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spill the beans I strode into Portcullis House, a modern glass atrium
with its exorbitantly expensive Private Finance Initiative fig trees and
subsidised coffee, to be met by a photograph of Lansbury. He u,as in an
exhibition celebrating the 19L2 by-election he triggered in the Bow and
Bromley seat in Parliament he'd won two years earlier.

Hailed as a'suffragette in trousers'for unstinting faith in the right-
eousness of votes for women as well as every man - about half the
British Tommys mown down or blown to pieces fighting for King and
Country in the First World War were voteless too. A1l the German soldiers,
incidentally, were enfranchised - the exhibition in Portcullis House
recorded how Lansbury, frustrated at the Labour Party's failure to share
his enthusiasm for votes-for-a11, quit to seek re-election as a women's
suffrage candidate. He lost, a1as, in a heroic defeat and wasn't to find his
way back to Parliament until 1922.

Lansbury's probably and legitimately most famous for the stirring
Poplar rates revolt of 1921 but as a journalist on the Left of British poli-
tics I'm particularly drawn to Lansbury as a socialist press barory a
newspaper founder and editot so it is in that guise I resurrect him
tonight to discuss the media and politics, two combustible subiects
which when mixed are as unstable and explosive as nitroglycerine.
With occasionally similarly destructive results.

Tlne Daily Herald's now dimly remembered if it is remembered at all
asserted the late Ken Coates, as a forerunner of a disgraceful San. The
Labour MEP and campaigner {or peace and workers' control didn't
intend his statement to be condemnatory and was actually attempting
to rescue the paper from what he considered an unfair, dishonoured
obscurity. I did and do consider his judgement unduly harsh and unJair,
indeed inaccurate, when so many recall or learn of its existence with a
touch of envy, though the sale of the paper to Rupert Murdoch in 1969

by the suits who owned the Dally Mirror, having taken possession of the
Herald fromthelabour movement and changed its name to The Sun, was
indeed grotesque - a grotesque error.

Lansbury's Herald was born in 1911 as a daily strike bulletin when
the London Society of Compositors - printers - embarked on industrial
action in search of a 48 hours working week. Within a couple of years
Lansbury powered by his trademark energy and drive, was its editor -
sitting in the hot seat from October 1913 until September 1922 - ar.d
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alongside the reports of jobbing hacks. The politician editor championed
with gusto strikers, socialists, rebels, militant suffragettes and
Bolsheviks - although the mercurial Lansbury subsequently admitted
in what sounded like a boast: 'I told Lenin' wrote Lansbury, 'that the
Bolshevik doctrine of discipline was abhorrent to me!' History shows
Madimir I$ich Ulyanov didn't take it to heart.

In every confrontation he knew whose side he and the paper was on.
Unstintingly it was with the workers in any dispute. Lansbury wasn't
afraid to be provocative. Urging British transport workers not to handle
goods shipped from a strike-hit Dublin in what became a campaign to
free the jailed union leader Jim Larkim, the Herald headline 'You can do
without beer and biscuits.' didn't mince inskuctions. Lansbury had to
do without himself, an unfortunate libel in the reports costing the paper
several hundred pounds it couldn t afford.

I love his and the paper's commitment and ingenuity. The paper
organised mass rallies of readers in London's Albert Hall. As many as

30,000, yes 30,000, applied for tickets to a November 1918 gathering in
a venue said to hold'1O000 at a sardine pinch'. Four days before the
management, with the suspected cormivance of Lloyd George, a Prime
Minister spooked by a labour movement growing in strength, cancelled
the booking.

Lansbury recounted with glee how when the management refused to
budge, the Electrical Trades Union persuaded the manager of the local
power station to let them remove the fuses lighting the Albert Hall or
they'd black out the whole of Kensington. After a concert of the Royal
Choral Society took place in virtual darkness, the Albert Hall backed
down and fulfilled its obligation.

