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‘Only a crisis — actual or perceived - produces real change. When
that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas
that are lying around. That, | believe, is our basic function. To
develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and
available until the politically impossible becomes the politically
inevitable’ - Milton Friedman

Oh my god, a change is coming — can you feel it?

Of course a change must come! All the signs are there. We have wealth

inequality that has returned to Victorian times. We have 50 million

refugees across the world — the most people in transit since the

Second World War ended. Depending on where you stand on climate

change — with, on the one side, the 97 per cent of scientists who say
it’s a certainty, or, on the other, Donald Trump taking advice from his
wig, like the deludo chef with the rat under his hat in Razatonille —you
can’t argue with the fact that we’re demonstrably running out of lions,
fish, glaciers and sparrows. I’d like to think they’ve all just popped
down the shops to get the papers and some fags, but I suspect they’re
kind of ... extincting. ‘ ;

With industry in terminal decline in Britain — replaced by financial
services and banking — the best contribution the average, low-wage
citizen can make to the economy is to get in debt. Hence the lack of
willingness to deflate housing prices, and the subsequent huge mortgage
payments. And the shift to fees for higher education — thus tying young
people into long-term loans. The average non-mortgage debt of a British
citizen is £10,000 — plus interest. And this huge national debt is a key
part of our current economic model. We are now an economy largely






So! A change is coming — and there’s no change there. As far as
humanity is concerned, change is business as usual.
u

‘evolution Number 2’ - the song the Beatles never wrote

[ have heard, in the last five years, the word ‘revolution’ mentioned
more times than I did in the proceeding twenty. In protest groups,
at meetings and, overwhelmingly, online, I have heard people talking
about ‘revolution’ as ifit is a coming thing — a necessary thing. Occupy,
Syriza, Podemos, the Arab Spring, the near break-up of the Union
during the Scottish Referendum — we slip into talk of revolution easily
these days. It’s where the heat is. When Russell Brand wrote a book
called Revolution, it sold over half a million copies, and his interview
on Newsnight was watched by 11 million people — twice the number
who regularly watch EastEnders. For a man discussing the overthrow
of the entire political system, dismantling multinationals and setting
up anarchist collectives! Not even the drunkest gambling addict would

have put their money on that in 2000.
Personally, ’'m thrilled with the current modishness of ‘revolution’,

because I like the word ‘revolution’. It’s my third favourite, after
‘cathedral’ and ‘shagreen’.

But, I should make clear, I like the word ‘revolution’ as defined in
the second entry in the dictionary, and not the first.

The dictionary’s first definition of ‘revolution’ is: ‘Rebellion, revolt,
insurrection, mutiny, uprising, riot, insurgency, overthrow, seizure of
power, regime change, anarchy, disorder.’

Personally, I'm not up for that. The kind of people who are up
for mutinies, and riots, tend to be young men - the kind for whom
an afternoon of being kettled by 600 Metropolitan policemen before
breaking free and wanging a brick through the window of Greggs feels

like a life-affirming alternative to Sports.

I, however, am a forty-year-old woman with very inferior running
abilities and two children. T don’t like riots. T don’t like anarchy. ’ve
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al way of things. It doesn’t see itself as so many others
hing that was constructed by human beings — fallible,
beings — and so therefore could be changed by human

a8 thc natur
do, as somet

faulty human
s. We don’t even really have a name for this current economic

bCirIg o - . . .

. po[jﬂcal system — tO call it ‘neo-liberal capitalism’ is seen as an
a : :

. herently left-wing labelling; it marks you out as, well, a Marxist. And

when you can’t even name a system, you can’t have a conversation
about it — which is proven by the general confusion, and feeling of
peing tongue-tied, in most voters when they discuss how things are,
nd how they’d like them to change. When you live in a social and
cconomic system that is presented merely as zhe system, you prevent
people from naming and inventing new ones.

But we do need to start talking about new systems. This restless

feeling — that’s what it is.

So, we’re due an upgrade. What would this upgrade be? Where will
this upgrade come from?

