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The Art of Writing a Column

Writing can be more drudgery than pleasure, and journalism more degradation than duty. But to write a regular column on any subject that takes your fancy is surely one of the great privileges of life. When asked to contribute an article on ‘Literature and Life’ every week to the Evening News in 1907, Arnold Bennett called it ‘the realisation of a dream I have dreamt for a long time’. George Orwell, given a similar weekly column by Tribune in December 1943, celebrated his delightful freedom by entitling it ‘As I Please’.

I have been writing columns of one kind or another virtually all my professional life. I began in 1953, when I was twenty-four, contributing a weekly column from Paris to the New Statesman (often paralleled by another one in Tribune under the pseudonym ‘Guy Henriques’ – thus provoking the French Socialist leader Guy Mollet, a particular target of mine, to the angry query ‘What sort of a Guy is this?’). I have written columns in the Evening Standard, the Daily Telegraph, the Sun and the Daily Express, in the Catholic Herald and the Paris weekly L’Express, in daily newspapers in Spain, Italy and Japan. For many years I wrote the ‘London Diary’ in the New Statesman, and since 1980 I have written a weekly column in the Spectator, from which this selection is drawn. In short, I know a bit about writing a column, though there is still a lot I do not know, and I find myself discovering new tricks and devices – and occasionally falling into new traps – almost every week.

One thing I have learnt is that the column is much older than most people realise. It antedates the newspaper, indeed. I am not going back to Roman times, though you could make a case for columnists of a sort existing even then. A more plausible birth-date is the 16th century, with Montaigne the founding-columnist and Francis Bacon his successor. Of course these were essays not columns, and were written neither to a fixed length nor for immediate publication. Montaigne began his Essais as a commonplace book for his own re-perusal; only some years later, in 1580, did he first print them as a collected volume. Bacon’s Essays and Apothogms had a similar genesis. But both men produced columns in the sense that their reflections were short, regular, often topical, neatly turned and highly readable, and a satisfying blend of knowledge, argument, personal opinion, idiosyncracy and self-revelation. The subject-matter in both cases – calamities, education, repentance, conversation, thinking of death (Montaigne), and riches, youth and age, friendship, ambition, marriage versus single life, etc (Bacon) – crop up continually in columns written in the 1990s. These two experienced and clever men dealt with many, perhaps most, of the main problems which preoccupied worldlings in the 16th century, continue to interest and puzzle us today, and will be items of human intellectual furniture so long as our race endures. If, today, I were planning to write a column on death, I would certainly want to look up what Montaigne had to say in his essay ‘Thoughts on Death’ and Bacon in ‘On Death’. And if I were writing about gardens I would begin by re-reading Bacon’s marvellous little discourse ‘On Gardens’. On such fundamental matters, nothing much changes in four centuries – or, I suspect, four millennia. And I like to think that Montaigne and Bacon are peering over my shoulder – albeit with quizzical, ironic or even faintly contemptuous expressions – as I sit at my desk columnising.

There were well-informed London gentlemen who wrote regular columns about life in the capital, for the information of country squires and lords, even in Shakespeare’s day. But these were more newsletters than reflective essays. It was the 18th century which saw the birth of the column. The Spectator of Addison and Steele was a columnar periodical. So was Samuel Johnson’s Rambler, his Adventurer and his Idler, and Coleridge’s Watchman, though it only ran for ten issues, and his Friend, which lasted for 28. These columnists had all the trouble of seeing their work through the press, and collecting money from subscribers so that they could pay the printer. They were the columnists of the heroic age. By comparison, Coleridge’s younger contemporaries, Charles Lamb and William Hazlitt, had it easy, turning in their copy to regular publications, leaving all the difficult money side to editor-proprietors. On the other hand, their essays or columns might well be censored, cut, held over or even rejected altogether. Some will hold that Lamb was not a columnist at all – his pieces appeared irregularly and varied enormously in length – and that Hazlitt’s ‘Table Talk’ was the first true column. That may be so, but I turn, in search of inspiration or guidance, as often to Lamb as to Hazlitt, and regard both as mentors of the Great Columnar Tradition.

