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Preface

STORYBOARD4; what’s it all about? Five discontented lefties with a bright idea. Stop 
smirking at the back; it does happen you know. What we were all agreed on was that 

we wanted  to create a political space for the left that was not drowning in long and (be-
lieve me) often tedious mumbo-jumbo about the minutiae of which “revolutionary hero” 
said what, where and when.

What we did want to create was a platform from which to comment on specific cur-
rent issues, as they came up, but without assuming that all the answers were already at 
hand; in a book somewhere — “yes, it’s here somewhere” — on the shelf.

Have we been successful? You will have to be the judge of that.

The author has asserted their right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 
to be identified as the author of this work

Storyboard4 posts 2011-2012 by Roland Wood 2012

Revised edition 2013. Original publication storyboard4.com 2011-2012.



October
Responsible gimmicks       14
“Tut, tut!”        15
Pre-disposed to what?       16
What contest?        18
Well being in One Nation      20

November
“Parity” is the new “big”      22
This little Labourite went to market     23

December
What do we want? Another inquiry!     25
A ‘shot in the dark’       27

Postscript
“Ding dong” to you too       29

Contents

Preface        iii
October 2011
Freedom? Information? Am I exempt?      1
Debt to the “big society”       1

November
It’s just a hiccup        3

December
Am I on my own?        4

February 2012
Disappearing act        5

March
Biased ad nauseum        5

April
Lansley sets “trend”        6

May
“Posh boys” in detention       7

June
Increasing nonsense in “real terms”      7

July
What a load of Bolívar       10

August
Not a ‘diamond’ geezer       10
In situ         11

September
Take a break: go boil an egg      13



1

Freedom? Information? Am I 
exempt?
WHAT CAN you possibly get out of the Freedom Of Information Act (FOI)? Free-

dom? Information? Information about “exempt information” (Section 38)? Yes; you 
may well be trying to get your head round that too.

“Exempt information” — stuff that you and I aren’t meant to know about, even if 
we actually do — stuff about people who are unfortunately dead. The Act tells us that 
information is “exempt” if it is likely to “endanger the physical or mental health of any 
individual ...” I’m not sure that even I can “endanger” someone who is already, unfortu-
nately, dead. Surely a mental health ward at a local hospital — that was attempting to 
brand itself in a super new lovely light — would want to draw the curtains over some 
in-patient deaths.

What the Act doesn’t say anything about is family and friends. What I would have 
thought could be important; if someone is making a FOI request I personally think it’s 
reasonable to respect the wishes/opinions of family and friends. There does not appear to 
be any space in the Act for such consideration J

October 2011

Debt to the “big society”
IF GREECE can default, why can’t I? More to the point 
why can’t the NHS?

LET’S FACE it, the NHS owes a debt to the sick and vulnerable; in short, those amongst 
us who are not going to ever afford private health companies or, indeed, want to mas-

sage their profit margins.
Perhaps we have the wrong idea about debt. Philosophically. Personal financial debt is, 

of course, generally seen as a bad thing. Never mind that in the not too distant past that 
kind of debt was encouraged. Surely not.

But what of our collective debt? Has Prime Minister Cameron and his Eton chums 
really thought through the ramifications of their “big society”? In more urban areas there 
maybe more likelihood of civil/volunteer groups to plug the gaps left by the decline in, 
or removal of comprehensive services. The quality of services provided may be patchy; 
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It’s just a hiccup
WHEN THE National Audit Office get involved with local hospitals you can expect 

trouble; when the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ), the Conservative-leaning “think 
tank” founded by Work and Pensions Secretary Iain Duncan Smith, jump on the mental 
health bandwagon as well you may want to hide under the duvet.

The CSJ have recently published a new report claiming to be “transforming mental 
health and tackling poverty”. You’d better believe it; there is, apparently, an unfinished 
“revolution” in social care reform. It’s more than 40 pages long and the general theme 
would seem to be a prioritisation of “community care”. NHS care might cost too much 
money; your next door neighbour will look after you for free. Of course they will.

Come out from under that duvet and let’s have a look at some of the proposals.
The report claims that “the poorest in society are those most likely to suffer mental ill-

health”. Oh no, I think I’m about to have a nervous breakdown. Iain Duncan Smith has 
clearly taken on some rocket scientists.

Some traditional Conservative party concerns are highlighted: family breakdown, ed-
ucational failure ... and so forth. If only we had all experienced the advantages of a par-
ticular type of family, or gone to a half decent private school everything would be OK.

Whatever you do, don’t mention the fact that a relatively recent Conservative prime 
minister had an affair with Edwina Currie. If you remember the story and it doesn’t give 
you a psychotic nightmare then, frankly, I don’t know what will.

I would certainly not claim that Labour, Liberal or minority party MPs are blameless. 
However, being lectured by Conservatives about family breakdown is a little like going to 
your local off-license for a lecture about alcohol abuse.

Much of the report applauds Andrew Lansley’s Health and Social Care bill. No surpris-
es there; but Mr Duncan Smith may find it as difficult as the rest of us do to keep up with 
the almost weekly changes to the bill. The CSJ report is particularly keen on emphasising 
the government proposal in favour of “care commissioning groups dominated by GPs”. 
Perhaps one or two of the CSJ’s rocket scientist researchers could produce a report about 
how local charities and voluntary organisations are going to grow on trees J

November 2011

but if you have access to a good private physician, why would you worry your pretty little 
head about that.

If you’re living in a more remote area (and there are still a few), what is the likelihood of 
adequate social care provision? What is the current coalition government expecting; the 
local church drop-in to take everyone suffering from bi-polar disorder or post traumatic 
distress under their wing for a cup of coffee, biscuit and a whole “lot of luvvin’”. “There, 
there now. Here’s a tissue.”

It has often been said over recent weeks that one of the significant reasons behind 
Greece’s debt problems is its historical inability to collect tax properly from those who 
should be paying their fair wack. Perhaps British private health companies should be re-
minded that they are making money out of what remains of public/comprehensive health 
care provision. They might want to make sure that their tax returns are in order.

Will it make a blind bit of difference to their beach side villa in the Cayman Islands? 
I fear not J

October 2011



Disappearing act
SHIRLEY WILLIAMS, Liberal Democrat peer, is no revolutionary; there she is stand-

ing up in the upper house of parliament — without any zima frame — attacking 
competition clauses in the regularly changing Health and Social Care Bill. Personally, I’ve 
seen this sort of thing before. Have I ever told any of you of the time I saw Lord Lucan 
in Braunstone Town? No? He was particularly fond of a pint at the The Shakespeare. You 
heard it here first. Perhaps the way things are going he’ll turn up at one of the coalition 
government’s consultation meetings; I’m sure his experience in “disappearing” would be 
invaluable to Health Secretary Andrew Lansley.

Mr Lansley seems to be particularly keen on making his critics disappear, even if they 
are from long-established and respected professional bodies. I can think of a few parties 
that I’ve felt I was rudely “not invited” to; refusing invitations to the British Medical 
Association (BMA) or the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) and others about takes the 
clinical biscuit. Perhaps they’ll be offered a nice cup of tea and a biccy later in the year. 
That’ll bring them to their senses, won’t it?

