation classes. They have lost their humanity and become ‘codes of conduct’.




    Traditional ideas of honour have been dumped. A Home Secretary siphons £116,000 out of the public purse for a dodgy second-home allowance. Within days it is stated by a New Establishment investigator that the minister has ‘not broken the rules’ and is therefore free to go about her business. Minute legalese has bypassed an obvious impropriety. A society with a stronger grasp of class might have recognised that the minister was misbehaving, but small print has trumped class morality.




    Commissions, working parties, think tanks, steering committees, conferences, charities, consultancies: egalitarianism has become an industry for the self-righteous, a largely secularist employment belt whose own high priests think themselves unbelievably important. In the past twenty years it has grown beyond anything envisaged by the socialist Fabians or even by their communist cousins. If the dotty old Webbs, Beatrice and Sidney, came back to Britain today they would be horrified by this behemoth of privileged paddlers. They would ask: where is the good, here, for our poor? The equality world has become a self-feeding monster, a job creation scheme for the clerical caste. Tokenistic equality now commands state policy on everything from broadcasting to front-line warfare in a foreign field, where British human rights have been ruled to hold sway, at least on our side of the trenches. Dakker-dakker-dakker chats the enemy machine gun. Boom goes a mortar. Smoke fills the air. ‘Sorry, Sarge,’ the platoon’s shop steward is now legally entitled to say, ‘but me and the boys ain’t attacking that Taliban position until a proper risk assessment has been filled in and handed to the appropriate line manager.’ The decency of the lion-hearted British infantryman ensures that this has not yet come to pass but a few ambulance-chasing lawyers working on the egalitarian principle of no-win-no-fee might soon change that.




    From university admissions to unisex hospital wards, equality runs like bindweed, strangling common sense. Officialdom towers over us, wagging its disapproving finger, instructing us to observe equality codes or face the withdrawal of public funds. Even the selection of candidates for our Parliament might have to comply with equality edicts, single-sex selection lists already being in operation in some parts of the system. The political elite has made ‘access’ its specialist subject. There will be equality, even if the majority does not want it. ‘One man one vote’ has been nuanced to ‘one man one vote provided we have first been allowed to skew the ballot paper’.




    The language heard on airwaves is smudged by egalitarian neurosis. The content of our museums, the plays staged at our theatres, even our sporting ideals – all these quake before the great god equality, the constant, highly politicised impetus towards populism – in short, bog-standardism. In this remorseless process, old gauges of elitism are held to be unacceptable. Beauty fades. Excellence withers. This strips away our cultural dignity, our sense of what it is, or was, to be British because egalitarianism can tolerate no difference in taste. Egalitarianism speaks Esperanto. Egalitarianism sings the Internationale. Egalitarianism hates the Queen’s English.




    Despite all this, equality has not achieved its aims. Social mobility is dropping. The wealth divide broadens. ‘Equality practitioners’, as they call themselves, have simply become a new super-pod, brahmins amid the beggars, sixth-form monitors of thought who draw their salaries from the pockets of the very poor they profess to help. Egalitarianism, like too many toys on Christmas morning, sounds good and comes with glitzy packaging but does not actually work. Urban babyboomers’ terror of social difference has been a disaster. It was born of the social destruction of the Thatcher years, when paternalism was snapped, and is now fuelling a communal obsession with the creed (and for too many people now the lucrative occupation) of equality.




    No less an egalitarian than Alastair Campbell, Tony Blair’s malevolent henchman, once referred in a loose off-drive to ‘bog-standard comprehensives’. Bog-standard Britain. You said it. Mate.




    

       

    




    Part I




    Communications




    

       

    




    Jonathan Dross




    Let us open our inquiries with a question. Jonathan Ross: how come? How come this man is the best-paid person at the BBC? How come he receives so much airtime? With that ineffectual voice and those jowls it is a surprise he ever made it past the first screen test.




    You will know of his misdeeds. He asked David Cameron if, as a youth, he had masturbatory fantasies about Mrs Thatcher. He said he was ‘worth a thousand BBC journalists’. He took part in a puerile stunt with a comedian called Russell Brand which involved them teasing elderly actor Andrew Sachs about his sexually active granddaughter. BBC executives defended Ross as a ‘great talent’ but he isn’t, particularly. He is only mildly amusing. Pretty average, really.




    Ross is no creative maestro. His humour is, in tone and format, derivative and his delivery is self-congratulatory, what we can perhaps call London self-referential. His humour is narrow in age range and he cannot sing, dance or play an instrument to any notable level. And yet he is the best-paid star of our national broadcaster. Millions of pounds are squirted into his bank account every year. Why?