After these pioneers of the 1810s and 1820s, when Lamb and Hazlitt – and Leigh Hunt – wrote their best work, columnists come thick and fast, in endless succession until our own day. There are so many good ones it is not easy to award crowns. One has to bear in mind, too, that a column which is brilliantly suited to, say, the 1840s, may not work today at all. The columnist writes for tomorrow or this week, not for posterity, although the best satisfy both. One of the greatest American columnists, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the most highly-regarded and representative voice of the mid-19th century, from the eastern seabord to the Rockies, bores most readers now (though not me, as it happens). On the other hand, H.L. Mencken, perhaps the finest of all and hugely influential in his day, still comes through hot and strong in his six collections of pieces, Prejudices (1919-27).

My roll of honour would include G.K. Chesterton, who wrote columns of all kinds and shapes during his prolific life, often in pubs and cafés and in railway waiting-rooms and on trains, in true Grub Street fashion. The amount of genuinely original thought in his ephemera thus dashed off is truly awe-inspiring, and I find him a rich brantub from which to pick out specimens still capable of inspiring a columnist’s thoughts half a century after his death. Bennett’s Evening News columns have sunk without trace but those on writers and books which he later contributed to Beaverbrook’s Evening Standard in the 1920s are classics of the art. Beaverbrook himself told me that publishing them gave him the greatest satisfaction of his entire career as a newspaper proprietor. The Standard has always had good columns. It ran Dean Inge of St Paul’s, known as ‘the Gloomy Dean’, whose columns on religious abuses and the general decline of morals, collected in book form, make a favourite volume on my shelves. In my own day it broadcast Randolph Churchill’s powerful, rough- edged and often prodigiously well-informed voice, shouting on politics, as well as an entire choir of clever women, from Maureen Cleave to Valerie Grove. The Observer is another columnists’ newspaper. In the 1950s it had a mesmerising political column written by Hugh Massingham, who came from a family of fine columnists. He specialised in getting unsuspecting politicians to tell him their secrets. Then there was the urbanity of Harold Nicolson, with its faint whiff of malice, written by a man intended for diplomacy but really born to columnise.

About this time a clutch of outstanding arts columnists adorned the Sunday Times. They have never been excelled, in my view: Cyril Connolly and Raymond Mortimer on books, Desmond Shawe-Taylor and Ernest Newman on music, Cyril Ray on the good life, Edward Sackville-West on gramophone records and James Agate on the theatre. These gifted men were an important part of my education, a sophisticated and enjoyable Sunday school of culture, the caviar and the pâté de foie gras of European civilisation slipping down one’s throat with gratifying ease. Equally, while I was living in Paris as a young man, I devoured François Mauriac’s famous ‘Bloc Notes’ on the back page of L’Express, Raymond Aron in Figaro, Albert Camus in Combat and Maurice Duverger in Le Monde. Some made more regular appearances than others, but all qualified for the title of columnist since they produced periodic discourses on important and usually topical issues of their choice. Jean-Paul Sartre, on the other hand, gave himself too much space in Le Temps moderne – he was the only journalist I have ever known who could write 20,000 words in a day without making himself ill – and was not therefore a columnist by my definition, more a verbal phenomenon, sometimes a verbose one.

The Americans produce more columns than any other nation, nearly all syndicated and many of poor quality. Walter Winchell’s columns, immensely influential in their day, are unreadable now, and even Walter Lipmann, the outstanding pundit-columnist of the Truman–Eisenhower–Kennedy years, has not survived, his weekly digests of Washington wisdom seeming today flat, empty and composed of truisms. On the other hand, William Safire, who deals with words as well as issues in the New York Times, is a pundit in the Mencken mould, funny as well as shrewd and apposite. So the tradition carries on.