Ms Williams has not argued for completely scrapping the proposed Bill — unlike her 
Lib Dem colleague Simon Hughes — but she has emphasised that there are contentious 
issues relating to competition and co-operation. Well I never ... As they used to say round 
my way: “I’ll go to the bottom of our stairs”.

Whatever happens to the Bill — or if anything happens to it, apart from another 1,000 
ammendments — it’s a point well made. It would be shocking to discover that local GPs 
were “non-executive” directors of private health care firms that were in future going to be 
commissioned for patient services. That would be shocking, wouldn’t it? J

February 2012

Biased ad nauseam
FOR BETTER or worse, probably worse, I can be as culturally biased as the next per-

son. Does anybody else think American politics are weird? Of course I’d have to admit 
I would never vote for a Republican Party (RP) candidate — if I were an American citi-
zen, which I’m not; for goodness sake I’m only half British — but I’ve been following the 
RP primaries to a limited extent; limited to the extent that I haven’t thrown a brick at the 
television screen. It’s been tempting, believe me.

Tea Party? Doesn’t sound like the kind of party I would be invited to; and to that extent 

Am I on my own?
AM I on your side? The question is more difficult than you might think. Are you on 

my side? I don’t think I can be on your side if you’re not on mine. Is that self interest 
gone crazy? Possibly.

Let me put the question another way. Are you in favour of a publicly funded health ser-
vice? You are? Then we are on the same side. Here comes the difficult bit. You’ve probably 
noticed that the NHS is under threat; what do we do about that?

I don’t know about you but I don’t think smashing the windows of shops on Granby 
Street is very constructive. I think I can understand the frustration that led to rioting even 
in Leicester; but is it constructive? No.

There’s no movement, feral or otherwise. Organised movements are what we need. 
Forming and organising radical movements is the bit that’s even more difficult; and be-
lieve me I’ve got quite a lot of experience in trying. Leicester CND Youth? Can you 
believe how mean teenagers can be to each other? Oh, OK you can.

But the problem remains. If we are going to defend services we care about, such as a 
comprehensive publicy funded health service, we will need organisation, movements and 
less  throwing stones at police officers. Some of the placards at the recent “occupy Wall 
Street” demonstrations in New York, USA, spelt it out: “Defend the working class; and 
that means you too (ie, police officers)”.

Problems remain: defending public sector pension rights may not immediately seem 
relevant to those of us involved in mental health. Think about it for a moment; public 
sector workers provide services we might use. Alliances should be about “what it says on 
the tin”. A mental health alliance needs to be talking to and working with public sector 
trades unions.

There’s a lot of work ahead. Movements don’t grow on trees; and when they are organ-
ised and led by mental health carers and service users, I’m afraid you can probably expect 
a few hiccups J

December 2011
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“Posh boys” in detention
ACCORDING TO apocryphal myth, when your day is going from bad to worse you 

can at least guarantee that two buses will turn up at once. That’s “choice” apparently. 
But just when you thought Health Secretary Andrew Lansley was the only “posh boy” 
worth having a good dig at (preferably in the ribs) along comes Jeremy Hunt, Secretary 
of State for Culture Sport & Media (also known as the “Minister for Murdoch”). In a 
nutshell it is alleged that his department’s relationship with News Corp vis a vis BSkyB 
was a little too cosy and may have breached the ministerial code of conduct.

Tory cabinet members are clearly “all in this together”; especially when it comes down 
to protecting their nicely paid ministerial jobs.

Imagine, if you will, that one of these wonderful new GP consortia were a cabinet. Im-
agine, again — as I have done in previous articles — that the relationship between your 
local GP “cabinet” and private health providers was a little to cosy. Let’s say, for the sake 
of argument, that private health companies were receiving tip-offs about commissioning; 
let’s suppose that financial interests were being put ahead of comprehensive quality health 
care ... I could go on and on and ...

Who’s going to bid for mental health services? How many GP consortia will even both-
er to commission local services? J

May 2012

Increasing nonsense: in “real 
terms”
EXCELLENT: HEALTH Secretary, Andrew Lansley, is back in the firing line. The 

Olympics are just around the corner and lots of people always like a good punch-up 
in a stadium.

He graced Andrew Marr’s Sunday morning television show towards the end of May 
and he’s clearly in fine form: if he repeats something enough times we’ll all be foolish 
enough to eventually believe it. Either that or we’ll die on a hospital trolly ... somewhere 
or other.

The NHS budget is increasing “in real terms” year on year; there has been an “increase 
in clinical staff”. However, there has been a 20% cut in support staff (but they’re all 

perhaps I should be grateful for small mercies. Obamacare? What is it that these people 
have against a comprehensive national health service? It’s hardly revolutionary socialism 
by the back door; social democracy with a sweet chilli, maybe.

Mitt Romney is a multi-millionaire Mormon. So what. Rick Santorum is a right-wing 
evangelical christian. Again, you could say “so what”, unless you happen to be gay, or a 
European etc, etc ... Why do the wives of these RP candidates have a permanent grin on 
their face? Are they on something that is normally illegal? Perhaps it’s better that we never 
know; and what is it about those old-time ‘founding fathers’? I think there are indigenous 
American indians who might want to quibble with that.

As an outsider looking in I’d be inclined to suggest we should all be careful about where 
we walk; there’s a lot of the proverbial dog s**t out there J

March 2012

Lansley sets “trend”
CAN ANDREW Lansley live with himself? Can anyone live with him? Perhaps I don’t 

want to know. I think this brings out the wooly humanitarian side in me; is he living 
with a physcotic sociopath? I hope not; for her or his sake.

Guardian columnist, Marina Hyde, recently suggested that it should be mandatory 
for Lansley to reveal whether he has any financial interests in private health firms. I may-
be vain but I do like to think I almost got there first. I have, in the pages of Ringing 
Change1, suggested that it would be instructive to us all if we knew whether our local GP 
had any financial interests in any of the private health firms that they might be planning 
to commission.

This is a growing problem. Lansley, much like his cabinet chum George Osborne, is an 
excellent example of a trend: if you repeat gobbledegook to yourself enough times you 
will believe it. Prime Minister David Cameron perhaps escapes this dilemma; everyone 
knows that he’s an ‘old-Etonian toff’. Job done.

Of course there have been various rumours regarding Mr Lansley’s future. If he were to 
go in a future cabinet reshuffle it has been suggested that the Health Secretary position 
might go to a Liberal Democrat. I think this is the first exhibition of any tactical nounce 
by the Tory-led coalition: give your minority Lib Dem partners the job of implementing 
Tory party policy. Don’t you just love them? No I don’t, but you probably knew that J

April 2012
1. Ringing Change was a mental health newsletter published in Leicester.
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love-in doesn’t make a political party, far left or not. Believe me, for once, I should know.
Keynesianism is, for better or worse, back on the agenda. It’s not revolutionary, or a 

lot of the time very radical, but it paved the way for a post-1945 Labour government 
introducing ‘socialistic’ infrastructure into working peoples lives with ... erm ... the NHS 
perhaps. Hello Mr Lansley.

