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  Introduction




  When I began broadcasting my share of the BBC Radio 4 A Point of View programmes early in 2007, it was the age of celebrity, fraud, religious fanaticism and global

  warming. By the time I finished, late in 2009, the global warming scare had passed its fashionable peak but celebrity, fraud and religious fanaticism were as prominent as ever. One was perversely

  grateful for these big, mad themes because the format of the programme – it was slightly less than ten minutes long – demanded a simple argument. On the other hand, the simple argument

  had to be nuanced in its expression, or there would be no reason for the listener to stay tuned. About three million of the brightest people in the country were within arm’s reach of a button

  that could turn you off. I was only one of the small team of people who took turns doing a short season or two during each year, but I think my colleagues would agree with me that putting the

  weekly piece together was the devil of a writing job, if only because you couldn’t afford for it to sound like that. It had to sound like speech.




  Before I got as far as the first draft of my first show, I had already learned that the family honour was on the line. Now that I had taken it upon myself to climb into a pulpit and preach the

  same sermon twice in a weekend with the whole district in attendance, I needn’t think that my opinions were going to be passed for publication on the nod. At a lunch table that usually

  consisted of at least five people not counting my little granddaughter and her blue plastic-handled spoon, I was obliged to make clear exactly what I meant by democracy, free speech, women’s

  rights, the right to strike, the obligation of immigrants to adapt to their new country rather than requiring their new country to adapt to them, and the advisability of at least listening to a

  bunch of old climate scientists who said that the climate was not in crisis, even if there were thousands of younger ones who said it was. Always keen to pronounce myself left-wing in politics

  – in the sense that I thought nobody’s idea of either conservatism or progress should penalize the worst off – I found myself grappling with the opinion, sometimes shared by

  everyone except myself, that my principles, when articulated, sounded pretty rigid, not to say fossilized. I tried to take this kind of obstructionism calmly but something about my face would make

  my granddaughter ask her mother and grandmother what was wrong with me. She pointed at me with her spoon.




  But it worked. The whole agonizing process was a lesson in the validity of the scientific principle by which our theories should be thrown open to every possible objection. More often than not,

  my script for the following week would be less about my initial opinion on a subject than about the various other opinions that could rationally be had about it. This is not to say, however, that I

  abandoned my convictions. Far from it: though I might have acquired them early, they had cost me a lifetime to refine. But I did clarify them, and that proved crucial, because in a script only

  1,600 or so words long you have to say exactly what you mean. At greater length you can waffle if you wish, and if you have no idea at all of what you mean, but a tremendous urge to be taken as

  someone who has, you can write a book. A large number of putatively serious books are written out of just that impulse, and in this great age of fraud they do quite well.




  Even in this introduction I keep coming back to the subject of fraud because in these few years it was in the air like influenza. Nominally lawful activities were infected by it with daunting

  ease: management-speak, for example, was the linguistic equivalent of selling real estate in the Everglades. Even the legitimate financial system had all the trappings of a racket, including a

  wonderful mechanism by which the banks that lost your money were saved from ruin by being given more of your money so that they could award it as bonuses to the very people who lost your money in

  the first place. This was a Swiftian scenario vividly recognizable to anyone who had ever read Gulliver’s Travels, a book which I kept near my desk for three years running while I

  tapped into its author’s spirit without making the capital mistake of trying to copy his voice. It can’t be copied, any more than Dr Johnson’s can, but their joint example should

  be kept in mind when we ponder the sad truth that one of the effects of modern flim-flam is to make us forget how it had its noxious beginnings hundreds of years ago, at a time when tulips were

  traded like carbon futures and there were only a few clear heads to warn the public that their gullibility might cost them dear. First Swift and then Johnson had that rare voice of hard-headed

  sanity. It was a pity that Johnson did not speak more warmly in Swift’s memory, but that’s life.




  Or it might have been the celebrity culture, making one of its early appearances. Perhaps Johnson found it hard to brook a predecessor in his role. We can be sure, however, that the mania for

  celebrity did not really get going until the twentieth century, when that hydra-headed monster the Media – eventually referred to in the anomalous singular – grew big enough to assume

  its historic task of trivializing even the greatest human lives. Yet more depressingly, it managed to trivialize everything else as well, reducing even science to the vocabulary of a computer game.

  By the twenty-first century – which, for all its absurdities, I am still grateful that I have lived to see – the language of mass delusion was more common than not. Words and phrases of

  objective description gave way to ideological bumper stickers. Mrs Thatcher never really meant it when she said that there was no such thing as society – she was simply trying, in her

  tone-deaf way, to say that individual responsibility should come first – but she might have been making an accurate statement about the immediate future. In the time we inhabit now, the word

  ‘society’ has almost disappeared from print, crowded out by the word ‘community’. A big community consists of smaller communities, and you have to go a long way down before

  you get to actual people. Conflicts within society have given way to problems in community cohesion. For anyone sensitive to language, it was obvious from the start that talking about community

  cohesion was a device for glossing over the brutal fact that some poor kid had just been stabbed.




  In the face of this universal temptation to overblown rhetoric, the Point of View format offered the welcome discipline of requiring the broadcaster to put his written language back in

  touch with the spoken language. Incipient bombast could be more readily detected, and thus more easily staved off. One conceived of a kind of bonsai sermon, with overtones of the eighteenth-century

  essay, in the rich period when essays entertained the educated classes from week to week, before the rise of the novel in the second half of the century. The Augustan essayists set the mark for the

  modern broadcaster by combining gravity and gaiety so that each was a vehicle for the other. They also set the volume levels. At the start of the Augustan century, Swift gave an example for all his

  successors by confining his choler to his house, and always being cool on the page. As the great critic George Saintsbury later observed, Swift was quiet. That same rule carries double force in a

  radio studio. Let the sound engineer do the amplifying.




  With that ideal measure in mind, I dialled down the exuberance by packing it tight into its own spaces. The aim was to treat the contemporary talking-point while covering the history of the

  globe in the volume of an orange: an exercise in miniaturization, like reinventing the transistor once a week. In pursuit of this aim, a few gags might help. (These could be tested at the lunch

  table, in scenes that became reminiscent of Strictly Come Dancing without the footwork.) I hope the centripetal pressure wasn’t apparent, but I really did try to get as much said as

  possible. One of the secrets of paying your way in the popular arts is to provide value for money, which is achieved by the focusing of energy: and broadcasting is a popular art even in its

  highbrow form. In fact any highbrow broadcast that doesn’t know how to be popular probably doesn’t know how to be highbrow either. Leaving your listeners behind would be a damned silly

  thing to try, especially when so many of them are ahead of you.




  Spurred by the requirement to get long arguments into a short space, one occasionally – and here I examine my buffed fingernails – came up with a usefully portable phrase, upon whose

  cogency one could preen oneself. In the course of several years, ‘the rage for simplicity’ was the neatest tag I could devise for evoking the sinister energy of the totalitarian dream,

  and I was to use it again in both essays and books. It’s essential, though, not to get too puffed up when a snazzy formulation pops into your head. The chances are high of some well-informed

  listener reminding you that Hume or Burke said exactly the same thing.