The 'suffragette in trousers' rsed the Herald to promote what he and
it believed to be just causes. The paper faced heavy flak for resisting the
crude nationalism and jingoism of the Great War, Lansbury's pacifism
as you know failing to halt a bloody imperial conflict. And the Herald
backed the October 1917 Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, despite his
misgivings about Leninism and democratic centralism.

I revisit some of Lansbury's greatest hits to illustrate how politics
and the media have always been bedfellows. Not always as overlapping
as Lansbury, never confined merely to a single wing of politics and
sometimes uncomfortable bedmates.
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of the people who run the country. The Financial Times is read by
people who OWN the country. The Morning Star is read by people
who think the county ought to be run by ANOTHER country.
The Daily Telegraph is rcad by the people who think IT IS.'

'Prime Minister,' [interrupts Sir Humphrey,] 'what about the
people who read The Sun?'

'Sun rcaders,' [jumps in Derek Fowlds' Bernard Woolley,] the
private secretary, 'Sun readers don't care WHO runs the country -
as long as she's got big !!!'

Thafs a tad unfair on Sun readers, particularly since Page 3 topless
models were consigned to the dustbin of Rupert Murdoch's history.

The skit was a sweeping generalisation of the sort that frequently
appears in the columns of, er1, newspapers.

Yet every successfuI newspape4 plus every successful news maga-
zine, every successful TV news or politics show, every successful Radio
programme whether Today onRadio 4 or Jon Pienaar's engaging Radio
5 listen on Sunday morningg and I'd suggest every successful news
website from Buzzteed and the Huffington Post to Guido Fawkes and
Skwarkbox, ploiects its own distinctive world view and voice.

In my view the problem in Britain isn't that papers are politically
committed but that the bias of orvnership tilts the balance too far to the
Right.

I'm still mourning the loss of the print editions ol The lndependent
and lndependent on Sunday, two papers which took their places in the
newsroom museum. I miss the gutsy iownalism of that pair of liberal
voices in what is predominantly a - in the words of Ken Clarke, a
Minister in the Conservative Govemments of Ted Heath, Margaret
Thatcher, John Major and David Cameron - a 'Tory press'

In a Hugh Cudlipp lecture a few years ago I lamented how the
ultimate fate of the lndependent n es was sealed when hereditary press
baron Evgeny Lebedev agreed to seII their money-making mini-me,
Tlre I, to Johnson Press which has a faith in print

The younger Lebedev prefers socialising to the journalism I adore.
The Daily Mail carried a compelling account by columnist Sarah Vine,
significant other of Mchael Gove who gave up the noble trade of hackery
for politics, in which Vine recounted an evening when Gove and Boris
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'Was Robinson as shocked as I was by the way the BBC (and
other media) rubbished ]eremy Corbyn?'

'Yes' I apparently replied - though I blame the chemotherapy I
was then taking for my lack of normal caution - before adding
'Although I was off work, I did drop a note to a few people after
his fust weekend saying this is really interesting and we owe it to
the audience to sound as if we're interested',

As Nick Robinson would tell you, they're certainly interested now.

Robinson continued in his account of the interview:

My point then was not that my colleagues wererLt treating him
fairly. They were quite properly reporting on the widespread
opposition he faced in his own shadow Cabinet and the
Parliamentary Labour Party. My point was that the ideas that
made Corb;m popular - whether scrapping Trident or renational-
isation - should be examined and interrogated in their own right
and not simply as a cause o{ rows or splits.

Corblm was wrongly dismissed as soon as he was elected leader in
2015. Ken Clarke's Tory press was the worst offender, as you might
expec! with several corrections secured after the damage was done by
disingenuous assertions he is unpatriotic, wants to abolish the Army
and supports terrorism. The misrepresentations were shameful.
Corrections secured after the damage was done, among them a false
statement on a front page that he would bow to the Queen to secure
opposition Short money for Labouq, were poor compensation.

Yet the last election was evidence of a decisive shift in the influence
of traditional journalism on politics and voters, a move in the balance of
power which is both good and bad.

The European Union referendum with its narrow, in my view
calamitous, 52-48 result in favour of Brexit may prove to have been the
last hurrah of Tony Blair's 'feral beasts'.