Is the rising tide against austerity measures in Europe going to the left? Perhaps that’s a 
question the European-wide left needs to address J

June 2012

useless lazy do-gooders anyway). I don’t think that admission was originally in his depart-
mental script.

His Sunday morning myopia was clearly beginning to get the better of him: he was, 
he told Marr, thrilled by the increasing use of “community services” (has this plonker 
ever heard of post-code lotteries?) and, as Health Secretary, he regularly “sees the pressure 
nurses are under”.

Hallelujah. Let’s launch a “dementia challenge”. I think most of us would agree that 
dementia is a challenge but what is next? The post traumatic stress challenge?

Don’t worry. Mr Lansley is investing £100’s millions in keeping you out of hospital. 
He’s going to “empower people”. By 2015 many of us will be able to engage with our local 
GP services online; appointments, test results, am I dead or am I in wooden box for a 
reason? Apparently only one percent of GP practices currently operate such wonderful ac-
cess but, don’t worry, that’ll all change. Forgive me for pointing out that the Conservative 
party are very fond of that magical one percent figure. You really need to appreciate that 
for one percent of this country the weather in an off-shore tax haven is very important.

Mr Lansley has gone on to say that hospital food is generally not very highly rated. It 
stands to reason: if you want to blame poor nutritional standards on somebody let’s hope 
it’s not a ‘tax-payer’ funded health system that gets the investigatory kosh. It’s so much 
easier to cancel the contract of one cheapo provider and replace it with a company that 
has bid even less.

People “shouldn’t confuse trade unions with professionals”. Now he is really taking 
the A&E biscuit. Can you imagine professionals being members of a trade union; it’s a 
horrific idea isn’t it.

Now, you’ll have to forgive my rather tenous links to other current stories. What could 
Andrew Lansley’s so-called health and social care reforms have to do with events in other 
parts of this planet ... or at least Europe? Well, you might be surprised.

Left of centre political parties/candidates seem to be doing well. Unfortunately, so are 
far-right parties — analysis/gossip on that another time. Francois Hollande, newly elect-
ed socialist party (PS) French president is hardly a revolutionary in wolfs clothing. He is 
a left-leaning social democrat. Let’s put him and his proposed anti-austerity programme 
on one side for the moment.

Instead, I think we should talk about SYRIZA in Greece. They came second in the May 
general election and there has been speculation that they could become the largest party 
in parliament following the second Greek national election in June — but unable to form 
an anti-austerity coalition. The name SYRIZA, Coalition of the Radical Left for those of 
you not in the know is, apparently, a pun; it means “to the roots”. They have frequently 
been described by a number of columnists, that really should know better, as ‘far left’. 
Whoa! Hang on. Some former Trotskyists and Euro-communists having a Mediteranian 
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presto ... we have an apparently armour-plated bubble.
Bob Diamond has been described as having “fallen on his sword”. A strange turn of 

phrase under the circumstances; I don’t know of many forms of self-harm that involve 
a $20 million+ payout (oh no, would you credit it: Diamond has become a chivalrous 
altruist and will leave Barclays with little more than a $2 million package. If only there 
were more bankers like Bob). I implore you: don’t try this at home.

If you want to try to do something constructive at home can I suggest keeping an 
eagle eye on these often ‘untouchable’ doyens of the ‘free market’. “We believe in choice, 
plurality, transparency ...”. Do they heck. They like monopolies; as long as it’s them that 
is monopolising a particular market or industry. Competition? Not if they can avoid it.

Don’t forget the weavers in Hans Christian Anderson’s tale of the Emperor’s new clothes 
set up two looms in order to pretend they were working. Originally published in 1837 it 
is almost unnerving to see how so little has changed. The weavers aim was that the ‘new 
clothes’ would be invisible but reveal who was unfit for office, who was “stupid” ... Come 
on now, it’s time to get weaving J

August 2012

In situ
VLADIMIR PUTIN thinks the women from punk group Pussy Riot should be treated 

leniently; a lawyer acting on behalf of several of the complainants against Pussy Riot 
tells the world that “feminism is a mortal sin”. That’s a relief: the three women involved 
— Maria Alyokhina, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova and Yekaterina Samutsevich — may only 
be sentenced to three years each but they will still burn in ‘hell’.

Defence lawyers have argued that the case is “political ... from beginning to end”. The 
Russian Orthodox church was an important supporter in favour of Putin once again 
becoming president. It never seems to have shied away from its own politicisation; on 
the contrary, it has argued for greater ties between the state and the Orthodox church. 
However, we must bear in mind that the trial has been ‘willed by God’. If you can count 
omnipresent beings among your friends who cares. Luckily, many Russians do care. One 
of the defence lawyers, Mark Feygin, went as far as to say that: “Russia has no rule of law. 
Russia has no justice system ... Nothing has changed from Soviet times.”

But what of the actions/performance of Pussy Riot? Their prayer, Virgin Mary, Chase 
Putin Out, was clearly both cultural and political in tone. Was this a spontaneous discov-
ery or union, or have precedents been set before?

As far back as 1953, in an article entitled Formulary for a new urbanism, Ivan Chtcheglov 

What a load of Bolívar
MUCH HAS been written and said about the Simón Bolívar Symphony Orchestra 

over the last few weeks. Little, however, has bee said about the man from whom the 
orchestra take their name. I wonder why?

Outside of Latin America he is almost unknown. Was he a 19th century precursor to 
Che Guevara? I hardly think so. Yes, it’s a long time since my history degree but I don’t 
think you’d find too many motorbike riders in Venezuela at the time.

In fact the future revolutionary nationalist (or should that be ‘continentalist’?) came 
from a relatively privileged background; private tutors ... you name it he probably had 
access to it, including exposure to Enlightenment thinkers such as Rousseau and Voltaire. 
If you were going to strut your political stuff back then this was almost mandatory. Like 
many aristocrats of this period Bolívar owned slaves. To his credit some of that ‘enlighten-
ment’ philosophy clearly made its mark and he was one of the first to free them.

Thinker and critic, Terry Eagleton, has recently been ruminating about what someone 
such as Rousseau might have made of Europe’s current malaise. Eagleton’s conclusions 
are not very optimistic. That is a shame; I think we could be missing a trick here. Even a 
small dose of Enlightenment Romanticism could prove to be better medicine than what 
is on offer.

The current Venezuelan president, Hugo Chavez, no doubt likes to think that some-
thing of Bolívar’s legacy has rubbed off on him. I will need to consider that under advise-
ment. Like many Latin American leaders before him, of left and right, Chavez is more a 
strutting ‘caudillo’ than a revolutionary. However, the orchestra is very good J

July 2012

Not a ‘diamond’ geezer
DON’T YOU just love ‘em? No, nor do I. However, there is a growing trend emerging 

among our ruling elites. It’s a trend I’ve identified before but I think it’s worth exam-
ining once more.