  Helping to protect me in advance from such embarrassments was my squad of BBC producers, with the excellent Sheila Cook at its head. Let me praise her here as a short-hand method for praising

  all the others, because they all shared her qualities to a great degree, although only she, when pointing out some bêtise looming in my first draft, could so exactly remind me of Joyce

  Grenfell’s sketch about the teacher and the unspeakable small boy. An elegant woman, I would mutter to myself, but with a tendency to fuss. Being pecked at, however, was almost always

  what my first draft needed, and after writing it on Monday evening and taking the objections on board during Tuesday morning, I usually had a finished script by Wednesday, although if the subject

  was tricky I was sometimes still writing right up until studio time on Thursday morning, and in either Bush House or Broadcasting House – the venue alternated – I would be busy doing

  what broadcasters have done since the invention of the medium: fixing the script at the last minute. It might sound like an awful lot of effort for a little thing, but that’s what makes a

  short broadcast more like a poem than like anything else: you have to keep at it until it clicks. My other producers, who took over seriatim from Sheila when she had to be away, were Adele

  Armstrong – who did a whole series – and Rosie Goldsmith, Sue Ellis, Maria Belinska, Leonida Krushelnycky, Bill Law and Paul Vickers. I mean it as a high praise when I say that they

  were all remorseless pedants worthy of her tutelage.




  Today, with my stint done, I am very glad that nobody can see my first drafts. The final scripts of all sixty broadcasts, in the words that I read out on the air, can still be heard in the Audio

  section of my website clivejames.com: a provision that was made possible by Radio 4 controller Mark Damazer’s far-sighted campaign to overcome the BBC’s traditional retentiveness. The

  Beeb bigwigs would rather have kept my miniature achievements under their sole control for ever, which I suppose is a kind of compliment. Indeed I know it is, and I remain very grateful for having

  been asked to do the broadcasts in the first place.




  People often kindly want to know whether I have been asked to do any more, and the answer is yes; and perhaps, one day, I will; but by the end of 2009 I rather got the impression that I had

  covered my major themes, and that the Committee of Public Safety at my Cambridge dining table was getting restive. On top of that, I fell ill early in 2010, and for a good long while I

  couldn’t contemplate hitting a deadline of any kind. One of the blessings of being legally confined to bed is that you can stop trying to keep up. New books start looking very pale beside old

  ones. Among other things I read Milton’s three big poems again, still determined to find merit in them somewhere. The politics of the present day, even at their most violent, looked

  pettifogging beside the tumult of the seventeenth century. In the light of what Dryden was saying about the Earl of Strafford, it was worth the effort of trying yet again to get a handle on

  Strafford’s character. But there seemed no point at all in diverting any of my precious energy to the task of distinguishing one Miliband from another. Later in the year, I could tell I was

  getting better when I got interested in Australian politics again. It was time to set aside my studies of how Clarendon helped to develop the English language and turn my attention to what Julia

  Gillard was doing to destroy it. When she invented, perhaps through a peculiarity of her elocution, a new Middle Eastern threat called the Taliband, I knew I was back in touch with today’s

  reality. Taliband, Miliband: I could have done something with that.




  Would I like to do it again? You bet. But then, I would like to be a TV critic again. Once you have hit a groove in any genre, it always tempts you to return. But there are other things I want

  to write, and as of now I feel that I have done my share. Not that doing my share made the slightest difference to the world, except in tiny ways that I couldn’t calculate. But those are the

  ways that matter. The business of the broadcaster isn’t to correct abuses. It is merely to point them out, to those capable of seeing the implications. By definition, that audience is already

  ahead of the broadcaster, so it doesn’t really need him, except for consolation. But consolation can be important at a time when it feels as if the world is going mad. Probably the world

  always feels like that. But today it raves in a multiform jargon that sounds all the more demented because of its approximation to common reason: the patois of a Bedlam that confers degrees. This

  peculiarly modern interlingua of unjustified omniscience, now that it is here, will probably never go away. It will always transfer itself to a new area, because there will always be people with an

  interest in inflating their own importance by distorting reality. But part of reality, a heartening part, is that there will also always be people who know sense when they hear it. To this valuable

  audience we must be careful what we say. Hence the importance of scrupulosity, which is not only as valuable as expressiveness, but is actually a large part of expressiveness in its best sense. The

  best writing is done, by those who care a lot about language, to be read and heard by those who care even more, because they think it must be a privilege to have that knack. Well, yes. It is.
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  ATTACK OF THE WHEELIE BINS




  Dates of show: 2 and 4 February 2007




  In my household, I’m the last man standing against the belief that global warming is caused by human beings. Three women with about a dozen university degrees between

  them have been treating me for years now as if I were personally responsible for the forthcoming death of the planet. They’re probably right. They were right about the cod.




  After it was impressed upon me by my daughters that the number of cod in the sea had declined to the point that there were twenty miles between any two cod, I stopped eating cod, and immediately

  the cod-stocks began to recover. I couldn’t help noticing, however, that there were no complaints about the declining number of haddock. Since it was crumbed haddock fillets that I took to

  eating instead of crumbed cod, by rights there should have been a noticeable and worrying decline in the number of crumbed haddock being caught in the North Sea. There wasn’t, but if there

  had been I would have listened to the evidence.




  Hard, observable evidence should convince anybody sane. I know the sea is polluted because I can see plastic bottles on the beach. Whether the sea is indeed rising might be a matter for computer

  modelling, which is evidence only if it suits your prejudice, but you know what a couple of hundred plastic bottles are when they come in riding on a wave like a flock of dead seagulls. Where I

  used to go on holiday in the Bay of Biscay in the days when I could still swim over-arm, the empty plastic bottles on the beach were only a few centimetres apart all the way from France into Spain.

  I marvelled at the perversity of people on board ships who, after drinking the contents of the bottle, would carefully screw the cap back on so that the bottle would float for ever, unbiodegradably

  carrying its unwritten message of human imbecility until the ending of the world.




  Some countries litter more than others. Sometimes the same country litters less than it used to. Australia was a litterbug’s paradise when I first left it in 1961. Fifteen years later,

  when I first went back, the littering had largely vanished, because a government campaign had actually worked. At present, the same global coffee-bar chain has cleaner forecourts in the US than it

  does in the UK because, in the UK, dropping trash is a yob’s right. But wherever you are, in Birmingham or in Birmingham, Alabama, biodegradable packaging in general is clearly a necessary

  and welcome step, well worth paying for if you’ve got the money.




  The fact that only a very small proportion of the total human race has got the money we can leave aside for now, because this is really about us, the people who can afford to do the right thing

  after we’ve either agreed what it is or been prevailed upon to do it by a government which has proved its competence in other areas, such as finding a use for the Millennium Dome.




  This week, for a packet of organic tomatoes still gamely clinging to their own little vine, I gladly paid extra because the packaging was almost as enticing as the contents. By means of a

  printed sticker, the packaging promised to disintegrate at some time in the future. It would have been a help if the exact time in the future had been specified – perhaps about the time when

  the last remnants of the human race left for the planet Tofu in the constellation of Organica – but at least the green promise had been made, and I would be able to put the empty tomato

  packet into our wheelie bin devoted to compostable matter.