    When BBC executives called him a ‘great talent’ it was because they were under attack and wanted to justify the continued employment of this coarse 48-year-old (as the conservative commentator Charles Moore has noted drily, Ross is older than President Obama). Beeb high command was feeling got-at, and got-at is never a comfortable position for a quasi-civil service. To that extent the defensiveness was understandable. However, it also showed the resistance of the corporation’s controllers to licence-payer opinion. They plainly felt that the public and the tabloid press were being small-minded. They felt they knew better than the little people.




    In today’s Britain few people in authority bother much about decency. They recoil with high-minded horror from anything that smacks of racism or sexism, but when it comes to old-fashioned manners, well, this is the twenty-first century. Who cares about the odd swear word and sexual reference? I was going to say ‘innuendo’ but innuendo is old hat. Nowadays they go straight for the neck. It is not thought improper to swank about copulation and to use the F word on air. There is little hesitation about causing offence unless it be on some matter concerning equality. Boy, they make up for it then.




    Ross is employed at vast cost because he is held to have the voice of the people – that is, the section of the populace liked and recognised by BBC producers. The corporation’s ill-shaven director-general and his lieutenants are in hock to the demotic. They think that the only way they can continue to lift the licence fee from the pockets of the British public is to appeal to low taste, mainly of the twenty-to-thirty age range. When seeking a top presenter they therefore look for someone who will impress recent college leavers, children of the destructive Thatcher years, the fashion and iPod crowd. Jonathan Ross, though himself on the cusp of his sixth decade, is such a creature. He has never grown up, talks fluently about pop culture and ‘movies’, has a default setting of urban sarcasm and speaks English with sloppy imperfection. There are plenty like him. One thing you will never hear said about Jonathan Ross is ‘they threw away the mould after they made him’.




    For the cloistered Jesuits of Television Centre, Ross reflected the Britain they thought they should attract: the informal unmarrieds, the retail junkies, subsidised, self-regarding, inexpert. Ross is very much a generational Pied Piper, representative of an age group which has never quite shed late adolescence. Here is a man of stunted scepticism (he is a sucker for Hollywood PR). He is dead to considerations of religion, tradition and nationality, seeming keener on America than on his own country. Come off it, you say, the bloke’s only a light entertainer. But that is not quite true, is it? With his film reviews he is one of our more prominent arts critics. He fancies himself a socio-political campaigner, promoting his studio singers ‘Four Poofs and a Piano’ as some sort of equality gesture. They were reasonable musicians but would they have landed the gig under a different name? Hard to say.




    Ross could be much better but chooses not to be. For all that air of blokeish half-competence he is well educated and was raised in comfort. He comes from a showbiz clan and read history at university. He is plainly intelligent and has a solid family life. So why does he goof around with jerks like Russell Brand? Why does he spatter his act with profanity? Why gurn and gawp and grin like a man half his age? Why so mediocre?




    I’m afraid it is because, like the leaders of a BBC which has lost grip of the public service ideal, Ross is a follower rather than a leader. He settles for reflecting the society round him rather than trying to improve it. He could do cerebral but that would not sell. There is more moolah in moronic. The man is an appeaser of fashion, a windsock, a jellyfish on the tide. Until he goes it is hard to see how the BBC can regain public esteem and aim for the more elevated tone which may be its only hope of survival.




    

       

    




    The S Word




    Words change. Take ‘snob’. A snob used to be a cobbler’s apprentice. That aproned grunt toiling in a fug of leather glue, sweeping tacks from the workshop floor and occasionally thwacking his thumb with a persuader: he was the snob. Like most apprentices, the snob tended to go up in the world. Aspiration was the fuel of his achievement. He knew that if he worked hard and behaved well and observed certain rules of social congress and kept his hands off his neighbour’s ox and his ass and his servants and his wife, well, he could prosper and one day own his own shoe repair business. Later to be bought up by the Timpson’s chain, no doubt.




    In eighteenth-century Cambridge, ‘snob’ was applied to townies (as opposed to the college gownies). The word has an abrupt, pungent flavour yet there must have been plenty of people – the publicans of Fitzwilliam Street or the lower bourgeoisie’s plump-bosomed wives – who said, ‘I’m a snob and proud of it.’ Quite right, too. Vive la différence.




    Rank should never dominate our lives. We should be its master. We need not accept the station to which we are born but should settle for the level that makes us happiest. Those ‘snobs’ of Cambridge would not have thought themselves worse than the young men in the colleges. They surely relished their own identity.