It doesn’t seem to matter whether they are the CEO of a major bank, a government 
minister or, indeed, a senior manager of a local hospital trust. It goes something like this: 
if they repeat selected ‘facts’ to themselves enough times they will, by osmosis, begin to 
believe them. They will invariably become irritated when challenged; couple that with an 
uncanny ability to forget, or conveniently not recall alternative versions of events and hey 
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Take a break: go boil an egg
YOU CAN come out now. It’s OK, no need to hide. No one is going to threaten you 

with a “once in a life time experience”. If you’re disabled you may still be under an 
edict to be “amazed”, “dazzled” and so forth.

This vapid commercialisation of our personal experiences is no better or worse than dis-
covering that the attractive cutlery set you bought only a few months ago is now second 
best: there is a new, better set which, you are told, you must have. Even if, for practical 
reasons, or through choice you eat with your hands most of us would probably agree that 
a knife and fork is only a means to an end.

Nevertheless, recent governments — and the current Tory-led coalition is unsurpris-
ingly guilty — have been attempting to sell us recycled junk on the basis that this time it 
really is better. No. That’s wrong: this time it’s even better. Forgive me for paraphrasing 
but I think it goes something like this: Mr Cameron turns up somewhere to give a speech. 
We wait with bated breath: “Everything we’ve done so far has been for the best, you plebs. 
Now we can offer you more than just the best. We are offering you superannuated best. 
You’re so lucky you don’t even know it yet ...”

Other exciting offers have involved the promise to publicly dismember inefficient or 
unnecessary quangos. Health Secretary, Andrew Lansley, would seem to have actually 
created a swathe of new bodies.

Once it was “choice”, now life is simply down to luck — or, possibly, down on your 
luck: it’s your choice, your personal responsibility. (Choice with regard to women con-
trolling their own fertility is sometimes regarded by Tea Party types as no more than 
murder.) While we brace ourselves for the next ‘best ever’ offer we should contemplate 
on how we only have ourselves to blame for having little money, prospects, mental health 
conditions ... and so forth.

Five Tory MPs, all elected for the first time in 2010, are said to be publishing a new 
book, Britannia Unchained, to coincide with the party’s Autumn conference (Ok ... quite 
at the back). It will claim that British workers are lazy, do not take enough risks and retire 
too early. The philosopher, Bertrand Russell (1874-1970), argued in an essay In praise of 
idleness (1932) that we should work no more than four hours a day and have more leisure 
time. Perhaps his ideas, even if a little unexpectedly, are now beginning to take root. Gold 
medals all round. I can assure you that the race for idleness will last longer than 9.36 
seconds ... because I’ll be organising several breaks J

September 2012

wrote that: “We are bored in the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun.” Even if such 
sentiments may have often been described differently this was becoming a common post-
WWII refrain — one that surely still has echoes today. The situationists were preparing their 
slogans. They have sometimes been characterised as being pivotal to the May ’68 events in 
Paris. I can think of quite a few French lefties who would beg to differ.

Situationists have been described variously, the most polite probably being that they 
came from the ‘European avant-garde’. Their critics, even the more sympathetic, chal-
lenged their largely student base, their cultural elitism. If you didn’t have time on your 
hands to familiarise yourself with dadaism, surrealism or, perhaps,  an “imaginist bau-
haus” then you weren’t really a part of the Sorbonne (Paris) in-crowd.

Pussy Riot have certainly generated their very own ‘spectacle’ even if, as Tolokonikova 
said in a statement to the court, their prayer/performance lasted “30 seconds (...) it means 
this political system is afraid of the truth”. Thirty seconds to insult the entire Orthodox 
church: that is quite an achievement.

If Pussy Riot have not been influenced directly by the sometimes unintelligible theses 
of the Situationist International (SI) then perhaps a third party has unexpectedly in-
tervened. Malcolm McLaren was quoted in a 1979 edition of Melody Maker that “it’s 
wonderful to use it (situationism) in rock n’ roll”. McLaren created/generated ‘situations’ 
to market the Sex Pistols. Would the intellectual opponents of commodity society have 
seen the funny side? We may never know.

The situationists were a very small group of agit-prop intellectuals. It’s said that their 
membership was never more than 10 to 20 people at any given time. Their influence far 
outweighed their tiny number. The British-based “Spies for Peace” were for a short while 
the doyens of the SI when, in 1963, they discovered, made public and then occupied 
the ‘ultra-secret’ bomb shelter reserved for members of the government. It is tempting to 
suggest that the current coalition government can go and hide in an underground shelter 
anytime they choose — so long as I can keep the key.

Critics of the SI, such as Christopher Gray (a former member) complained in his book 
Leaving the Twentieth Century (1974) that the basic problem with the SI “was that it 
focused exclusively on an intellectual critique of society. (...) they made the same mistake 
as all left-wing intellectuals: they thought that everyone was plain thick.” (Emphasis in 
the original.) Ouch.

Longstanding anarchist, Stuart Christie, noted in 1980 that the situationists “were vir-
tually non-existent between situations ...”

In the US the National Caucus of Labor Committees implied that situationists were 
no more than a CIA front. From the personal grudge to the conspiratorial. I’ll let you 
decide J

August 2012
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“Tut, tut!”
IT WOULD seem that former health secretary, Andrew Lansley, was not alone in, on 

one hand, extolling the virtues of a smaller state and, on 
the other, expanding his own immediate bureaucracy. Lansley said it with quangos.
David Cameron prefers good old-fashioned patronage: tried and tested. There is a stat-

utory limit on the number of paid ministers [109] but it is poorly enforced. The number 
of paid government posts (not necessarily a ministerial post) has risen to 121, the highest 
in over 25 years. This includes an increasing number of unelected peers. They are not 
just ‘revising’ in the second chamber but taking charge of executive government decision 
making. Now would be a good time to reduce the size of the second chamber; kick the 
CofE bishops out for a start.

Former Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, proved to be particularly keen to accelerate 
appointments to the second chamber; said appointees quickly went on to jobs in govern-
ment. Some of the background to this episode has been covered in the recent report, UK 
Report 2012, from Democratic Audit.1 

Perhaps, while British governments, past and present, wish to emulate the US business 
model the workers losing their jobs as a result of the infatuation with austerity and public 
sector cuts might turn their hand to a more cathartic form of therapy. Former retail stock-
broker, Joshua Brown, was quoted in a recent New York Times article,2 saying: “Social 
media is inherently me-centric to begin with — all about me, where am I going.” The 
same article described the growing practice (or ‘thread’, even) as “digital bomb-throw-
ing”. Not so much Twitter, as “Tut, tut!”.

Education secretary, Michael Gove, is another exponent of the “small state”. A number 
of observers have commented how that despite his near-messianic zeal for so-called “free 
schools” the education system is becoming increasingly centralised.

And Andrew Mitchell? It is, perhaps, no longer important what exactly he said to the 
Downing Street police officers — we may never know. What is important is the increas-
ing numbers of people who believe that what he might have said is what he really thinks. 
The Tory-led coalition has an identity problem: they act as if they are entitled to rule. 
Personally, unless Mitchell is to get sacked in the short-term, I want front row tickets for 
his next fit of pique.