  In Cambridge we divide our garbage into two wheelie bins, marked compostable and non-compostable. The two classifications don’t apply to the wheelie bins, both of which are made of

  heavy-duty, non-compostable plastic, but do apply to their contents. As the dolt of the household, a mere male and therefore little more than a brain-stem with a bank account, I myself am correctly

  regarded as too stupid to decide what goes into each bin. My job is to substitute one bin for another in the garden shed according to which week which bin is collected. Only women are clever enough

  to plan this schedule but only men can do the heavy labour involved, employing the brute force for which they have been famous since the cave, when everything was biodegradable.




  A world nearer to a bone-strewn cave is one to which some in the green movement would like us to return. I can say at this point that the eco-wiseacre who has just been elected Australian of the

  Year foresees an ideal population for Australia of less than a third of the number of people it has now, but he doesn’t say whether he includes himself and his family among the total of those

  to be subtracted.




  Each time I change the bins I almost subtract myself from the present total of the inhabitants of East Anglia because for evolutionary reasons I am unable to lug one bin out and push the other

  bin in without impacting my forehead into the top frame of the shed door. After the first time I fell to the flagstones clutching my bisected skull, when I jokingly suggested to the three watching

  eco-Furies that if I croaked in mid-manoeuvre they could always recycle me, I was informed that this possibility was on the cards because just outside of town there is a cemetery where they will

  bury you in a cardboard box.




  There is also a graveyard called All Souls which has two wheelie bins standing outside it, one marked ‘All Souls Compostable’ and the other marked ‘All Souls

  Non-compostable’. One of the permanent lodgers in that graveyard is the great philosopher Wittgenstein, whose key principle was that we shouldn’t be seduced by language. He wanted us to

  say things so clearly that our meaning couldn’t be mistaken. But he could only dream of that, because in fact we are seduced by language. The world couldn’t work if we

  didn’t spend most of our time being open to persuasion on subjects that we will never personally investigate because we lack either the time or the talent, and usually both.




  Everybody knows there are too many plastic shopping bags. You can see millions of them decorating the hedgerows. Everybody knows that it’s a good sign when a supermarket puts a sign on the

  side of its plastic bags saying that its plastic bags are recycled from other plastic bags. But where most of our recycled non-compostable garbage gets sorted out, hardly anybody knows. I was

  recently told that most of it goes to China, but I can’t believe that their economic boom depends on reprocessing our tin cans, and that they won’t produce rubbish of their own, and

  lots more of it.




  There are good reasons for cleaning up the mess we make, but finally it’s what we make that makes us an advanced culture, and only a highly developed industry knows how to keep itself

  clean. At Bhopal in India a chemical plant once killed at least 3,800 people, but that was because it was badly regulated. Loose supervision made it lethal. Very few nuclear reactors even in the

  old Soviet Union have ever gone as wrong as the one at Chernobyl, or even the one at Three Mile Island in the US, but that’s because they have regulations to meet, and the regulations

  themselves are the product of an industrial society. There was a time that Japan’s burgeoning post-war industry was poisoning its own people with mercury. The industry that did the poisoning

  found the solution, because it was forced to. But a law to suppress that industry would have helped to produce a society less able to control its own pollution, not more.




  As far I can tell with the time I’ve got to study the flood of information, which is less time than I would like, the green movement can do an advanced industrial society the world of good

  by persuading its industries to spread less poison. Whether or not carbon emissions really do melt the polar bears and kill the baby seals in the rain forest, the pressure on industry and even on

  government is already helping to persuade Hollywood stars that they should drive hybrid cars, and finally we’ll do what Leonardo DiCaprio does, because we’ll be seduced by language, not

  because we know very much about how carbon dioxide keeps in the planet’s heat.




  The other day I met a carbon-dioxide expert who said that his favourite gas has already reached the density where it can’t keep in any more heat, but I did notice that he was sweating. It

  was probably when Sir David Attenborough noticed that the bottle-nosed dolphins were sweating that he finally gave his illustrious name to the campaign against global warming. That would be enough

  for me even if Prince Charles hadn’t joined in as well, having already placed his order for a horse-drawn Aston Martin.




  But I don’t really know they’re right. I’m just guessing. The only thing I do know is what won’t work, because it shouldn’t. We shouldn’t expect the less

  fortunate nations to cut themselves off from industrial progress in the name of a green planet. It wouldn’t be fair even if it was likely, and anyway, we aren’t civilized by the extent

  to which we return to nature, only by the extent that we overcome it. I wish I’d said that. It was Sigmund Freud, actually, when they showed him the blueprints of the very first wheelie bin.

  When push comes to shove, he wrote in German, this thing could still save male pride, even if it can’t save the planet.




  Postscript




  Disguised in a cloak of lightness, I took on, from the beginning, what seemed to me weighty themes. Pollution was the first of them, and I still take it to be a far more

  important theme than putatively catastrophic man-made global warming, which is only a conjecture, whereas pollution is a tangible fact. It also seemed clear to me – but worth making clear to

  the audience because in the current context it was a counterintuitive proposition – that it would take advanced technology to combat pollution’s effects, and that the idea of unwinding

  Western industrial society was wrong-headed on that account alone.




  Still working out my protocol and too keen to avoid the deadening effect of unknown proper names, I should have specified the name of the ‘eco-warrior’ who had been appointed to the

  position of Australian of the Year. It was Professor Tim Flannery. Though his concern for the future of what he always called ‘the Planet’ was no doubt genuine, he had the wherewithal

  to be a natural comic turn, because of his habit, fatal in a futurologist, of saying that dire things would happen tomorrow, rather than the day after tomorrow when they would be harder to check up

  on. Thus he would predict that Sydney would run out of water in two years, and then, two years later, he would be filmed in Sydney with heavy rain falling on his head. Even then, he would predict

  that Perth would run out of water a year later. A year later the weathermen of the Perth television stations would be wearing raincoats, but by then he would be in Adelaide, threatening the whole

  of the south coast of Australia with a thirty-foot rise in sea level by next Tuesday. In 2009 he kept announcing that the Copenhagen summit would be our ‘last chance as a species’ to

  save the Planet, as if there might be another species – the giraffes, perhaps – ready to take up the challenge. There was a certain charm to him, as there often is in the person you can

  rely on to be wrong. He was a constant reminder that Cassandra, had the technology permitted, would have been born holding a microphone.




  
 





  THE MIND’S CONSTRUCTION IN THE FACE




  Dates of show: 9 and 11 February 2007




  According to all media, so it must be true, plastic surgery is a growth industry worldwide. People who’ve had face-lifts are having their face-lifts lifted. The Taiwanese

  are having New Year face-lifts to bring them luck. Often the resulting luck looks bad, but it’s hard to sympathize when someone becomes a victim of failed plastic surgery that they never

  needed.




  Usually that’s a decision that we make for them: that they didn’t need it. Knowing what they looked like before they did it, we decide they didn’t need to do it. But they

  mightn’t have felt like that. Anyone who undertakes major plastic surgery really doesn’t like the way they look, even if we never saw much wrong with it.




  There is a person called Pete Burns who went on Channel 4’s Big Brother and got famous for being a forgotten rock singer. He got additionally famous for being a forgotten rock

  singer who’d had something unforgettable done to his mouth. He’d had that thing done that people who want new mouths do. They don’t want new mouths in the sense of a mouth like

  the old mouth, only young again. They want a new mouth in the sense of a different mouth, a mouth that has been seen nowhere on earth except below sea level. Apparently the idea is that the top lip

  should be at least as big as the bottom lip, and the result, even done in moderation, always looks as if the original mouth has been removed, inflated like a small plastic paddling pool, and put

  back on upside down.