Well, it’s us. If we’re talking about a basic upgrade of the operating
system of the Earth, there’s one huge, untapped resource which would
allow a light-speed jump in progress — and it’s us. We are the big,
obvious resource of our age. :

And we are the key and unique resource of our age — for, in all of
history until now, most of our processing power has gone to waste.
Unless a brilliant mind was born into the fortunate circumstances of
a) being male b) not dying of a terrible disease before the age of three
¢) being able to afford education and d) being in a social situation —

usually predicated by location and wealth — which enabled him to
disseminate these ideas, then, without that, all this potential died with
its owner.

This, then, is the ultimate argument for the urgency and necessity
of equality. For equality isn’t some fabulous luxury we treat ourselves
to when we’re rich enough — the legislation and infrastructure we get

round to after we secure our economies, or wrangle our foreign policy.
ot a present we treat

Equality isn’t humanity’s cashmere bed socks. It’s n
ity, like water.

ourselves to, like champagne. It’s a fundamental necess
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sl lirtle wonder we have such a small, incestuous slice of the

opulation GCrCScnting us — for politics has been terribly devalued.
: if your child announced that they wanted to be a politician

These days; _

most people would react as if they had come down to the breakfast

rable and said, ‘Mother, Father — I’ve decided to become a massive
ervcrt.’

Our default beliefis that politicians are venal, shifty, double-dealing
liars, out to serve the interests of their friends and business associates.
I¢’s hard for an honourable man, woman or asexual to say that they
wish to run for government without instantly being suspected of
slight ... evil. And that is, to use the scientific phrase, balls. There’s no
point in us having a democracy if we distrust everyone who wants to
engage with it officially. If, in the very act of trying to gain power, you
lose the trust of the people you wish to represent. That by wanting to
stand for something you are presumed to be standing only for yourself.

There, the entire notion of being a public servant — a key tenet of
the modern age — fails.

So: the problems are, as it stands, who engages in politics and what
they do. That the idea of politics has become threadbare and dirty; the
debates clownish and offputtingly pugilistic; the participants limited
and lacklustre. The system’s borked.

The good news is, we have a billion ways to improve it. Us.
For we are the point of democracy. We are democracy. We are the

conversation. We are the climate. We set the tone — we make the spaces
which then turn into action. We

th, every five years, but
buy, what we eat, the

e, the ideas we share, the comments W¢ make and the

where conversations turn into ideas,
are the drivers — not just at the polling boo
in the choices we make every day in what we
language we us

connections we make across the world.
In many ways, culture and society are a billion times bigger than

politics. The coming of the internet — and the rapid surge towards
everyone being connected and being able FO talk to each other —
means there is a whole other world of power, influence a.nd ?mo‘wlcdge
operating indepcndcnﬂy from the conventional old mstitutions of
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power, knowledge and influence — Westminster, Holyrood,
universities, the City, the media — and on a vastly larger s
In many ways, social media already isthe media,and ina
only accelerate as the years go on —even the biggest news org
the world, the BBC, has only 3,500 employees. Facebook anc
on the other hand, have 1.3 billion between them: 1.3 billion
photographci‘s, hackers, opinion writers. These days, we both
and broadcast. There is no such thing as a passive audience a
We all wish to have our say — whether our ‘say’ is a 6,000-y
entry, or just the simple act of intellectual dissemination and ap,
that is pressing ‘Like’, or ‘Re-Tweet’. I enjoy bringing Karl
conversations, so I’ll just point out that, in this respect, the inf
is Marxist: it has seized the means of production — producing
but only because monolithic capitalistic multinational corporati
Google, Facebook and Twitter have enabled it in the first place.
a pleasingly knotty paradox for the next time you’ve had three
Look at one of the biggest stories on social media in the |
racism in the USA. By all accounts, white cops have been bea
‘shooting black citizens for years —and the reporting of it by mainst
media was cursory and short-lived. Twenty years after the .
beating of Rodney King, these incidents were still being presente
TV and in newspapers as isolated events.
In 2015, however, social media took on this story and ma
huge. It set the climate. Advances in technology mean that people
been able to film violent incidents, and finally show the world
happening. Activists blog, start hashtag campaigns — #blacklive
#icantbreathe —and even in the simple act of re-Tweeting these st
the topic has been pushed to the forefront of the news agenc
stayed there all year. Questions about racism in America are now'
asked in a way that has become pressing and urgent. In a rece
53 per cent of Americans said they believed that racism had b
worse in the last five years. No. It’s just that we’re talking about r
more. We’re finally seeing it — in iPhone footage posted to |
of white, armed cops pinning down crying fourteen-year-0
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teenage girls in bikinis, crying for their mothers; in Eric Garner in a
chokeh old, saying his last words: ‘I can’t breathe’.