If the current government finds itself on a roundabout will they try and jump or will 
someone give them a less than gentle push? J

October 2012

Responsible gimmicks
WHAT AM I to make of all this: “responsible capitalism” they cry. Are they taking the 

... proverbial? Labour Party leader, Ed Miliband, talks about “predistribution”. It’s 
vague because it’s gobble-de-gook. If he wants to fashion some new redistributive social 
democracy for the new century he could well start by actually saying so.

However, what if we were to take muzzled display of compassion at face value. In the 
case of the former that would require a major break with several hundreds of years of 
British financial history. “Merchant” capitalism would, at the very least, need to take a 
back seat. Responsibility might imply some degree of sustainability; moreover, it certainly 
implies an end to the predominance of short-term profit. The ‘city state’ of London will 
not like that and the current coalition government seem happy to let the merchant class 
carry on as before. They may not always say as much in public but the Tories, in particu-
lar, have their back bench out riders.

Michael Fallon believes that Britain should be competing with off-shore tax havens. 
It can be easy to dismiss these suggestions as gibberish or nonsense. That would be a 
mistake. From the cabinet down Tories are beginning to articulate their own post-Thatch-
er/Blair fantasies. (During the summer) news broke that five newly elected Tory MPs 
thought we were lazy, risk adverse and retiring too early. Secretary of State, Jeremy Hunt, 
wants to denationalise public sector health provision. These people are outlining the di-
rection in which “plebs” such as ourselves will be forced to travel: they are over-dosing on 
Hayek and the ‘re-hab’ maybe messy.

“Responsibility” might also imply accountability. Can these free market theologians 
point to some shining examples of responsible capitalism?

“Can Ed Miliband possibly
make any sense?”
The left in this country must — and I hate this term — “multi-task”. It is clear that we 

need a political party that is campaigning, leading and giving voice to struggles. In some 
respects that is the easy part. But if we are to enthuse people we need to illustrate with 
genuine alternatives. It may seem morbid but if modern social democracy is dead it might 
be useful to do some grave robbing J

October 2012
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Miliband celebrates how “In the 1990s New Labour rightly embraced markets, most 
famously in our change to Clause 4. The party embraced the creativity of capitalism. And 
demonstrated it didn’t want to nationalise the corner shop.” (What was the guy taking? 
RW.) But there was also criticism that “in general, [New Labour] was too silent about the 
rules that shape the way markets work — the key to responsible capitalism.”

Here in lies his problem: “New Labour saw its task as showing it understood (my em-
phasis) the dynamism of capitalism. As a result it was harder for it [to] be the party to 
reform it.” There is at least a little bit of me that feels sorry for him. He goes on to attack 
“speculation” and those that try “to make a fast buck out of it.” He is right to criticise Tory 
chancellor, George Osborne, for posing the environment and economy as two opposing 
alternatives.

Yet his solution is: “recognising the proper relationship between the private sector and 
government working together.” Oh dear, Ed.

We can’t be certain but Tories often seem to be genetically engineered to understand 
capitalist markets (and what they can get out of them). Labour Party leaders, and some 
trade union leaders, will invariably have to learn to love capitalism. But, however hard 
they clean and polish it, the next time they look it will still be a bed pan.

In his concluding remarks to the Policy Network conference Ed declares that: “A re-
sponsible capitalism is a resilient capitalism.”

Personally, I’d like to see a responsible labour movement leadership arguing for genuine 
alternatives J

October 2012

1. Hacker J (b 1971) is Director of the Institute for Social Policy Studies and Stanley B Resor 
Ptofessor of Political Science at Yale University (USA).
2. Policy Network is, in its own words, an “international centre-left think tank working to 
promote and develop progressive politics and social democratic renewal ...” Quotations are 
taken from a transcript which was posted on the blog politics.co.uk.
3. The book has been compared with The Future of Socialism (1956, revised 2006).

Pre-disposed to what?
“LABOUR LEADER booed by trade unionists.” It’s hardly headline grabbing news: 

it’s happened before, and it will again.
I have suggested previously that it might be useful to take and consider what Ed Mili-

band says at face value. He is an advocate of “responsible capitalism” as a part of his “one 
nation” fantasy. I have asked: what does he mean? There is little point in speculating 
what his father might have made of these ideas, even if it might be tempting. Short of a 
conversion to the mysterious powers of the spirit world I think I’ll try and stick to what 
we do know.

It would seem that Miliband is as keen on think tanks and the like as other recent 
Labour leaders. Yale University professor, Jacob Hacker,1 is his current love interest: 
“pre-distribution”. It’s bound to catch on.

At the beginning of September Miliband spoke at a Policy Network2 organised event 
hosted by the Stock Exchange. His aim was to flesh out his latest ideas. Pre-distribution 
would prevent inequalities from happening. It sounds smart. Redistribution, the tra-
ditional social democratic solution, is so much hard work. It has been argued that it is 
reactive. There could be some truth in that. Pre-distribution, on the other hand, would 
be pre-emptive. Are you following this so far?

Supporters of these ideas would probably include many of the Blair loyalists behind The 
Purple Book, a Progressive Future for Labour (Ed. R Philpot, September 2011).3 Tristam 
Hunt (Stoke-on-Trent Central) and Rachel Reeves (Leeds West) are often cited in relation 
to these ideas. Miliband provided a foreword and it includes contributions from some of 
the usual suspects; Frank Field, Mandelson. Longstanding Labour politicians such as Roy 
Hattersley and Michael Meacher have been critical.

Is pre-distribution a coherent idea? In my view Miliband is promising the kind of bal-
ancing act that any self-respecting trapeze artist would be jealous of.

In his Policy Network speech he was critical of capitalism’s “assumptions”, for example: 
“... the rules governing our economy [are] unchangeable.” Well done Ed; go to the top 
of the class.

“Redistribution will always be necessary”

However, while he wants to talk pre-distribution he also argued that “redistribution is 
necessary and will remain a key aim of the next Labour government.” He goes on to say 
that “redistribution will always remain necessary. But we’ve learned that it is not suffi-
cient.”
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your neighbour to be armed to the teeth you will, possibly, be delighted.2 Stainfield has 
also been supporting the Chinese-born campaigner Soleilmasis Liu and her “Worldwide 
Campaign to stop the Abuse and Torture of Mind Control/DEWs” (directed energy 
weapons). It would appear that mind control does not include a copious number of 
quotations from the Bible.

And what of organised labour?3 Another time I’m afraid. Perhaps we could all take a 
low paid job at Walmart (Asda, in Britain). I understand that we would find out very 
quickly what corporate America thinks about organised labour J

October 2012

1. During the 1960s and early 1970s Democrats were still campaigning against the Civil Rights 
Act (1964), Voting Rights Act (1965) and the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (1972).
2. You will find a generous dose of Christian evangelism and much of her election platform leans 
towards the “conservative” think tank the Heritage Foundation. Their activity in Britain would 
seem to have been largely confined to giving awards to Margaret Thatcher. Well, someone has 
to ...
3. There have been labour parties: the American Labor Party, formed in 1936 and largely based 
in the New York state. It was the New York state committee that disolved the party in 1956. Just 
to confuse matter there was the American Labor Party (DeLeonist) that seems to have lasted 
only for the years 1932-35. The Socialist Labor Party of America can trace its roots back to 
1876 and the Workingmen’s Party. It continues to exist on paper but closed its national office in 
2008. If you’re missing the late former Albanian dictator Enver Hoxha then the American Party 
of Labour is made for you.