  Pete Burns had the advanced version. I switched Big Brother on accidentally one night and there he was, so I switched it off immediately, but not before having my retinas seared with the

  image of one of those car-sized fish that lurk deep below the reef, waiting to ingest the brass boot of a deep-sea diver. After leaving the show, Pete mercifully sank out of sight, but recently he

  got famous all over again because he wanted to sue the surgeons who hadn’t, in his view, put his mouth back the way it was, although he hasn’t yet made clear how long ago he means by

  the way it was: he might only mean the way it was last year, when it was already uncommonly large but still more or less attached to him.




  Apparently it now more or less isn’t. It’s easy to laugh until you see the pictures, and then you realize he’s in real trouble, physical trouble to match the psychological

  trouble he must have been in in the first place. And there’s the connection between plastic surgery that doesn’t serve an obvious purpose and plastic surgery that does. The second kind

  started at East Grinstead Hospital, where a pioneering team of surgeons developed the techniques to help make continued life possible for Battle of Britain fighter pilots whose faces had been

  ruined by flame. The young men called themselves the Guinea Pig Club as a sign of the cheerfulness they needed to live with what they looked like, and it was a long time before anyone knew how to

  do the cosmetic surgery that went some way towards making the first necessary repairs look anything like normal. So the Guinea Pigs, booked up for years of operations, had to learn to accept each

  other’s appearance, and the people of East Grinstead, who met the boys in the street, had to learn to live with visual shock. An awful lot gets learned in a war, and plastic surgery would

  certainly not have gone ahead so quickly if there hadn’t been hundreds of young men who needed a new face: a real new face, meaning a face something like the old one.




  After the war, the techniques of repairing damage graduated naturally to the techniques of improving looks. Again there’s a connection, and the connection first showed up most powerfully

  in Brazil. In 1961 a disgruntled employee expressed his dissatisfaction with the management of a circus by setting it on fire. He killed at least 323 people, many of them children, and disfigured

  many others. The plastic surgeons gave a lot of faces their lives back. One of the surgeons was Ivo Pitanguy, who later taught a generation of students to do the two things that a plastic surgeon

  can do: correcting disfigurements in the unfortunate, and making not perhaps entirely necessary improvements to the rich.




  I met him there once, and it was immediately obvious why every beautiful high-society woman in Rio looked at him in worship. He’d given all of them eternal youth. He’d done the same

  for himself, and although I found it sad how even his own face proved that you can’t remove the signs of age without destroying the signs of life, I couldn’t rebut his argument that if

  rich people were ready to go under the scalpel, they must have real griefs that they wanted to counteract.




  Our difficulty is to see why such inner feelings should be catered to in the same way that we, or rather the surgeons, cater to obvious physical needs. At the moment, in Africa, there are units

  of plastic surgeons financed by charity to correct childhood disfigurements, some of them so hideous they make you wonder if the man upstairs really knows what’s going on down here. Arising

  from malnutrition, there is a disease called noma, and its first results are a rapid degeneration of a child’s facial tissue, with results you don’t want even to imagine. But plastic

  surgeons can repair that damage.




  Always, however, some of the know-how used in such an impeccable public service is developed in the private sector. There’s an interchange, and you might say that the angel of mercy is

  financed by human folly, and that there’d be folly anyway, because nobody really knows how to fix the mind, especially when it has the means to get its way. That beautiful British television

  actress who wrecked her mouth: she didn’t need to do that. But she thought she did. That beautiful American film star who did the same: why did she, of all people, think her face was ugly?

  Her face was a dream, but our dream was her nightmare. So she fixed it.




  And so, reluctantly, we get to Michael Jackson, whose original nose shares the condition with Pete Burns’s original mouth of being rejected by the face where it grew up. But the real pity

  about Michael Jackson is that the man who sings ‘It doesn’t matter if you’re black or white’ obviously thinks it does matter. While my daughters were growing up, Michael

  Jackson was a hero in our household, and even I tried to learn his ‘Billy Jean’ moon-walk. My version looked like Neil Armstrong’s moon-walk, but I didn’t blame Michael

  Jackson. But when I saw what the plastic surgeons were turning him into, then I blamed him. I thought he was undoing the work of a century of African-Americans who had put their lives on the line

  for equality. If he wanted to look like someone else, why didn’t he want to look like Denzel Washington? I would have.




  It took me a while to figure out that it was his business, not mine. We who admired him never owned him, and perhaps he had no other way of telling us except making himself impossible to love by

  anyone except the kind of fan who would have gone on loving him if he had turned himself into a wheelie bin. He wants another identity, but so do all those rich women who try to stay young by

  having their faces lifted. Even if they know when to quit, before the Botox looks like latex, they must still be aware that the backs of their hands will tell the truth about that strange blankness

  underneath the eyes. The falsity is blatant, yet it’s often the voluntary absurdity of the most subtle people alive. So it’s got nothing to do with intelligence. It goes far deeper than

  that. It’s the soul, believing that with the right kind of intervention a face can stop time.




  In Hollywood I once got invited to a lunch party of women who had been stars fifty years ago. If they’d stayed unaltered I would have recognized every one of them. But in their bid for

  eternal life they had become nobodies. Yet how can you blame them? Their beauty had been their life. On that same visit to Hollywood I met a plastic surgeon who said there were no stars, even among

  the males, who didn’t come in for a pit-stop. That same plastic surgeon used computer modelling to show me how he could make me look like a film star if I’d let him take a bit off the

  end of my nose and stick it on my chin. He kept on manipulating the mouse until I looked like Steve McQueen. When I told him I wanted to be Cary Grant his face fell, but not very far.




  Postscript




  In the short span of a broadcast there is little time available in which to cover yourself if you risk an insensitive statement, so I had to leave out of this piece the

  interesting but desolating information that the Hollywood plastic surgeon, after showing me how he could fix my face, asked me to fix his own life. Telling me that he wanted to move into stand-up

  comedy, he asked me for my advice, and wondered if I might care to look at a script he had written. My face fell: a sight he would normally have greeted as a business opportunity, but on this

  occasion it must have been all too clear that what he had induced was dismay rather than hope. I was within an ace of hearing him audition. It was a desperate moment but I didn’t want to

  appear ruthless by saying so on air. For similar reasons, I didn’t mention the startling effect of meeting Kirk Douglas face to face, as it were. (Later on, in my book of memoirs The Blaze

  of Obscurity, I did mention it, because it fitted the story.) An actor whose on-screen gurning I deplored but whose intelligence I admired – his book of autobiography is a model of

  reflective sanity – had turned himself into . . . into what? Into a bad drawing of Kirk Douglas. But to prove myself sympathetic as well as observant, I would have needed a thousand words for

  that point alone, and it seemed more useful to go on stressing the general point that the perfectly sensible work of reconstructing faces blighted from childhood by a callous providence had largely

  been made possible by the perfectly senseless desire of the spoiled rich to wish Fate undone.