Many of the things I will be discussing under the heading of politics
Ee, in fact, cultural, social and technological. Society and culture often
marches faster, and longer, and harder, than politics. They frequently
change fastest, and in the coolest way possible.

Cﬁu(h)tne of my favourite examples is that of Doctor Who. Russell i
Davies convinces the BBC to revive Doctor Who, because he loves it.
Into the first series he writes in a character, Captain Jack Harkness,
who is a hot, charismatic, pan-sexual super-hero. Essentially a Han
Solo who'll do it with anyone.

In one episode, he kisses the Doctor, full on the lips. This is a prime-

time BBC show — screened at teatime — watched by families. Not only
was there not one letter of complaint, but on Monday morning, in my
children’s playground at school, there were ten-year-old boys fighting
to play the role of Captain Jack in their Doctor Who games.

Now, that’s something that, with the best will in the world, no
piece of legislation, or Equalities Minister, could have achieved —
making ten-year-old boys think bisexual super-heroes are cool. Not
overnight. Not without any arguments. Not done entirely with love,
and fuelled with joy, and almost as a by-product of a show that wanted
to entertain, dazzle; make you laugh and cry and gasp.

I can draw a fairly straight line between that kiss in Doctor Who in
2007 and the passing of the 2013 Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act in
the UK - for what elected representative can vote against human rights
for a section of the population that their children, and grandchildren,
totally accept?

So much of the groundwork for change is done simply through
human creativity, joy and a willingness to consider future and parallel
worlds. The BBC made that show, and we watched it, and in a small
way — while we were at play, while we were happy — the world was
changed.

For the first time ever, thanks to the explosion of social media,
the world can talk to the world — unmediated. Information known by
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: algn fhat led to changes in legisla
internet of the world, we have, finally, g2
‘was unthinkable even in the era of the s

_ Someone, observing the Earth from

nnections, cxpandmg, leaping. Previous splntual or

ons of a collective human consciousness nOw look li
predictions of the future. We are now in a collective con
That’s the ultimate purpose of the internet. Oh my God.
| to have a fag. ;
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In April 2013, the woman who utterly defined the
childhood in the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher, died. M
celebrated. Many others weve furious that they did.
for some people, her death was something they’d waite

long time.

WHY WE CHEERED IN THE STREET WHEN )
THATCHER DIED

It’s an odd thing — being told to mourn. Being told
chided into reverence.
When the news of Margaret Thatcher’s death
became — as it always is — the village well: the place of
and discussion.
At first, everyone stuck to a very simple ‘Margaret,
~died’, or ‘Baroness Thatcher, RIP’, or, ‘It has finally hap
first communications were the simple reporting of news.
After half an hour or so, people started to talk about their
reactions to the news that she was gone. And whenever
from the left said anything non-reverent — or even joyous —
passing, several thousand people from the right would be on
scold, ‘Show some respect!’, or ‘An 87-year-old woman has
‘Can you not feel some compassion? Can you not act with

A

Can you not bow you head, just for today?’

And this was interesting, because those who supported M
Thatcher appeared not to believe that otherwise reasonable, con:
people could legitimately feel like this. The right could not unde
why, even for a day, some on the left could not bow their he
make a civilised attempt at deference.