What contest?
ARE YOU getting excited about the election? (No, British readers, not the Police and 

Crime Commissioner elections; I realise you can barely conceal your excitement.) 
We’re going to talk about presidential elections in the US of A.

The choice is a simple one. What could be simpler than only having two mainstream 
parties to choose from (other than only having one)? What makes the US presidential 
election so important is the impact it can potentially have on the rest of the world. If you 
have nuclear-armed submarines swimming around near by, because you are a small island 
hosting US military bases, you are going to be interested in who takes up residence in the 
White House.

Yet, the choice is not simple and the history of the modern-era Democrats and Repub-
licans is intriguing, if sometimes confusing.

The democrats go back a long way; they can be traced back to the Democratic-Repub-
lican party formed in 1792. By 1824 this party had collapsed and it was in the period of 
1828-32 that the modern party began to take shape from a number of rival factions (the 
Democratic National Committee was formed in 1848).

The Free Soil party (or Free Soilers) were an important element of the Democratic party 
until at least 1847 when it split away in support of the anti-slavery movement, that is in 
so far as they were opposed to the “extension” of slavery. For a relatively short period it 
was an example of a successful third party in US politics and in 1852 still had members 
sitting in the House of Representatives. By 1854 a majority were involved with the for-
mation of the Republican party.

“Early Republicans: abolish slavery, give citizenship and voting rights”
The new Republican party campaigned to abolish slavery, give citizenship and the right 

to vote to black Americans born in the US. The Free Soilers were joined by the Whigs 
who were similarly a former Democratic party faction; they are said to have represented 
the “moneyed elite”. Do you see where this is going?

Today, the Democratic party would be regarded as the more socially liberal and pro-
gressive1. The Republicans are seen as ... the opposite. Did you see how they did that?

There are no mainstream parties or candidates advocating economic alternatives. The 
choice is between capitalism and ... erm ... capitalism.

There is a “non-party” independent attempting to get on the ballot, Tami Stainfield. 
She must collect at least 750,000 signatures but given the requirements in any given state 
that could mean finding at least 160,000 names in California but only 2,000 in Minneso-
ta. It’s a tall order and that may be a blessing in disguise. If you’re so inclined take at a look 
at her appalingly edited website. If you want an isolationist US and believe in the right of 
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medication in mental health.”
This is a fair point. Talking therapies are were it’s at. But if this is the case I certainly 

hope that leading policy advisors, such as MP John Cruddas, are working on a suitable 
regulatory framework. It might be undiplomatic of me to say so but there are a lot of 
‘quacks’ out there, and they are already baking their magic self-help cookies.

Miliband makes some sound points — in so far as he goes. He highlights economic 
disadvantages and wants to see an end to discrimination in business and in society as a 
whole. But it is the economic impact of mental health problems that seems to predomi-
nate. Is this a new ‘tough love’: tough on stigma, tough on shirking

Miliband promises that the Labour party “will speak out against prejudice”. That’s 
good, but I do wonder how we are going to fit all this “quality of life” and wellbeing into 
his One Nation J

October 2012

1. Quotations are from a transcript posted on the New Statesman website.
2. “Parity esteem” has, in the past, largely been applied to inter-communal conflicts, for example 
following the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of Yugoslavia and the Northern Ireland peace 
process (see Hennessey T and Wilson R, With All Due Respect: Plurality and Parity Esteem, 1997). 
The concept has also been used in an agreement between the Radio Society of Great Britain 
and the Radio Amateurs’ Emergency Network. There you go ...

Well being in One Nation
LABOUR PARTY  leader, Ed Miliband, recently spoke to the Royal College of Psychi-

atrists (29 October)1. It is not known whether he was hoping for a discreet chat with 
someone afterwards.

In case you hadn’t already guessed what Miliband might say he spelt it out early on: 
“One Nation”. “One Nation means nobody is left out, or written off. Because it is wrong.” 
Responsible capitalism will mean opposing stigma and discrimination. The masses will 
rise up and talk more openly. You bet.

In a recent post (Pre-disposed to what?) I criticised Miliband’s promises for a future 
Labour government as a tricky “balancing act”. I have also criticised his dependance on 
platitudes. If mental health problems are widespread, he believes that they should be “top 
of the political agenda”. “For far too long leading politicians from all parties (...) have 
maintained an almost complete silence (...).”

How’s he doing so far? OK, but no surprises. On one point, at least, he right: “(...) 
however hard the economic challenges, we cannot forget about people’s quality of life.” 
That quality of life — our mental wellbeing — must fit his One Nation model. And if 
it doesn’t? The economic costs will be enormous; the burden on the NHS will give you 
nightmares.

In the same speech Miliband returns to more traditional social democratic themes tell-
ing us that “mental health is a cradle to grave problem with nothing like a cradle to grave 
service.” Once again he is proposing to balance a Labour government between “pre-dis-
tribution” and redistribution. Your mental wellbeing depends on it.

The “vast inequalities in funding for research” must be tackled, as must the “lack of 
training” across the NHS.

As has happened before it was the second/upper chamber who squeezed in an amend-
ment to the coalition government’s Health and Social Care Bill: there would be a com-
mitment to “parity esteem”2 between mental and physical health. However, Miliband 
recognised that “governments are in the habit in this country of passing laws and then 
forgetting about them.”

One of his more interesting remarks was that “making ‘parity esteem’ real is a monu-
mental  and generational task.” (My emphasis.) He doesn’t really take that thought much 
further.

Miliband believes that the consitution of the NHS should be rewritten, while he also 
applauds the existing constitution for giving “patients the rights to drugs and medical 
treatments, for mental health problems.” “But it doesn’t give them the right to therapies. 
This seems the wrong approach, particularly given concerns about over-prescription of 

http://www.newstatesman.com
http://storyboard4.wordpress.com/2012/10
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1. The Guardian, society supplement 14 November 2012.
2. What is Madness?, Hamish Hamilton 2011.

“Parity” is the new “big”
“PARITY ESTEEM” may not be a hip-sounding song title but it certainly seems to 

have gone top-10. Following Ed Miliband’s recent speech to the Royal College of 
Psychiatrists (see previously Wellbeing in One Nation) the Lib Dem minority in the 
current coalition government would seem to be saying: “And us too. We support parity 
in health care.”

David Cameron’s “big society”, however, would seem to have slipped below the prover-
bial radar; it is a concept only to be whispered out of ear shot. Paul Twivy, a sometimes 
reluctant architect of Dave’s “big” idea, stood down from his role as CEO of the Big So-
ciety Network less than a year after it was launched. Today, he hopes for a convergence of 
the centre ground of British politics: “good society”, “big society” and “localism”. Call it 
what you want.

In a recent article Twivy does make some pertinent observations. Local councillors may 
be tenacious but are often “invisible in between elections”; many people are unaware of 
“local assets”, and many “community groups and charities are fragile and expend huge 
amounts of their energy staying alive.”1 Too little is known about how their local area 
functions.