  

  It should be added, however, that a plaything for the rich has by now become a requirement for the poor, in line with the modern mass-democratic tendency for all privileges to be claimed as common property. Low-rent hookers acquire the same face as a goldfish, and in India high-school students

  have dimples put in because they think it will give them a better chance at university. Almost always the results are too incongruous to be effective, but as with the celebrity culture, there is no

  legislating against delusion. One can merely hope that the storm will blow itself out. Yet the whole farrago would still be worth it just for making it possible for those children in Africa to have

  their cleft palates repaired.




  
 





  FIDGETS ON THE MARCH




  Dates of show: 16 and 18 February 2007




  I once knew a young man who tapped his fingers on the table while he spoke. He didn’t tap them loudly. He just tapped them to accompany the rhythm of what he was saying,

  so that the general effect was more varied than monotonous. But it drove me crazy, and I went even crazier because I wasn’t allowed to say that I was going crazy. In the polite Anglo-Saxon

  culture from which the Australian culture derives – and I want to examine this word ‘culture’ in a minute – you don’t tell people who have the fidgets to stop

  fidgeting. This young man was in our house quite a lot, tapping away for a couple of years, and never once did I feel that I had the leeway to tell him to stop doing that or I would arrange to have

  him escorted outside and inserted upside down into the wheelie bin for compostable matter.




  Then he married one of my daughters and I felt free to speak. I spoke gently, trying to leave room for the consideration that I might be unusually sensitive to the fidgets in other people, and

  might even have a case of the fidgets myself that I didn’t know about. The possibility that there are deliberate cases of the fidgets is one that we will have to examine, but surely the

  fidgets in general are just a sign of nervous energy, and almost all young people fidget. My son-in-law has been exemplary since I finally felt free to explain my point with the aid of a mallet,

  and lately he hasn’t even needed to keep his hands in his pockets during a conversation.




  But fidgeting is a bad sign in adults, and the mental version of the fidgets is practically a defining mark of the age we live in now, when the liberal democracies, as if they couldn’t

  count on enough trouble from illiberal forces of all persuasions, nevertheless behave as if they had a duty to demoralize their own populations by changing the name of everything that people have

  learned to rely on. The excellent social commentator Christopher Booker once called the widespread official urge to change the name of everything that works Neophilia, but I think we need a new

  name, the fidgets.




  Thinking that anything needs a new name is, of course, an example of the fidgets, but in this case I think we need it because the word Neophilia suggested that the urge came from a mere love of

  the new, whereas I think it comes from something more comprehensive, a demonically playful urge to see how far people can be driven towards insanity before they protest. Not long ago, at

  Paddington, I ran to catch a train that was called First. The long version of the name is First Great Western, which is already bad enough because it suggests the possible existence of a Second

  Great Western. But the First Great Western company insists on referring to itself and its trains as just First.




  My problem, as I ran with a heavy bag in each hand from the barrier end of the platform, was to find the first second-class carriage in a train all of whose carriages were marked First. I cursed

  First in the worst language at my command, but my outburst at First was nothing beside the imprecations I rained on One. Yes, what used to be simply called Anglia Railways is now even more briefly

  but far less simply called One. This leaves the way clear for the railway station announcer to inform potential passengers that one One train will leave from platform two and the other One train

  will leave from platform three.




  If the first One train leaves at twenty to one, it’s the twenty to one One train, and if the other one leaves at ten to one it’s ten to one on that it’s the one One train one

  actually wanted but one couldn’t understand the announcement. What happens when you have to change from a First train to a One train I leave to you, but you might face a situation where you

  should catch the first First train if you want to change to the one One train that will get you to the mental hospital before you crack up.




  Except, of course, that it’s never now called a train, it’s called a service, just as the passenger is now a customer. Linguistic philosophers have already written theses about how

  the vocabulary of marketing has invaded the realm of transport, which logically should have no need of marketing, because people know exactly what they want and demand nothing except for the means

  of transport to be safe, clean and on time. But the language of marketing spreads inexorably because it gives those who use it a chance to be creative, which everybody has been taught is a

  desirable thing to be.




  In fact, the last thing that a passenger who has already been outraged by being called a customer wants to hear when he is sitting, or probably standing, in a train running late, or probably not

  running at all, is a voice on the public address system calling the train a service, when providing a service is exactly what it is currently in the process of not doing. Nor does the voice on the

  public address system show any sign, once it gets started, of wanting to shut up. The voice supplies the information that the buffet car is situated in the middle of the service, for the benefit of

  anyone who thought that it might be travelling along separately some way behind the service. The voice apologizes for the delay caused to your journey, a way of softening the fact that the delay

  has been caused, not to your journey, but to you.




  The voice continues to audition for a career in broadcasting by pointing out that the first One service to arrive at the next station will be the last One service to continue any further until

  the engineering works have been completed. Where did it all start? Well, it probably started when the name British Railways contracted to British Rail. Contraction of a system’s name is a bad

  sign and rearrangement of the name’s components is another. It’s a rule that this rearrangement of the name’s verbal components should only take place at a time when the

  system’s mechanical components are melting down. London Transport, for example, changed to Transport for London in the very period when the Jubilee Line extension was in a continual process

  of coming to a halt because its hyper-sophisticated signalling system was doing what state-of-the-art technology always does, i.e. proving that the technology you want is the stuff that used to

  work. The total cost of changing a logo for an organization that big is so frightening that the figure is seldom published.




  Sometimes the total cost happens twice. History has forgotten the brief period when the name Royal Mail, which everyone understood, was changed to Consignia, which nobody understood. The cost of

  changing the name on every facility and product of the Royal Mail to Consignia was astronomical, and the cost of changing the name back again was astronomical twice. A country that could do that to

  itself was ready to construct the Millennium Dome, a monument to the fidgets said to be visible from the moon, an attribute valued by the kind of people who think they have already been there.




  But perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Millennium Dome is that it still has its ‘the’. The unwanted, unwarranted and unwieldy suppression of a preliminary ‘the’

  is a sure sign of the fidgets at executive level. The Tate Gallery, for example, in either of its main manifestations, Tate Britain or Tate Modern, is now officially not the Tate, but Tate. This

  leaves the way open to meet at eight at Tate to eat, in which case we ate at Tate, or we were late at Tate and had to wait, and thus missed our Tate-at-eight tête-à-tête.




  Such changes of name were once made by freshly appointed executives who wanted to announce their arrival, and who, unable to change what they should, changed what they could. But by now, surely,

  it’s done out of a kind of desperation, as if words can work magic. It happens throughout the culture, and the misguided use of the word ‘culture’ is a disturbing further

  development of what is essentially voodoo. Regularly now we hear about young men shooting each other, and sometimes shooting their own girlfriends, as a response to what they call

  ‘disrespect’. The misuse of the word ‘disrespect’ is just a pitiful sign of the vicious stupidity by which young men demand to be respected when there is nothing to respect

  them for. But when the upmarket newspapers run worried articles about what they call ‘the gun culture’, that’s something else. Calling it ‘the gun culture’ not only

  solves nothing, it actually compounds the offence, by tacitly conceding that the responsible authorities can’t be expected to confiscate the lethal weapons from the individual bone-heads

  waving them, but should wait until a complex sociological phenomenon has been explained in the appropriately elevated words. And you can’t blame the responsible authorities for waiting.