The barrage of abuse fired at Ed Miliband by the Sun, Mail, Express

and Telegraph olatgunr:r"d the Mirror and more cautious G uardian.lt wasr1 t
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to be immediately followed by a spokesman by the Leave camp
dismissing it with a Project Fear reflex.

I'11 wring my hands and admit I possess no easy answer to the bal-
ance question just raised. Maybe there isn't one. But I throw it out there.
Hurl back your ideas. Or abuse.

The election in June mapped the new limits of the Tory press and
perhaps broadcasters also in what may be, when we peer back with the
benefit of 20-20 hindsighg the first digital election.

That Corbyn had the confidence at Labour's Brighton conference in
September to call out Paul Dacre , editor ol a Daily Mail that remains the
country's most feared newspaper and arguably the most influentiaf
had the feel of a significant political moment.

To the end of his days, Michael Foot referred to the Mail as the
'Forgers' Gazefte'. Blair, Brown and Miliband - even after it dared chal-
lenge the patriotism of his refugee father who fought in the Royal Navy
against Nazis the paper had lauded before the war - reached out in a
desperate bid for compromise, hoping to rub a few rough edges off hos-
tile coverage.

Corbyn's having none of that and the reason isn't just is his person-
ality and politics. It's because he defied them at the election and didn t
suffel, or suffered minimally. And the mdn reason is he's bypassed
them with the rise of social media.

ITV political editor Robert Peston regurgitated the phenomenal fig-
ures in a recent edition ol The Spectator magazine in a piece headlined
'Corbyn 2.0'.

Corbyn has 1.4m Facebook and 1.6m Twitter followers. He is able to
communicate with directly, any time he wants and never tfuough the
prisom of hostile media. The comparative stats for Theresa May, by
the way, are 540,000 and 411,000.

During the first week of June alone the party's Corbyn videos
were watched 24m times on the web.

As the ITV political editor put it: 'What matters perhaps most is that a
majority of us mistrust the established medi4 and instinctively place
greater trust in what friends or contacts share with us on Facebook and
Twitter. The act of sharing is a personal endorsement which lends an
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olds who watch less than 30 minutes TV news a week, according to
Ofcom, or the third who look at their smart phones on the toilet rather
than reading a newspaper.

I grew up reading the Daily Mirror, on and off the toilet.
I'm proud to have worked as a journalist on the We stern Morning Nelos,

New Ciail Engineer, Press Association news agency, Daily Telegraph - it
wouldn't hire me now, different p aper rhen - Guardittn and the Mirror.

Political joumalists require a nose for news. The ability to speak and
Iisten to people. A flair for getting to the nub of any issue. Composure
under pressure. Accurary. Sensitivity and a thick skin. Dedication.
Determination. Hard work. And a sense of humour comes in handy,
especially when it all goes pear shaped.

In my view it's hard to better the judgement of Smday Times core-
spondent Nicholas Tomaliru killed on an assignment in the Golan
Heights in L973.He'd wdtten in that paper's magazine:

The only qualities essential for real success in journalism are rat-like
cunning, a plausible mannet and a little literary ability.

Professor Emily Bell at the Colombia Journaiism School notes the
unpredictability of the age:

Never before in the history ofjournalism has the power and reach
of a sma1l number of players had such a decisive effect on a mar-
ket, and never before have we known so little about its operation.

I endorse Emily's call for what she hopes will be 'an open and collabo-
rative dialogue' between journalists - us - and the social media compa-
nies o1, as she probably correct\ described hem, 'the new masters of the
inf ormation universe'.

Google, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram and the
rest redirected how tens of millions of people in Britain get their news.
I watch readers on buses and trains and in pubs and cafes or at football
matches - all hypnotised by their mobile phones. I do it myself. Im one
of them! The period most people switched on a desktop computer or
laptop to read the headlines, or find the sports results, was short and
sweet. Mobiles, hand-held computers packed with technology vastly
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The pally country suppers between Cameron and Rebekah Brooks in
the Chipping Norton Set were the erasure of a line between the media
and politics that operated against the public interest if in {avour of
News Corp commercial interests and the electoral interests of the
Tory Party.