What makes a good columnist? In my view there are five essentials. The first is knowledge. I am not saying that a columnist ought to be a walking encyclopædia. Far from it. Nothing is more tedious than a man crammed with knowledge – especially facts – who is anxious to unburden his treasure on you. Some of the greatest bores are knowledgeable men. (Interestingly enough, women do not bore you with facts, more with opinions: I do not know of any woman columnist who crams too many facts into her offerings – the weakness of the sex is to supply too few.) But he who ventures to write a column must know a great deal, on a wide variety of subjects. His knowledge, however, should be stored and classified, kept up to date and dusted down regularly, but called on only sparingly, in small quantities, exactly according to the need of the piece. The good columnist’s knowledge should be like a vast cellar of fine wine, cool and well-kept, constantly maturing and periodically replenished as fresh vintages become available. He invites the reader in to sip and to taste, in sufficient quantity to appreciate the quality of the wines available. But he never presses his guest to drink more than a glass on each occasion, so that these visits to his cellar retain their freshness and pleasure. But equally, no reader should be allowed to pass without some knowledgeable hospitality, be it ever so slight. I feel I have been short-changed if I finish a column without acquiring some useful or interesting or unusual little nugget – something I did not know and am glad to know.

No columnist will survive long without being to some extent a man or woman of the world. In theory a column can be written by an innocent and unworldly bystander, who makes a point of being out of it and not knowing what is going on. Given great literary ingenuity, this will do for a time, as a novelty or a journalistic paradox. But readers will not long be amused by someone even less well-informed than themselves or who merely mirrors their own vacuity. It is true that a columnist can, as it were, place himself in voluntary exile, and affect to survey society with disinterested detachment. J.B. Priestley in the 1950s wrote an admirable series of essays in the New Statesman called ‘Thoughts from the wilderness’, in which he criticised modern society from the viewpoint of a man, like Cicero, who had retired from the great game in London to his country estates, to sit things out for a while. But this only works if, like Priestley, you have once been in the thick of events, and intend to be so again.

Knowledge is composed of many things. Worldliness, of course: knowing how a prime minister conducts a Cabinet meeting or how the Booker Prize is awarded or why invitations to Mrs —’s luncheons are eagerly sought, while Lady —’s parties are ill-attended if something better is on offer. A columnist should have travelled far, especially to those key places which constantly crop up in the news and conversation. He should be familiar with Paris and New York and Rome and Venice, and have visited all the rest at least once. He needs to be able to distinguish a genuine exotic from a mere travel-agent’s brochure material. Languages do not matter – it is the columnist’s job to speak, write and understand English to perfection – but if he insists (on what must be rare occasions) on using foreign words, he must get them right.

A columnist ought to have known, and know, a huge range of people, from the humble right up to the top. He who claims an extensive acquaintance with the common man or woman skates on thin ice, and I do not advise a display of demotic knowledge. Taxidrivers should never be quoted, at any rate on politics. On the other hand, gardeners can be put to use and, with skill, built up into a serviceable stock character – not to be brought in too often however. Kingsley Martin made splendid use of his Sussex gardener for over a quarter-century, employing him to impart wisdom and comment covering a much wider ground than mere horticulture. I have quoted gardeners myself – and their dogs, for that matter. Cleaning-women I do not advise. Butlers or valets are taboo, even if you have them. On the other hand, it is often convenient to have a well-informed and sensible detective-sergeant on tap: crime and criminals play a necessary part, these days, in a well-regulated column read by the middle classes. Personally I like to bring in an observant and well-connected foreigner to produce an outsider’s view of English mores, especially if the language can be made quaint and amusing – I often employ Lady (Carla) Powell for this purpose. Quoting the great, the good and the bad is sometimes necessary but is always risky. Of course the columnist ought to know personally the principal rulers of the day, and if possible anyone else who is in and out of the news. But awareness of this extensive and grand acquaintance ought to filter through to the reader, as it were by accident, and should never be baldly claimed. Name-dropping is fatal to a good column. The sad example of Ali Forbes, Britain’s Name-Dropper-in-Chief, ought to be in all our minds. But I like a name or two in each piece. Good journalism is always about people. An argument, an impression, is always more effective if it is pointed up by real men and women, cited or quoted or exemplified. And brush such characters in with an adjective or two, to bring them to life and persuade the reader that they are or were real persons to you, not just celebrities.

Knowledge of history is the most useful to the all-purpose columnist. It needs to be blended in, imperceptibly, with personal recall of the recent past. This is a difficult, subtle and essential business. The reader needs to feel that you comment on what is going on in the world not from theory or conjecture but from experience – that you have lived through anxious decades, near the centre of events, as well as studied more remote ones. I do not say a columnist needs to be old – far from it – but he or she must not be too young. It is one thing for a young man or woman to relate actual experiences, week by week, in a place we want to hear about – I am thinking of Zoe Heller’s column from New York in the Sunday Times Magazine – when all that is required is a busy life and literary skills. It is quite another to have someone in their twenties pontificate about the day and age from the perspective of a mere newspaper-reader. There are too many such columnists about nowadays, none of them worth tuppence.