  Actually to do something about a young crack-head fidgeting with a gun takes more than high-flown language. It takes bravery. But that’s another subject.




  Postscript




  This broadcast drew a lot of letters – not always with a psychiatric clinic as the sender’s address – from people who had been driven nuts by the way the names

  of trains changed as the ‘service’ got worse. Calling an actual train a ‘service’ was, of course, the initial signal that the rot had irreversibly set in. A large public

  innovation in language is always the sure sign that a damaging alteration has taken place in reality. Most of the alterations come about as a result of rampant managerialism, which is an impulse in

  itself. It is a universal law that if the new management of a company can do nothing else, it will change the company’s name. Later on there was a blatant case when the reliably named Norwich

  Union building society changed its name to Aviva. Everybody in Britain liked the sound of Norwich Union, and people abroad were proud when they learned to pronounce it, but it was decided that a

  group with global ambitions needed a name equally and immediately impressive in all countries. That the new word ‘Aviva’ was no more impressive that the strangled cry of a drunken

  Spanish football fan was not held to be relevant.




  
 





  FLYING PEOPLE, FLAGRANT PIFFLE




  Dates of show: 23 and 25 February 2007




  A journalist who lives near Clapham High Street in London recently wrote a piece in which he wondered why that famous street was turning into what he called a demilitarized

  zone. Judging from the context he so frighteningly evoked, I think he must have meant a militarized zone, but he could be excused for losing his grip on the English language. Stray into the wrong

  side of that road and you can be in gangland. The now commonly canvassed idea that the nation’s youth is sinking into a state of hopelessness just one step away from open warfare is hard to

  accept, but only if you haven’t actually seen one young man being assaulted by a couple of others, or, more likely, by half a dozen others.




  The best way not to see it is to live somewhere else. I myself spend a lot of time in south London, but so far it’s the right part of south London. The chances of getting mown down in the

  cross-fire between permanently dazed crack-heads accusing each other of ‘disrespect’ is still quite low. The only thing to be afraid of is that I might meet Danny on the bus. Danny, who

  has been named and shamed because Britain lacks the means to send him into orbit, is barely tall enough to nut you in the groin, but he has accumulated so many ASBOs for meaningless violence that

  he is no longer allowed upstairs on the bus, where, apparently, his meaningless violence is especially likely to be unleashed. As far as I can figure out on my pocket calculator, this altitude

  restriction on Danny’s activities increases my chance of meeting him downstairs when I struggle aboard. Meaningless violence from Danny has driven a lot of people to fear for their sanity

  already and I’d hate to be in a position where I would have to use my martial arts skills on one so small.




  My martial arts skills were learned from martial arts movies. Nowadays, having attained the status of black belt with gold tassels and diamond clasp, I no longer need to watch these movies, but

  they’re everywhere and some of them are disguised as art, so they can sneak up on you. An art martial arts movie, or martial arts art movie, makes meaningless violence meaningful, or so

  we’re told. I was able to test this claim all over again the other night, when, still shaking from a newspaper close-up of Danny’s face, I accidentally tripped the switch on my

  television set’s optical fibre sidereal satellite cable box and was confronted once again, on channel 723, with the allegedly classic martial arts movie Crouching Tiger, Hidden

  Dragon.




  Many film critics, not all of them on medication, think that Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon is still the acme, apex and apotheosis of the Chinese meaningful violence martial arts art

  movie, mainly because of the purportedly balletic beauty with which its featured personnel run up the sheer walls of the Forbidden City and along the treetops of the enchanted forest while slicing

  at each other with whirling swords made from fragments of a meteorite forged in the book-lined cave of a Confucian philosopher, with extra boiled rice.




  Ancient Chinese swords, despite the legendary sharpness proved by their ability to purée a passing butterfly, rarely make contact with swordsmen, or swordswomen, in such a way that the

  victim loses a limb or even a little finger. Two opposing swordsmen or swords-women – let’s just call them swordspersons – will emerge untouched from a fifteen-minute stretch of

  virtuoso choreography, a pas de deux for interlocking whirlwinds. If, after all that spinning, diving, somersaulting and grimacing, a sword strikes home, it makes only a small neat puncture

  which in no way lessens the loser’s capacity to speak that special dialogue from the Orient that actually sounds more Chinese after it has been dubbed into English.




  ‘Your skills are great,’ says Falling Snow. ‘Your sword was quick,’ says Rising Cloud. ‘Your quest is finished,’ says Passing Wind. Passing Wind is Rising

  Cloud’s mentor. Passing Wind is old, older than the hills, visible in the background for purposes of comparison. Yet he, too, can fly. He’s been flying since before the Wright brothers.

  He’s been flying since long before mainland China started turning out sword operas with flying people in them, and you probably remember him from the very first such epic that made an

  international hit: ‘Flying People, Flagrant Piffle’. He was a veteran even then, and by now he has run up every wall in China. All the young swordspersons fall to their knees before

  Passing Wind.




  The sub-genre of meaningfully violent martial arts art movies grew out of the sub-sub-genre of kickboxer movies. Ever since Bruce Lee was at the height of his histrionic powers back in the early

  seventies, kickboxer movies have been coming out of Hong Kong like a trail of oil behind a sampan. Those who believe that Liberace was a better actor than Bruce Lee tend to neglect the fact that

  Bruce, though unable to narrow his eyes without flaring his nostrils and vice versa, had hidden powers of hypnosis. A dozen assailants, strangely unequipped with guns, would corner Bruce in a car

  park behind the studio and sportingly give away their numerical advantage by running at him one at a time, shouting so as to ensure that he could see them coming and kick each one of them in the

  chin with the sound of a slamming door.




  As each assailant reeled back stunned to be replaced by the next, a close-up on Bruce’s face revealed that his narrowed eyes and flared nostrils had been joined by pursed lips. Try it with

  your own face and you’ll find it isn’t easy, but when I saw my first Bruce Lee movie in its place of origin, Hong Kong, the whole audience was doing it. Needless to say, they were all

  young men, and suddenly I got the point. They were just ordinary, hard-working stiffs in suits, like those many millions of Chinese young men, everywhere in the world except in China, who had a

  good job and a mobile telephone.




  Mobile telephones were as big as lunch-boxes in those days but the jobs were already proving that you could have a salary and still feel powerless. Soon, most of the jobs in the developed world

  would feel like that. And what do we dream of when we’re powerless? We dream of having amazing personal martial arts skills. The same dream spread to the West, as it were, when oriental

  martial arts started invading Hollywood B-movies. It was bad enough when they invaded television in the form of a long-running American series called Kung Fu, starring David Carradine as a

  saintly oriental figure who would withstand an hour of provocation by hoodlums armed with rocket launchers before he finally cut loose with the barefoot martial arts skills taught to him by a

  master even more ancient than Passing Wind.




  But it got worse when the saintly figure was Jean-Claude van Damme. Once again he didn’t want to fight, but when bad people opened up on him with a four-barrelled 20mm cannon he was forced

  to kick them in the chin. Jean-Claude’s face is a bodybuilder’s bicep in worried search of its original arm but he looks like Bertrand Russell when compared to Chuck Norris. With two

  eyes sharing the one socket, Chuck is an action hero whose countless movies kick their way straight to video. Master of every military weapon, Chuck would still rather fight barefooted, which gives

  you a clue. Personal, stylized cinematic violence is really a way of giving you a holiday from the world in which guns are decisive.