Ken Clarke tells an incredible story of how when he was Justice
Secretary he believed Cameron had done a deal of sorts with Brooks to
introduce prison ships so she could claim victory for a Surr campaign in
return for Murdoch giving Cameron his blessing.

Many print joumalists resented the Leveson inquiry. I found it riveting.
My quibble, for the record, is where are the public cross-examinations
in a special inquiry at the Royal Courts of Justice of the banksters who'd
collapsed the economy with their reckless greed, destroying jobs and
livelihoods, bankrupting City institutions, bailed out with tens of billions
of pounds, hundreds of billions of public funds, sending the national
debt spiralling and economic growth plummeting?

Or the public inquiry into blacklisters who secretly refused jobs to
construction workers raising fears about health and safety, denying
them livelihoods?

In the media we cannot complain when we're put under the spot-
light by politicians we seek to hold to account. It is a badge of honour
that if we expose their wrong-doing they will strive to settle scores or
blame us when in a tight corner as Cameron undoubtedly was.

Great joumalism remains a tremendous force for good. We may be
unable to predict with any accuracy or certainty what the shape of this
rapidly shifting landscape will look like 30 years hence any more than I
could when I started out 30 years back - and some of you a bit before that.

I've ink in my veins so I've a vested interest in newspapers surviv-
ing, as I believe they will, but I'm not complacent and realise we must
adapt to survive never mind thrive.

I'm heartened by the Financinl Times braggjng its achieved the Pink
'Un's highest readership in the paper's 130-year history - exceeding
900,000 'paying readers' who hand over hard cash at a counter ot sub-
scribe digitally. Subscriptions may not work for everybody but the
search is on for creative solutions to declining print circulations.

George Lansbury inThe Miracle of Fleet Street stated with his custom-
ary certainty: 'I do not believe the power of the press is as great as it
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fuzzier than that drawn simplistically by Charles Prestwich Scott, the
CP Scott who as editor of The Guardian doubled, Lansburyesque, as a

Liberal MP
The Guardian's current and first female editor, Kath Viner, empha-

sised the value of trust to be heard over the Facebook and Twitter
screams in a long, fascinating piece in her own PaPer.

It was shocking news to rrre. The Guardian, a paper which wears its
liberal values on its sleeve, sided with the slave-owning South in the
American civil war, disparaged - as she put it - Nye Bevan's creation of
a National Health Service, the paper fearing the state providing welfare

- wait for it -'risks an increase in the proportion of the less gifted' - eat

your heart out, Paul Dacre - then endorsed the Conservatives at the
1951 General Election.

Any,way, Viner - whom I am-J.00% certain if bom earlier would've
been against slavery, for the NHS and sided with Atdee over a post-war
Churchill - was on the money with a call to arms I endorse. She wrote:

Those in power have exploited distrust of the media to actively
undermine the role of journalism in the public interest in a democ-
rary - from Donald Trump calling the 'Fake News' media
'the enemy of the American people' to a British cabinet member
suggesting that broadcasters should be 'partriotic' in their
Brexit reporting.

Viner is referring there to Andrea Leadsom, a Brextremist who is Leader
of the tr{ouse of Commons, who didn t like Emily Maitlis on Newsnight
asking pertinent questions. Viner went on:

A11 over the world - in Turkey, Russia, Poland, Egypt, China,
Hungary. Malta and many other countries - journalists are under-
mined, attacked, even murdered.

In these disorientating times, championing the public interest -
which has always been at the heart of the Guardian's mission

- has become an urgent necessity.

If we're honest, no journalist will always write and tell the truth when
we often have imperfect inJormation, gaps in knowledge and those we
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pdnt, on the airwaves or the web, and whether the politicians are in
Britairu the US or any country you care to name, these slimeballs cor-
rupt democrary and therefore must be exposed, held to account and
driven out of public life.

Thank you.
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