Next to knowledge comes reading. Every good columnist carries a library around in his head. A column – not even a literary column – should not be bookish, which is fatal to the essential note of worldliness. One of the worst columns I can recall was the weekly causerie produced by Sir William Haley. As Haley had been Director-General of the BBC as well as Editor of the Times, and had made his way up from very humble beginnings, he ought to have had plenty to say. But he preferred to write in the persona of a bookman, and a notably old-fashioned one at that, fussing over ancient Everyman editions and World Classics and turn-of-the-century pocket stuff. It all smacked of John O’London’s Weekly, a well-meaning journal for autodidacts which died a natural death from fustiness. No: the reading must be there – the more of it the better – but slipped into the column by sleight of hand, gracefully, economically, only when it is really needed. Whatever the topic is, the columnist ought to be able to make a long arm and neatly pull down the book from the recesses of his mind, when reference or quotation is apt. No showing-off. No erudition for its own sake. Poetry to be quoted only on rare occasions – and be certain the reader wants to hear it or be reminded of it. No Greek, ever. No Latin either, unless you are absolutely sure of yourself and your readers. I have many dictionaries of quotations on my study shelves, but these are for checking, not inspiration. Never quote unless the saying is already familiar to you. The best kind of literary reference in a column is one which makes the reader want to go out and buy the book, immediately. That means it must be apposite, interesting in itself, and skilfully worked into the theme of the piece.

The second function of wide reading is to produce ideas. I am a great browser of shelves, an assiduous dipper into volumes. I thumb a book through, read a page or two, then replace it. I do this in bookshops and libraries, and among my own shelves. At present I own (I think) about 12,000 volumes. Sometimes I have had more, sometimes less. Every few years, a shortage of shelf-space dictates a huge and painful purge, when meretricious or duplicate or disappointing works are weeded out. Then, all too quickly, fresh arrivals fill up the vacant spaces, and overflow them, and a new crisis develops. I receive many new books for review, or publishers send them to me, hoping for a mention. Most of these volumes go, speedily, to what I call the knacker’s yard, which in my case is an admirable establishment near my house, called Notting Hill Books, run by that great and learned lady Sheila Ramage and her lovely assistant Pamela. However, Sheila also sells books, chiefly on art, at much reduced prices, so I usually emerge from her shop with many more volumes than I take in. The urge to buy books is a chronic disease, which is cured only by bodily annihilation. In my case, the consequences of the disease are dealt with by dividing my books into two libraries. Most are kept at my London house, into every cranny of which they have spread. But about 2,000 books on the history of art, the majority large quartos or folios, have been consigned to my Somerset house, where special shelves have been built to accommodate them. As a result, the book I particularly want at any one time is always 250 miles away. However, I can see no other solution.

I do not claim to have read all or even most of the books I own. Some I read many years after purchase, others never. But I have looked into all of them. I know what they contain. All are for potential use, as well as pleasure. Many are for reference or checking, and it is gratifying how often I refer to them. The advantage of having so many books, on all the topics that interest me, but chiefly history, literature, the world, travel, philosophy, politics and religion, is that they are there for a rainy day. By this I mean a deadline-day when I have not yet found a subject for a column. I peer along the shelves, hoping for inspiration. This is a dangerous procedure, for I may pick up a volume, become absorbed in it, and find at the end when I look at the clock, that it is not to my purpose, and meanwhile precious hours have flown. On the other hand, it has saved my journalistic bacon many a time. Besides, having so many books at hand often means that I can flesh out an existing idea, but a rather thin one, with a certain amount of scholarship, real or spurious.