    The late art historian James Lees-Milne, a fragrant Herbert who spent the middle of the last century creeping round large country houses for the National Trust, observed a nice difference between class distinctions and class barriers. Class distinctions were, he thought, the ‘chief ingredient of the world’s greatest fiction’. Class barriers he disliked greatly. Lees-Milne was right. Class barriers will eventually result in the protected class becoming atrophied but class distinctions allow us to measure ourselves against the rest of society and work out where we are best able to bobble along like a cork on the sea. They offer rewards for self-improvement and a caution against self-neglect. They are our social speedometer and enable us to keep within the limit best suited to our engine capacity. Sadly, this is rare in modern Britain. Our country has been hijacked by a compulsion to homogenise society, to control individualism and turn us all into one classless soup. This puritanical tendency is found chiefly in the dogmatists of the privileged, miserable Left. It is stupid because it stops us making the best of ourselves. It also runs against every human instinct. It is actually anti-social. Socialism is about communal values and they are best nurtured when the community comes together in its various parts. Force-fed egalitarianism is more likely to force people into ghettoes – or ‘gated communities’, if you live in certain parts of the Home Counties.




    The better-off feel persecuted and refuse to become confident leaders of society. Theatre programmes usually carry lists of benefactors. It is depressing how often these generous souls prefer to be called ‘Anonymous’. You could argue that this is merely British modesty but there are two reasons for giving money to a good cause. One is to help the cause pay its bills. The second is to set an example. Class ambition helps us to improve our behaviour, or at least it used to before the levellers arrived with their bulldozers.




    You can no more outlaw inequality, and snobbery, than you can outlaw BO on a crowded London Underground train in high summer. No group was more aware of status and minutely calibrated seniority than the Politburo of the old Soviet Union. Oh, baby, the bitching that used to occur about the placements on the Kremlin balcony for the May Day military goostepathon. Gordon Brown is equally alive to the power of the political snub, the almost Japanese pecking order of the high political class. So why do they try to hide it? When Alan Milburn was announced as a big figure in Labour’s 2005 general election planning team, Mr Brown threw his rattle out of the pram, so infuriated was he that one of his rivals had been promoted. To hear lectures from such a privileged son of the Manse about the wicked defects of elitism is, well, a very rum business. It is almost as good as the recent squabbles inside the Equality and Human Rights Commission, where the chairman, Trevor Phillips, was accused of not showing leadership. But my dears, we thought you disliked that sort of thing!




    As far as the word ‘snob’ goes, the 1933 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, edited by Onions, states that by 1852 a snob was ‘a person belonging to the lower classes of society; one having no pretensions to rank or gentility’. And yet by 1859 it was used to mean ‘a vulgar or ostentatious person’. From pretension to ostentation is the most human of steps. Ostentation, with its petty qualms about fish knives and what to call the crapper, is certainly not the prettiest of traits. But social mobility would not exist without pretension because without pretension we would simply settle for the lot into which we were born. We would give up, stew, moulder. That way, no one would ever budge an inch socially and we’d be back to the worst of pre-Industrial Revolution serfdom. So let’s hear it for ostentation. A little more social preening and self-betterment might actually be good for us all.




    The very term ‘social mobility’, so beloved of egalitarians, is an acknowledgement of social differences. Leftwingers drone on about mobility from low to high, but it can also happen in reverse. Look at the likes of Lord Brocket, a rather thick hereditary peer imprisoned for insurance fraud, or Lord Archer of Weston Super Mare, gaoled for perjury, or even Sir Fred ‘The Shred’ Goodwin, the high-flying Royal Bank of Scotland chief executive who one month was feared by his underlings and fêted by the media, only for everything to vanish a month later when it turned out he had driven the bank to the brink of ruin. Goin’ down! Success may whisk a few souls from low-born to high-born in one generation but there are others descending even faster in the goods lift. From Fred the Shred to Fred the Dunderhead, pocketer of an absurdly large pension, king of the credit crunchers, the man who helped to wreck Edinburgh’s standing as a financial centre. I’ll bet his local tradesmen aren’t so keen to secure his custom nowadays. The drinks party invitations must have dried up like a Somali bore hole. And then came his shunning by the Royal and Ancient golf club in St Andrews, whose membership is much coveted. What a ridiculous footnote, said some. I thought it was reassuring. The class system is quicker to drop people than it is to take them up and that is how it should be. Salt on the cut. A painful but necessary corrective. Sir Fred Goodwin may, for the moment, be keeping his fat pension but he has lost the good opinion of his countrymen and I bet that rejection by the Royal and Ancient hurt him as much as the disappearance of various noughts from his personal bank account.




    Members of the babyboom elite affect to deplore privilege. This does not stop them leaping on petty advantage. Any chance of an airline upgrade? Any possibility my daughter could come and do some work experience at your advertising agency? This is the generation that sets such store by the ability to reserve a table at the (actually not terribly good) Ivy restaurant yet deplores the Athenaeum club in Pall Mall as unacceptably elitist. The people at the Athenaeum actually tend to be a lot more friendly.