  Much further upmarket than Jean-Claude and Chuck, it happened again in An Officer and a Gentleman, when Richard Gere, who was born with narrowed eyes, was a trainee jet pilot who turned

  out to have kickboxing skills hitherto unsuspected until he and his girl were harassed by provocative hoodlums. Soon he would be flying a Tomcat off the deck of the USS Nimitz with enough

  firepower under his wings to melt a city, but now he was kicking the eyebrows off a bunch of bar-room thugs. And they all picked themselves up and slunk off to their lairs, and not one of them came

  back with a gun.




  And that’s what the bare hands are all about, and it’s even what the swords are all about. It’s even what the movies with guns in them are all about, because Hollywood bullets

  swerve around the star and anyone on the feature list that the audience might like. Real bullets don’t do that. Real bullets don’t care who they hit. Real bullets fired by a real gun

  turn your highly trained kickboxing feet into instruments for running away with if you’re lucky. You don’t get to rise into the air, spin around, and elegantly kick the weapon from the

  nerveless fingers of the awed assailant. It’s a lie to suggest otherwise, and we could tie ourselves in knots worrying about how a free society can persuade its most powerful medium of

  entertainment to stop peddling drivel, but there’s at least the bitter consolation that the people who most terrify us are probably the ones who spend least time watching exquisite mid-air

  ballets of acrobatic combat. They’re out there on the lower deck of the bus, heading for the demilitarized zone.




  Postscript




  As with the previous broadcast, the underlying topic here is about our helplessness in the face of youthful violence in the streets. Despite continual assurance from the police

  that the incidence of adolescent gun crime was going down, everybody knew that it was always going up: not in your street, perhaps, but in other streets you’d heard about. You don’t,

  however, need to see a gun in order to feel uneasy. It is enough to have your home burgled a couple of times. Ours was burgled twice, and neither time was I at home, or I would have . . . would

  have what? A favourite newspaper horror story is about the homeowner who retaliates and is jailed for excessive violence against the thief. Though this apparently inverted judicial procedure is not

  without merit – electing yourself as the executioner of some dolt who nicks your videos does seem a touch excessive when you come to think about it – dreams of retaliation are hard to

  quell. But unless you really are a master of martial arts, you lack the means. So the dream machine takes over.




  
 





  NOB VOICES, YOB VOICES




  Dates of show: 2 and 4 March 2007




  Helen Mirren deserves her Oscar for having learned to sound like the Queen, but the Queen should get two Oscars for having learned to sound like Helen Mirren. It took Her

  Majesty a lifetime of study but she finally managed to overcome her origins and start making the same sort of noise as any other well-brought-up girl from the Home Counties. She and Dame Helen

  might not precisely be two Essex girls together, but they share roughly the same distinction, dignity and air of authority, although I suppose Dame Helen is still the one that springs to mind when,

  if you’re a red-blooded male with propensities towards larceny, you think of the detective inspector you’d most like to be arrested by.




  It’s nice, though, to see the class business losing its sting. When I first came to Britain forty-five years ago, there was still a class gap, not to say a class gulf. Most countries

  bigger than an atoll have different social classes but what makes for a really noxious class divide is that there are feelings of inferiority to match the feelings of superiority. In Australia,

  there are plenty of people who feel superior, especially if their share of a race horse is big enough to run on its own, but hardly anyone feels inferior: they’re all in it together. In

  Britain, the same is at last more or less so. The homeland has caught up with its colony. But when I first came to London, there was still plenty of quietly simmering resentful envy going on from

  the lower class towards the upper, which only increased the arrogance of the upper class towards the lower.




  A measure of arrogance is that you really don’t care what the people around you think of the way you sound. Still lingering, in the early 1960s, one of the main differences between the

  working class and the middle class was that working-class married couples would rarely raise their voices to each other when they fought in public. Middle-class married couples, on the other hand,

  would bellow at each other as if nobody else was there, which is the true sign of unshakeable class confidence, because if you’re that arrogant, nobody else is there.




  One of my first visits to the West End theatre was to the Aldwych to see a Peter Hall production of King Lear. Paul Scofield played Lear in a leather outfit that squeaked when he walked.

  I got so obsessed with the sound of his leather trousers squeaking that I missed most of the words, but I would probably have missed them anyway, because he had pitched his voice very low. He was a

  gravel-voiced, nearly inaudible Lear. Even going mad on the blasted heath, he didn’t howl, he growled.




  In the foyer afterwards there was a lot of polite murmuring and I started to wonder if I hadn’t come to a country that had lost the power of speech. Then, through the crowded foyer, there

  strode towards the street a very suave well-brushed couple who had clearly come in from the stockbroker belt for their weekly culture ration. As the female stalked away towards the exit she shouted

  back over her shoulder, ‘I’m not your slave, John.’




  But it wasn’t just the volume of her voice that made it stick in my mind. It was the elocution. The full cut-glass number, it was what I had come to London expecting to hear a lot more of.

  In Australia I had been brought up on the sort of British movies where you could identify everyone according to class by the way they spoke. You couldn’t do that in American movies, but in a

  British movie like In Which We Serve you knew that Noël Coward was upper deck and Richard Attenborough was lower deck. Upper deck had a stiff upper lip and lower deck had a trembling

  lower lip. In Brief Encounter, Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson were doomed never to consummate their passion but you could tell they were made for each other by the way they spoke.




  Celia, even more than Trevor, had that wonderful clipped eccent by which all the vowels were formed in the beck of the mithe and the lips never went sleck. I’m bound to say that when women

  were speaking the upper-class British accent it turned me on a treat, but my arrival in London seemed to be the signal for the whole thing to disappear. All the women from the north started

  sounding like Rachel Roberts in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and nobody in the south sounded like Celia Johnson any more except the Queen, who still, when addressing the nation at

  Christmas, sounded as if she had only recently attended her own coronation and been stunned by the spectacle of the Archbishop of Canterbury in full drag.




  The history of Britain since that time can be roughly summarized as the successful attempt to persuade the monarch to approach, from the top down, nearer to the happy medium that linguistic

  experts call standard English, or received English, or even BBC English, although you might wonder how there can be such a thing as BBC English if someone like me is on the BBC. The BBC, along with

  the nation’s broadcasting system in general, has been instrumental in this change. Regional accents were correctly judged to be worth hearing.




  A mistake, however, although not the biggest mistake, was to suppose that the regional accents were all equally understandable. I could gladly listen to Ken Stott reading the whole Bible aloud,

  but even a short reading by Jimmy Nail would leave me puzzled, and not just because I’m an Aussie. It’s because a Scottish accent is inherently more intelligible than a Geordie accent,

  except, perhaps, from Ruth in The Archers. By intelligible I mean intelligible to other English-speakers. Americans, wherever they come from, almost invariably pronounce the whole word. So

  one of the secrets of American cultural power is that all Americans understand each other instantly across three million square miles and everybody else in the world who speaks English can

  understand them too, whereas there are plenty of British people who can’t understand their own countrymen across a distance of a hundred yards. But let’s suppose, for a moment, that all

  British regional accents were equally easy on the general ear. The biggest mistake was to think that yob is a regional accent as well.