The third key to column-writing is news-sense. A columnist may be a historian, as I am, or a playwright, like Keith Waterhouse, or a novelist, like Robert Harris. But he ought never to forget that, for this purpose, he is first and foremost a journalist. He should keep a fine nose for the news, and sniff it inquiringly before settling to his task. The reader’s mind hankers after novelty, always. The best column is one which responds to novelty, links it to the past, carries it forward to the future and invests the topic with wit, wisdom and elegance. The novelty can be anything: geopolitics, home affairs, science, literature, fashion, art, the drama, society, religion. Its gravity is immaterial; what it must be is new, not some hackneyed theme which has been chewed over for weeks. A good columnist will spot some emergent topic just as it comes to the forefront of the news, and fire his guns before the battlefield is trampled over and lost in smoke. Just occasionally it is good tactics to take last week’s theme and upend it, but only if you have something good and valid to say which runs counter to the conventional wisdom.

My method is to make three out of four columns topical in one way or another. In the fourth I please myself, and write about what I think matters, irrespective of what is in the papers, or will be. I write about the weather or the season or something I have done or seen or heard. These personal columns are the real test of whether you know how to do the thing. You have to marshal all your literary skills and make absolutely sure you can carry your readers with you to the end of the last paragraph. If you are not sure, beat a hasty retreat and stick to topicality. On the other hand, if you can pull it off, these eye-witness or autobiographical pieces are, I find, the ones that most delight the reader, stick in his or her mind, and find their way eventually into the anthologies. One word of caution: beware braggadocio or triumphalism. Such personal pieces should be seasoned with modesty, should be humble or if needs be ironic about one’s claims to importance, and stress incompetence and failure – or discomfiture – rather than personal accomplishment. The reader is more likely to sympathise and identify with one who cheerfully endures misfortunes, than with one who effortlessly surmounts them. In the battle for life, the good columnist is a natural loser, albeit a perennially optimistic one.

The fourth point to be borne in mind is that your natural news-sense should take account of the need for variety. Most columns should never be too far from the events of the day, be they political, social or cultural. But, while being topical, the columnist should dodge about between these, and other, fields. I try never to write on domestic politics, or geopolitics, two weeks running, unless the news leaves me no choice. And if there is a big political news story, which rivets the attention of all writers, I am careful to consult with the editor about how he is handling it. If his coverage is comprehensive, I am often inclined to give the subject a miss and write on something completely different, even lightweight – that is, if he will let me. Or he may warn me off in the first place. If I write on painting, a subject which preoccupies me more and more, I will then leave it alone for at least six weeks, however great the temptation. I avoid discussing TV if possible – it is too easy and obvious. I try not to write about religion more than four times a year, and never at Christmas or Easter, when everyone else is doing so. On the other hand, I never write less than four pieces a year with God in them. I do not write a foreign piece two weeks running. If I travel, I sometimes use my experiences for a column, but not often, and only when they merit it. Everyone travels nowadays, frequently, all over the world – or it is sensible to assume they do. No place is truly exotic any more, unless you are on the inside track there; and then you must beware of snobbery or in-grouping.

It is fatal to appear to condescend to your readers, just as it is impolitic to suck up to them, or hector them, or try to jolly them along. Remember, it is the easiest thing in the world for them to stop reading your article after the first paragraph, or half-way through, or at any stage. They do not even need to take a conscious decision. Their eye simply slips off the page. Or the piece is put down because the phone rings, and never taken up again. And if your column is not finished one week, it may not even be begun the next. Remember: you are always the suppliant, it is the reader who is the haughty beloved. Woo him or her, in every paragraph, in every sentence, with every word – and, hardest thing of all, never seem to do so. Never grab him by the lapels or thrust an importunate hand up a tightly gathered skirt or bellow into an indifferent ear. Love, but do not let your anxiety to be loved in return be evident. If you know how to stalk red deer, stalk. If you know what tickling trout is, tickle. But forget your shotgun: it does not work with this kind of game.

The reader will notice that I used the word ‘I’ a dozen times in the paragraph before last. Then I realised what I was doing and switched the tone. All good columns are about humanity and human nature, and they are personal. But they should never be egotistical. Vanity is the cardinal sin of the columnist. Next to that in heinousness is omniscience, vanity’s younger brother. A know-all manner is a repellant. So is undue stress on insider knowledge. Never use phrases like ‘I asked the Prime Minister’ or ‘a member of the Cabinet told me’. The personality of the columnist should always be present but it should rarely break out openly in the text. A good columnist is a submarine, prowling just below the surface of his prose, periscope up but inconspicuous.