    Disgrace mechanisms are important. A privileged person should know that if he does a Brocket or an Archer or a Goodwin he will go sliding down the razor blade towards V for Vulgar, using his balls for brakes. Unlikeable as the political correctness martinets are, it is rather admirable the way they have contrived to impart such professional disgrace to anyone who whispers a racist or sexist or homophobic sentiment. The sky falls in. Carol Thatcher found this when she made a loose remark about a black tennis player in what she thought was a private conversation. Derek Walcott fell out of the contest to be Oxford Poetry Professor after questions about his attitude to women. Barack Obama, of all people, had trouble with the disabled lobby after a light-hearted comment about the Paralympics. All three cases were ludicrously overblown yet the machinery of disgrace was impressive. Would that we had it to police social attitudes to courtesy and discipline.




    After all, what is disapproval if not a form of ‘snobbery’?




    

       

    




    Polly’s Pepper




    There is no collective in Britain more hand-wringingly egalitarian than the Guardian newspaper. Its editorial conferences are a parade in sensitivity. So keen are this centre-Left paper’s managers to be accessible – to live their thesis that every voice is valid – that they throw open the morning news meeting to all their journalists. Other papers limit conferences to a handful of power-bangers. Not the Guardian. In the words of those under-recognised social democrats, the three musketeers, ’tis one for all and all for one.




    At the centre of this chin-stroking throng sits the bespectacled figure of the editor, Alan Rusbridger, an owlish soul of donnish mien and crumpled suits. If Alan seldom remembers to brush his hair it is only because he is too busy thinking, ruminating on life’s injustices, intellectualising the thuggishness of the proletariat. Busy Alan, in his few spare hours a delicate pianist and supportive friend of multi-millionare tax loophole artist Lord Myners, is open to everyone’s view, from the scurviest diary hack to the dimmest fashion writer. Everyone is allowed to contribute. No opinion, unless by some very slim chance it be snortingly right-wing, is subjected to the chastening acid of mockery. No! Not at the Guardian.




    Ancient Greece would have struggled to match the pooled perspicacity, the earnest striving of this prune-faced gathering. To one corner of the room perches high-born Polly Toynbee, crusader against private schools, champion of the state, and Tuscan property tycoon. In another corner languishes suave Seumas Milne, the Che Guevara of Chelsea, himself patrician – Old Wykehamist son of a BBC director-general – and yet unyielding in his devotion to classlessness. Comrade Seumas will not rest in sinew and bone until every last seam of privilege has been quarried and cast from British soil.




    If only Rembrandt were still with us to capture the scene, this symposium of eager frowns raised towards the central Solomon with his unkempt barnet and chewed Biro. All hail the saintly Rusbridger and his crew. And to a point I mean it. There is something wonderful about these well-meaning ninnies’ desire to ‘balance injustice’. It chimes with much Christian teaching. On first inspection it is more admirable than selfish libertarianism. It’s just a pity that by rejecting rank, by denying the inevitability of a hierarchy of values, they are destroying the surest means by which poorer people can climb from the abyss.




    Until Monsanto scientists have recrafted our DNA and turned us into identical, straight cucumbers, humans will separate into categories like so many blobs of mercury, no matter how much the high-born Mary Louisa Toynbee jumps up and down in her booties and demands sovietised homogeneity. The difference between humans and mercury is that we can move of our own volition from one blob to another. That much-deplored thing called class offers us a virtuous direction of travel. That, in turn, sets communal values which can create a more civilised, happy society for everyone. Class is an instrument of progressive civic values. Far from preventing social mobility, it encourages it. Polly and her people should positively embrace class, and not just the Tuscan villas part of it.




    One of the tragi-comic paradoxes of our time is that no newspaper has done more to legitimise the bad language – the horrid, decivilising dirtiness – heard in our society than this Torah of tolerance, the Guardian. Profanities pollute twenty-first-century Britain. They elbow their way into our conversations, tarnishing the flavour of national life as surely as a tang of Silver Dip on a forkful of scrambled egg. Foul language demeans us all. It leaves a nasty taste. It violates us, drags those in its orbit down to the lowest level and creates an atmosphere in which physical violence is the next step.




    We expect rough language on a building site. We might even expect it (and indeed find it) in the newsroom of a mid-market newspaper where tempers fray towards the deadline hour. And yet here we find it being promoted publicly by a newspaper which claims to be written by and for intelligent people with a conscience, a paper of progressive politics, a paper which appeals to teachers and social workers and organic mushroom pickers in Cardiganshire.




    It would be absurd to suggest that no one swore before, say, 1963. I bet even Enid Blyton let rip with the occasional cuss. But before the mid-1960s people didn’t do it so much and they were certainly not rewarded for it with millions of pounds of public money, as has been the case with Jonathan Ross. The newspaper most supportive of Ross during his expletive-spattered career on the publicly funded airwaves? The Guardian.
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