But as someone who comes from a council estate, in a to
rioted in the 1980s (Wolverhampton: the McDonald’s was left
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You know when poor people are
the government’s policy on housing benef
devastated. They’re in a hostel, with their chilc
to them. It’s thc rcportmg of a fact.

around you, too — so that you are all in fear. T ¢
went to a former manufacturing town in the

Whenever people reminisce about the eight
mention how the prospect of nuclear annihilation

of hope. We were all conversant with what
wind blows. We knew what waited for us, if dif

As a nine-year-old when Threads —with its.
St Paul’s, and evaporating, screaming citizen
that hazy, childish thing of half believing, half
dropping of the bomb had now happened
Jooked like diplomacy had failed. So much
the apocalypse appeared to have come to us, b
and, in the 1980s, antibiotic skincare for
that, often, one saw a particularly unlucky,
adolescent who looked like he really rmght hay
the mushroom cloud

he’d say, as we went right through the e
buddleia growing out of windows.
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Of: boys tr‘om .Eton :-md Cambridge and the Home Counties, at ease
with walking 1nt.o big roor'ns, and making things happen: Where are
e worklng-’c lass kids from my generations Because 1 look
around, and I don’t see them. The barriers did not come down.
Indeed, conjipa:red to my father’s generation, they appear to have gone
back up again.

So this is where all that anger started — the anger that confused
so many, on the- a.nnouncerncnt of Baroness Thatcher’s death. All
those people ch}ldlshly downloading ‘Ding, Dong! The Witch Is
Dead’, or throwing parties to ‘celebrate’ her passing. Among many
commentators, there was bewilderment over the fireworks that were
set off, and the champagne — put away in cupboards for so many years,
waiting for this day — being drunk. Why would you celebrate a death:
The death of someone hard-working, old and confused? It is, surely,
unnecessarily crude. It’s spiteful.

But for all those who were left behind, to mourn their own towns,
the sadness and the fear had turned to sour anger, as it always does.
And that is when so many impotent but determined entries were
made in diaries. Entries made when a factory closed, or Section 28 was
brought in, or a relative came back from a protest, bleeding. Entries
made when politics seemed to get very, very personal — in your wage
packet, and in your bed. Entries when politics became dangerous, and
destructive, in SO many towns.

And they will all have been written differently, on different days,
in different pens in a thousand different ways, but what they all boiled
down to was this: ‘I can’t do anything else, now, but outlive this.
Outlive you. All I can do is outrun you.’

And that is what all the cheap, unworthy, yet ultimately heartfelt
celebration was on 8 April. It was the simple astonishment and relief
of people — in the Valleys, on the estates, in the hostels and on failed
marches — who felt they had, against all their own predictions, survived

something.
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B hug.c ff)r Silphiunr.l thaF it was harvested into extinction — but
pot before its 1Mage was imprinted on to the Cyrenian coinage,
Coat-hangers, candles, carved wooden tools — fasting, bloodletting
pouring hot water on to the abdomen. Hippocrates reCOmmcndcé
jumpiﬂg up and down, so that the heels of the feet made contact with
the buttocks.

And, of course, in all this there is no pictorial or documentary
record of the most common thing of all: desperate, terrified prayers,
over the millennia, from girls and women, desperately hoping they will
miscarry.

Women trying to control their fertility, in order to have mastery
of their lives, is as ancient a practice as humans trying to control their
ficlds in order to eat. The society we live in is shaped by abortion —
how can it not be, with a third of women now having an abortion in
their lifetime? That is a gigantic force in the way we live - it informs
every aspect of our economy, industry and sexuality — but the merciful,
positive aspects of it are never seen, or discussed. Squeamish and
frightened, we only ever discuss abortion when someone seeks to
curtail safe, legal access to it.

And legal access is the key thing. Of the 40 million abortions that
happen worldwide every year, half happen in countries where it is legal.
The other half happen anyway — illegally. Unsafely. Of the 20 million
women who abort illegally, 47,000 die. Whether it is legal or not,
across the world and throughout time, women abort. And when you

look at the reasons given to the World Health Organisation by these
women, you can see why. It is a list that invokes mercy, and solidarity
with the women, in all but the most determinedly ideological of hearts:
73 per cent ‘cannot afford a baby now’; 48 per cent have relationship
problems; 13 per cent have an unhealthy foetus; 1 per cent were raped.

The simplicity of why women choose to seck an abortion 1
devastating: they feel they cannot look after a child. Cannot. 1 assure

any anti-abortionist they may disregard their sneaking feelings that. 49
million women a year have abortions foolishly, recklessly — that 1t 1S

done with the same selfish giddiness as binge-drinking, or twerking,
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