On rare occasions it is just permissible to use your column to promote a personal cause or come to the rescue of a friend in distress or memorialise someone you knew who will otherwise receive no mention. But these topics should be broached entirely on their intrinsic merits, never because of their connection with yourself. Assume there is something inherently tiresome about your own personality or radically defective about your judgement where your personal interests are involved – or, better still, get yourself a wife with the courage to point these things out to you. (It is a fact that confirmed bachelors rarely make good columnists for long – and even Bernard Levin, the great exception, would have been a better one under regular wifely supervision.) And this brings me to the next, and most important, point: never exploit your power as a columnist for personal ends. No doubt the traffic cop was quite mistaken to stop you for speeding/careless driving, and his language was inexcusable. But the readers do not want to hear about it. Nor are they interested in the reasons why the council refused you planning permission for an extension, or your appalling experience with BA/Virgin Airways, or the impudent behaviour of the ticket-inspector on the 4.30 from Paddington to Oxford, or the exasperating way in which John Lewis/Peter Jones laid your new drawing-room carpet. Having trouble getting your washing-machine repaired? Forget it – so is everyone else. I suppose if you are really seriously mugged, it might just be worth a mention. But nobody, except your local police – who have no alternative – wants to hear your blow-by-blow account. Your fog story, your airport delay story, your story of being swindled/overcharged/cheeked/abused, etc by the insurance/British Gas/the check-out girl at Safeways/the Inland Revenue are – I stress the point – of absolutely no interest whatever. That is what your family is for, to listen to them, just as you are there to listen to theirs. The reader has nothing to do with it. Mark well: you are not doing him/her a favour – he is paying you, to be entertained. So he does not want to be told that the nurses at St Mary’s, where you went for a hip-replacement, were absolutely splendid and it has quite changed your opinion about the NHS, etc. Nor will she be spellbound if you tell her about going to Buckingham Palace to receive your OBE, and what a surprisingly beautiful skin the Queen has got, and how efficiently the car-parking arrangements are managed. Be your age: no one is interested in the fact that you are a minor – probably very minor – celebrity, except yourself. So do not write about your dog, except perhaps twice a year, or your children (once) or your wife (ever).

All the same, be yourself. An impersonal column is a contradiction in terms, like a discreet diary. For your column to be a success, the reader must like you, and in order to like you he must know you. So peep out from your puppet-box from time to time. People who regularly pay good money for newspapers and magazines positively want to develop personal relationships with them – love-hate ones, mostly, punctuated by grumbling, exasperation and actual violence. I have seen even Rupert Murdoch pick up a copy of one of his own newspapers, the Sunday Times – and my copy as it happened – recoil from it with fury, scrumple it up and hurl it with impressive force into the fireplace. This emotional relationship between paper and reader is at its most intense when the columnists are under scrutiny. So if you write a column, you are in the front line, less that a stone’s-throw from the reader’s trenches. Put your tin hat on a stick and wave it – let him know you are there.

One last point. Life is sad for most people. It is doubtless sad for you too. But, like Pagliacci, you must not let it show: on with the motley! By all means use your column to criticise the great, and right abuses and shake governments and bring low the proud. But make the point, from time to time, that we live in an infinitely beautiful world, surprisingly full of fascinating people, and heart-warming happenings, and laughter, and that God is in his heaven.


Is your journey really necessary, professor?

More and more young people are trying to get into universities. The trend is hailed with approval as though, in an ideal world, every boy and girl in the country ought to have a university education. The Government appears to share this delusion, since it is feverishly trying to divert funds from more worthwhile objects, or the still more desirable aim of reducing taxation, in order to provide extra ‘places’. So I was glad to see one academic, Geoffrey Strickland of Reading, launch a fierce attack, in the Sunday Telegraph, on university expansion plans. He would prefer to see the money spent on retaining famous old regiments, believing they provide a better form of training for those aged 18 and over. Having been subjected to both forms, I agree with Strickland, provided enlistment remains voluntary.