“Talking therapies: not just a fad?”

Darian Leader, in his 2011 book What is Madness?,2 desribes a welcome move away from 
over-reliance on purely medicinal treatment for psychosis towards “talking therapies” (and I 
do, sincerely, hope this is not just a fad). Leader argues that the most suitable treatment may 
involve a combination of both. Some patients find themselves in crisis/coercive hospitalisa-
tion, costing up to £1.2bn (approximately 19% of the mental health budget). But talking 
therapies take time; these days time literally costs money.

Many of the leading players in the outsourcing car-boot sale are still showing little interest 
in mental health services. Companies such as Virgin Care are promising a rapid “return on 
investment” (ROI). Invariably, it will be charities who pick up the pieces and many of them 
will provide excellent services. But, as Twivy has told us, many of these groups “are fragile 
and expend huge amounts of their energy staying alive”.

It is unfortunately ironic that while both former Health Secretary, Andrew Lansley, (de-
spite his love-in with quangos) and current Secretary of State, Jeremy ‘perma-grin’ Hunt, 
have been keen to criticise NHS management/bureaucracy, many of the charities who will 
attempt to plug holes in mental health care provision are often in need of some minimal 
adminstrative training. I wonder what the ROI on that is? J

This little Labourite went to 
market
LABOUR PARTY leader, Ed Miliband, could easily solve some of his policy dilemmas. 

No more imports from American universities. He should entice Will Hutton, econ-
omist and former Observer editor, to write Labour’s economic programme for the next 
election. Hutton is “home grown”; what more could Labour want?

For those of you familiar with Hutton’s work it will come as no surprise to learn that 
he is no revolutionary socialist (and neither is his Guardian Media Group colleague, Polly 
Toynbee — just in case you weren’t sure). He is currently chair of the Big Innovation 
Centre at the Work Foundtion (based at Lancaster University).

In a 2011 report, Making the UK a Global Innovation Hub,1 Hutton (with co-authors 
Birgitte Anderson and Ian Brinkley) talks of the opportunities of a new wave of “useful 
knowledge”; an “enterprising state, harnessing the creative ability of both the private and 
public sector”. Britain must become a “global hub for innovation”. Perhaps my ambitions 
have always been set too low but do we really have to be a “global hub”?

The report’s authors believe that the “competitiveness and economic performance of 
firmd and nations still has to be understood in a local context. This is not despite, but 
because of the gobalisation of production, trade and labour mobility (...)” For a moment, 
at least, one could imagine a party of the left working with like-minded parties — glob-
ally — to defend and advance labour rights and conditions. That doesn’t seem to be on 
the menu. Rather, the emphasis is on the role of the state as an “entrepreneur”; “a durable 
framework for longterm public action and incentives for private action.”

“Social democratic without the guilt”

Nonetheless, Hutton has, often with some vigour, defended the intervention of the 
state in everything from major infrastuctural projects to supporting small medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). Many of his propsals are, almost, reassuringly familiar: social demo-
cratic but without the guilt. Under Miliband Labour has only tentatively undergone any 
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What do we want? 
Another inquiry!
WELL, HAS the dust cleared following the publication of the Leveson report into the 

“culture,  practices and ethics” of the press? Of course it hasn’t. There is still a lot 
of hot air to be expended. Language, and the interpretation of the report’s language, will 
be central. Given the industry that Leveson was reporting on that may seem appropriate.

Leveson says there should be a new “independent” regulatory body, but that that does 
not necessarily mean statutory legislation, that is to say, no state licensed journalism. This 
was a point that he seemed keen to emphasise at his press conference (29.11.12). Rather, 
a new independent body should be under-pinned by statute. If there is a distinct differ-
ence between the two approaches then what is it?

It is a subtle difference and if the report could be criticised for one thing in particular 
it is the dependence on interpretation and context of this or that phrase or word. The 
four-volume, 2,000-page document could end up providing 2,000 different interpreta-
tions. A slight exaggeration, perhaps.

Many of the opponents of Leveson’s statutory element are opposed to regulation of any 
kind. Paul Dacre, editor-in-chief at the Mail newspapers, will take time off from swearing 
profusely at his groupies to take a swipe at the influence of Gramscian lefty moles — here, 
there and everywhere. Délirer, lui?

Followers of the ‘Church of Friedman and Hayek’¹ in the government coalition (Gove, 
etc) believe we can only save our souls if we live and breath the free market from the 
moment we wake up in the morning. If you are unlucky to have an accident during the 
day but can’t afford medical attention, that’s tough. You are clearly not successful and so 
don’t count. That is, I admit, a simplification but I think it quite accurately summarises 
the cruel logic behind what they preach.

Tory peers, Lords Black and Hunt, are hardly shining examples of virtue and their plans 
to re-fashion a self-regulatory body are largely self-serving. A number of media commen-
tators have suggested that Black, in particular, should stick to his day job as an executive 
director of the Telegraph Media Group.

“slippery slope?”

The important question is to what extent a statutory element — it has been suggested 
that it could be Ofcom or something new — is a slippery slope. Unfortunately, this 

self-criticism of the excesses of Tony Blair’s (and Gordon Brown’s) love affair with the City 
and free markets, but the result is a precarious balancing act (see previously Pre-disposed 
to what?).

In many respects Hutton makes the same mistakes. His model of a social market is, 
I am in no doubt, an attempt to articulate not such much a “responsible” capitalism as 
an ethical one. Yet, there is much evidence piling up that would point to the need for a 
rupture from a predominantly market-based economics. “Innovation”, “enterprise” are 
not dirty words but, if anything, they highlight the inadequacies of markets, social or 
otherwise.

The new report from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Monitoring poverty and social 
exclusion 2012,2 illustrates many of the immediate issues that would face an incoming 
Labour government. The report’s authors highlight the extent to which those in work are 
living in poverty, claiming benefits to top-up low wages (a rise in the last 10 years to 6.1 
million). Jobless households has remained at about 5 million.

It notes that no government will “do much about poverty if all it does is try to change 
the choices made by those who are poor while leaving unchanged the situation in which 
those choices are made.” A new Labour government would have little chance to ponder 
the merits of redistribution over “pre-distribution” — in short, an attempt to fashion a 
social market-type economy that can counter inequalities before they happen. A fun new 
party trick for all the family.

Rather, it will be redistribution, and in no small measure. However, like so many social 
democratic solutions before it, the question of democratic power — of class — is not 
raised. If Britain were to become a “hub” for democratic renewal I might just sign up. 
Now, there’s a threat J

November 2012

1. A pdf of the report can be dowloaded from the Big Innovation Centre website. Chapter 4, 
“The Big Innovation Centre — working towards big solutions”, gives a more detailed view of 
the author’s “enterprising state”.
2. A pdf of the report, published with the New Policy Foundation, can be downloaded from the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation website.
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A ‘shot in the dark’
THIS IS not a platform for the smug. Those of us living outside the US will need to 

leave our prejudices elsewhere (and I admit to having a few). On 17 December Reu-
ters reported1 that Obama, speaking at the multi-faith service following the Sandy Hook 
elementary school killings, was demanding changes in response to the mass shootings of 
the last few months. The BBC were quoting him as saying he would use “all his powers”.