  But the yob voice isn’t regional. The yob voice doesn’t come from a geographical division. It comes from a social assertion, the way that the upper-class accent once did, and a sure

  sign of the yob voice’s deliberate aggressiveness is that it’s produced with even more effort. It once took a lot of energy to speak like Sir Alec Douglas-Home. You practically had to

  swallow your own mouth. It takes the same kind of effort to produce the yob uproar, whose sheer volume is the chief sign that what’s really happening is a newly dominant social force

  arrogantly asserting its privileges. But the privileges aren’t class privileges. This is a different thing.




  Yob privileges are classless privileges. One of them is automatic individuality. In the age of universal stardom, everyone has a right to stand out even if he has no detectable characteristics.

  With half the consonants missing, the sound the voice makes is telling us that it doesn’t matter if there is no information to be conveyed, as long as the message is heard, and the message is

  ‘this is me’. The angle-grinder loudness of the voice serves to amplify the message ‘this is me’, even if the person shouting it might himself doubt the validity of that

  statement when he looks into a mirror. On a train, you will hear just how classless yobbery can be, when every carriage except the quiet carriage is occupied by yobs with jobs, important men who

  are proving it by using their mobile phones as megaphones. The quiet carriage is full of them too, conveying the further message that your space is their space if they say so.




  It’s an ugly sound they make, and any dreamy-eyed social pundit is foolish who asserts that all voices have equal value. He would be closer to being right if all voices had equal volume,

  but the loudness is still the tip-off. Once it was one bunch who didn’t care what you thought, and now it’s another. It’s a change for the better. Long ago, Sir Alf Ramsey was

  mocked when he went into secret training to pick up his dropped aitches. But he was right to believe that there was indeed such a thing as being well spoken. There still is. When some commentators

  correctly decided that what Jade Goody said about Shilpa Shetty couldn’t have been a race thing because racism is an idea and Jade hasn’t got an idea in her head, they incorrectly

  decided that it must have been a class thing. But it wasn’t. It was just that Shilpa sounded like Zeinab Badawi and Trevor McDonald and all the other people who grew up speaking a reasonably

  pleasant-sounding English, and poor Jade didn’t. She had plenty to resent, because nothing makes you nervous quite like knowing that you get on other people’s nerves. Not that we should

  encourage the idea that changing the way you sound is an easy trick for an adult. It can take years, even if your face is on the stamps. But it can’t be that hard to just turn down the

  volume.




  Postscript




  Even today, when the reaction has set in and a return to decorum is thought desirable by almost everybody, you will still hear the proposition being advanced that the idea of a

  received standard pronunciation is a phantom. But the proposition is the phantom: we pay attention, find friendship, fall in love, and even marry, always with the proviso that the voice we hear is

  tolerable. Even the most stridently confident ladette knows that she has missed out on something by not sounding like the voice of that effortlessly classy woman reading out the information on the

  London Underground. When the luscious courtesan Abi Titmuss came to prominence, it was instantly clear why so many quite intelligent men were keen to know her. To go with her appearance, she was

  well spoken, and they were at least as interested in a leg up as a leg over. The same quite intelligent men rarely feel the same way about Katie Price, because she sounds as rough as a gravel road.

  There are no prizes for pointing out that the proper names of these flamboyant women are already fading on the breeze, but at the time of my broadcast they were common currency, if

  ‘common’ is the word we want. In the case of Abi, one would have thought, it isn’t: there is no gainsaying a pretty knack for speech. The ability of a model for proactive lingerie

  to sound better than at least one ranking duchess would have given William Blake material for a poem about the death of England.




  I was a bit premature in declaring that the strangled tones of the upper class vanished from Britain at the same time as I arrived from Australia. But there can be no doubt that the tones of the

  middle class were already sounding more, well, normal. When I was a TV critic you could still hear the beautifully spoken presenter Vanya Kewley on television every week, and one night in

  Stratford, at the opening night of Les liaisons dangereuses, I thrilled to the delicious voice of Lindsay Duncan. But her voice would not have been so lovely if she had not pronounced the

  words so well. No form of enunciation that mangles the language can ever be attractive, and it is a mark of sentimentality to suppose it can. One of the disastrous consequences of the BBC’s

  elevation of Estuarine English to the status of a legitimate regional dialect was that scarcely any new female recruit to the BBC television screen sounded bearable unless her parents came from the

  Indian subcontinent. Nor is America exempt from the rule that a lack of vocal education is tough on the listener’s ears, mind and nervous system. Mira Sorvino sounds good in Mighty

  Aphrodite only because Woody Allen sounds so bad. How should a man sound? At the time of writing there is no man in Britain who sounds quite as good as the Archbishop of Canterbury, not because

  of his Christian principles but because of his precise articulation, although his naturally deep timbre helps.




  In the text, where I mentioned the Peter Hall production of King Lear, I should have said Peter Brook. The error got all the way to the air because I spoke with such confidence nobody

  thought of checking it. So much for the fidelity of memory.




  
 





  BECAUSE SHE’S WORTH IT




  Dates of show: 9 and 11 March 2007




  Let us imagine that a hundred miles north of Anchorage, Alaska, there is a little town called Moose Tooth. When the air base was still open, a few miles even further north into

  the snow and ice, some of the ground crew for the supersonic delta-wing bombers would come into town on Friday nights to tie one on, and the population of Moose Tooth, in order to service this

  sparse traffic, gradually climbed from 126 people to 214. Then the base closed and Moose Tooth shrank again to its present size. There are seventy-three people over the age of twenty-one and most

  of the kids who go away to get educated never come back. It’s headline news in the single-sheet local paper when one of them does.




  Nothing happens in Moose Tooth, or it didn’t until this week, when it was announced that Moose Tooth would be one of the few places in the world where Elizabeth Hurley would not be staging

  part of her marriage celebrations. Another place was the two-house town of Bindiai, South Australia, population four people; but Bindiai never had a prayer because it hasn’t got a newspaper.

  Moose Tooth, as we have seen, does have a newspaper, the Moose Tooth Truth-teller, and therefore it was in with a chance. A cruel deprivation, then, that Liz Hurley and her husband Arun

  Nayar probably won’t be turning up.




  Indeed, we should be serious here and concede that this wedding has been a comparatively modest affair, mainly confined to parts of Britain and most of India. The British part of the wedding,

  the opening ceremony of the ceremony, as it were, took place, as you may have heard, at Sudeley Castle in the Cotswolds. Paparazzi from all over the planet gathered around the outer perimeter of

  Sudeley Castle to be told to their surprise that they would not be allowed in. Psychologists are baffled as to how so many otherwise intelligent adult males equipped with expensive cameras could

  harbour the delusion that the couple about to be married had not done a deal with Hello! magazine and that they, the paparazzi, would be allowed in.




  Was it a collective delusion that they would all be allowed in, or was it an individual delusion, multiplied by the number of paparazzi present, that they would each be allowed in, one at a

  time? Was it possible, scientists wondered, that Signore Massimo Intrusione from the distinguished Italian foreign affairs magazine Il Pesto honestly envisaged a scenario in which a heavily

  built security man would say, ‘Seeing it’s you, Massimo, come right in. Miss Hurley’s waiting for you beside the swimming pool in a vestigial bikini. Kir royale?’
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