Universities are the most overrated institutions of our age. Of all the calamities which have befallen the 20th century, apart from the two world wars, the expansion of higher education, in the 1950s and 1960s, was the most enduring. It is a myth that universities are nurseries of reason. They are hothouses for every kind of extremism, irrationality, intolerance and prejudice, where intellectual and social snobbery is almost purposefully instilled and where dons attempt to pass on to their students their own sins of pride. The wonder is that so many people emerge from these dens still employable, though a significant minority, as we have learned to our cost, go forth well equipped for a lifetime of public mischief-making.

I remember the days when the new University of the West Midlands was designed to contribute to the reinvigoration of our car industry; instead it provided the kiss of death, by churning out Trot shop-stewards a good deal more destructive than their supposedly uneducated working-class predecessors. It is no accident that Ontario, Canada’s richest province, is now being wrecked by a socialist government led by a fanatical 1960s’ Rhodes Scholar. The new form of totalitarianism, Political Correctness, is entirely a university invention, and the virulent outbreak of black anti-Semitism, which has Brooklyn in violent uproar, was bred on campus in the fraudulent ‘Afro-American Studies’ departments. At the very moment when these evils – and others – are spreading rapidly to Britain, a Conservative government plans to expose yet more of our children to them, at public expense.

Even if you can prevent universities from doing positive harm, it is not clear what positive good they are supposed to do. They have expanded haphazardly from medieval institutions designed to train theologians and geared to the ecclesiastical year. No one has ever thought out, from scratch, the best way to provide advanced training in a secular world. We have just grafted new notions on to the same old decaying corpse. The most sensible collegiate bodies today are the expanded business schools now spreading rapidly in Latin-America – I lectured at several of them this spring, and found them admirable – but even they have been unable to cast off completely the university heritage. The fact that universities are popular with young people is neither here nor there. They still have a social value, more’s the pity, and of course, during a severe recession, it makes sense for school-leavers to postpone, by three years or more, their launch into an uncertain job-market. But a visitor from another planet, unfamiliar with the history of the institution, would think it odd that our ablest boys and girls, at a time when their mental and physical powers are at their highest, are withdrawn from the service of society and kept in comparative idleness at the expense of the rest of the community, which is denied such a privilege. To those who object to this by pointing to the cultural blessings a university education confers, I reply: don’t think in abstractions, turn to the real, living products. For an archetype university graduate, recipient of these inestimable advances, you need look no further than Neil Kinnock. He and the way he thinks, talks and acts, are what the system is all about.

The space-visitor might question other aspects of universities we take for granted. Ought not doctors to be trained in clinics and surgeries and hospitals? And lawyers in courts? And engineers in factories, mines and on construction sites? And teachers in schools? And civil servants in government offices? Why take them away from the background of their work and concentrate them in an academic pressure-cooker? Again, he might look at many of the university courses and decide they make no sense at all. Last week’s Times Literary Supplement revived the old, ferocious battle about compulsory Anglo-Saxon in the Oxford English degree. A don from Corpus had no difficulty in showing that, on its own merits, ‘doing’ Anglo-Saxon was ridiculous. But it was made compulsory because old-fashioned academics thought taking a degree in English was a soft option anyway – which it is – and should be stiffened by forcing the undergraduates to do something hard. Take away Anglo-Saxon and there is nothing left but idleness and an increasing clutter of nonsense, such as deconstruction, post-deconstruction and the like, all expressed in hideous jargon. The contempt of the Oxford English faculty for the rational world beyond has just been exhibited by the appointment of an unrepentant Marxist to one of it chairs. By all means drop Anglo-Saxon. But if English is taught at all as a degree subject, students should be expected to show a proficiency in at least two European languages and a familiarity with their literature, as well as our own. At some stage they should be obliged to take tough papers in grammar, syntax and spelling. Good handwriting should be required too. They should be asked to produce competent verse in a wide variety of strict metres, under examination conditions. Above all, they should be expected to write clear, concise, purposeful and pleasing prose, putting arguments with logic, sense and succinctness, and without recourse to jargon.

At present they are taught few if any of these things, and examined in none. What they get, instead, is ideology, polysyllabic constipation, and a certain diabolic skill in turning works of literature into texts for preaching class hatred. English faculties at many, indeed most, universities illustrate perfectly what is wrong with the university idea and why it has no long-term future.
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