If my own limited vox-pop demonstrates anything, it is this: while there was revulsion 
at the killings themselves, there was also a good deal of incomprehension. How could the 
US be so besotted with guns? How could “anti-gun law” advocates be only a minority yet 
so vocal and so often influential?

So much seems to depend on an interpretation of the 1791 Second Amendment:

“A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free 
State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be 
infringed.”2

Let’s leave the modern US militia movement on one side, at least for the moment. If 
any readers wish to take a stroll down ‘Conspiracy Lane’, be it on your own heads.

“A well regulated Militia” might well imply some collective defence and that certainly 
seems has been the mainstream interpretation. However, there are those who argue that 
the Second Amendment is just as much about the right of the individual to “keep and 
bear Arms [...]”. Who is right? Let’s try and dig a little deeper.

There are a number of judgments in cases, certainly from 1876 onwards (United States 
v Cruikshank), that have attempted to give some clarity. In 1886 (Presser v Illinois) the 
Supreme Court ruled in this case that the citizens were members of the federal militia, as 
were “all citizens capable [my emphasis] of bearing arms.” A state cannot “disable the peo-
ple from performing their duty to the General Government”. The language of the ruling 
was akin to that used with the establishment of a federal militia in 1792.

It is a Supreme Court ruling in 2010 (McDonald v Chicago, following a Supreme Court 
decision in District of Columbia 2008) which would seem particularly relevant. The rul-
ing determined that the right of an individual to “keep and bear Arms” (for self defence) 
is protected by the Second Amendment. It is incorporated by the Due Process Clause of 
the Fourteenth Amendment (1964), so it applies to the states. Making head or tail of this 
is possibly the sort of fun that has kept lawyers deliriously happy for a long, long time. 
On the face of it the Fourteenth Amendment seeks to remove the remnants of a poll tax 

where some of the Leveson proposals verge on the silly. Leveson is in favour of a law that 
“should also place an explicit duty on the government to uphold and protect the freedom 
of the press”; a British-style “First Amendment”. And how does one amend an unwritten 
constitution?

There currently exist a number of laws by which journalists can be charged with break-
ing the law (unless, that is, you have a public interest defence). A new independent reg-
ulatory body could emphasise the fact that it is illegal to break the law. That would be 
extremely useful.

Now, it is time to trip over a cliche: the “elephant in the room”, the internet. In the 
Contempt of Court Act 1981, for example, it is clear that online publication is subject to 
the “strict liability rule” in that it is “[an]other communication in whatever form, which is 
addressed to the public at large or any section of the public”. Leveson argues that “[T]he 
internet does not claim to operate by any particular ethical standards ...” Paul Bradshaw, 
at City University London, has countered that Leveson’s distinction between print and 
online journalism was “naive, but not uncommon”. Emily Bell² has noted that powerful, 
and occasionally, influential news (and gossip) platforms are outside British jurisdiction. 
If domestic regulation of the press is already “at odds” with some aspects of the internet 
Bell concludes that the “real remedy is a change in culture at every level”.

If there is some agreement it is that the existing Press Complaints Commission is wide-
ly discredited. A new independent body would need to have a majority of members who 
were independent of the press. Millions of pounds have been spent coming to that con-
clusion; perhaps we need an inquiry to investigate.

(In addition: Shami Chakrabarti, director of Liberty and an advisor to the Leveson 
inquiry, has said that «No statute is needed to create such a[n independent] body.» On 
Liberty’s website she wrote that they «would rather leave the questions of whether the 
tests [of an independent body] are met to the courts and not involve a quango which is 
ultimately appointed by politicians». Is this too sensible to go anywhere?) J

December 2012

1. Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek, see previously “Responsible gimmicks”, p. 14.
2. Emily Bell is director of the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Colombia University, New 
York and was writing in The Guardian, 29 November 2012.
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“Ding dong” to you too
A postscript

DO YOU ever try and take stock of some of the events of the last 12 months? Even if 
you’ve tried to hide there can surely be little doubt that there have been quite a few 

issues to chew over.
NHS “reforms” have been covered throughout the year. The pitiful Andrew Lansley, 

rarely to be seen without a new quango in tow, was replaced by Jeremy “perma-grin” 
Hunt at the Department for Health. Hunt is a true believer; a proselytising preacher for 
the Church of Friedman and Hayek. If it lives and breathes: privatise it.

During the summer we learned how three punk feminists almost toppled the Russian 
Orthodox church. Presumably, if the church had been brought to its knees that would 
have been OK.

Don’t forget the advice of Bertrand Russell who in a 1932 essay proposed a four-hour 
working day; excuse me, I can hear the kettle boiling ...

What is “responsible capitalism” or “pre-distribution”? We tried to find out. Did we 
succeed? Why not let us know.

Of course, there was ‘Leveson’: a story which is set to run and run. Increasing numbers 
of journalists are being suppressed, kidnapped and ransomed. In this couuntry we spend 
millions on an inquiry about “practice and ethics”. Elsewhere, journalists don’t have that 
luxury. J

Until 2013 ...

or property qualification to the right to vote. It was felt that the “prefatory” clause of the 
Second Amendment (“well regulated Militia”) established the purpose of the amendment 
but that the “operative” clause (“keep and bear Arms”) did not limit or expand the indi-
vidual right. Is that clear?

In a BBC Newsnight interview (17/12/12), American-born author, Lionel Shriver,3 
explained how despite being approached by several newspapers to comment on the Sandy 
Hook killings she declined. She felt at a loss to explain why these killings took place. Lu-
cinda Roy wrote in The Guardian4 about “boys and girls [in the southern states] learning 
to hunt with [guns] even before they’ve learned, at 15, how to drive.” This was all part of 
“the coming-of-age ritual in the south”.

In contrast, Channel 4’s Dispatches (17/12/12) interviewed a Connecticut lawyer (and 
National Rifle Association member) who was more than happy to declare that school 
teachers should be armed. Where does that leave us (and the US)?

It would appear that Obama is considering re-introducing controls on the sale of au-
tomatic weapons (the previous ban expired in 2004) and a comprehensive background 
check on all gun purchases. Is that as good as it will get?

(Former Observer editor, Peter Preston,5 made an interesting observation regarding the 
often chaotic use of Twitter and Facebook in the immediate aftermath of the shootings. 
“American journalism is traditionally hyper-earnest about facts [...]”, Preston wrote. Yet 
the American media couldn’t seem to get enough of the “tweets”, even if they required 
correcting soon afterwards. “[...] Leveson is very keen to put social media in a non-regu-
lated basket. But Newtown raises a problem the law and lawyers can’t address.”) J
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1. Jeff Mason in Connecticut and Mark Felsenthal in Washington.
2. Transcribed from the United States Senate website.
3. Lionel Shriver is the author of We Need to Talk About Kevin.
4. The Guardian, 17 December 2012. Roy is the author of No Right to Remain Silent: What We’ve 
Learned from Tragedy at Virginia Tech.
5. The Observer, 16 December 2012.


