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Y
ou love Rev. I love 
Rev. Everyone loves 
Rev. That’s why the 
hit BBC comedy is so 
 pernicious. Unbelievers 
who hate the church 
love the fantastic satire 
of an institution not 

long for this world. Unbelievers who 
like the church adore how it captures 
all those quaint little foibles. Believ-
ers who hate the church love how it 
 lampoons everything they want to 
change.  Believers who love the church 
also love it because it’s important to 
laugh about yourself. And vicars? Well, 
with a  million viewers tuning in to 
every  episode, they no doubt think that 
there’s so such thing as bad publicity. 

But this love-in masks what is in 
fact a subtly damaging depiction of the 
church. Rev is insidious because it’s 
just so good. The third series, which 
wraps up this evening, has been as 
brilliant as the first two. Production 
company Big Talk has put together a 
masterpiece, pre-sold in 141 countries. 
And Tom Hollander, who plays the 
Rev Adam Smallbone, has cemented 
his reputation as one of the funniest 
actors of his  generation. But when 
asked why Rev is so good, the usual 
answer cites “an insider viewpoint” 
on an inner-city vicar. Which is pre-
cisely what it’s not. Rev is an outsider’s 
imaginative  construction of an insider 
viewpoint – a secular take on the sacred. 
The Church of England has of course 
long proved a comedy pineta. Richard 
Curtis has been eating the candy his 
whole career. Yet Hollander set out to 
do  something different from The Vicar 
of Dibley. He wanted to show an institu-
tion operating in a grittier context. 

Which is all well and good. Yet it 
remains an outsider’s perspective. An 
insider view of the church would, by 
contrast, revolve around the reality of 
shared faith. From the outset, Rev’s 
operating assumption is that faith is 
individual. The Rev Smallbone’s prayer 
monologues are purely personal. Faith 
is not something held in common. Nor 
is it transformative. Which is, rightly 
or wrongly, what people of faith think 
it is. Perhaps the show’s most wonder-
ful character, the drug addict Colin, is a 
parishioner Adam is genuinely friends 
with. But there’s never a question of 
faith freeing him from addiction. 

In imposing its own outsider view-
point, Rev defies the deepest ideal of 
a liberal, pluralistic society. In Rev the 
devout do not speak for themselves and 
therefore are not permitted to sit at the 
high table of our national media.

Take the episode on gay marriage. 
The Church of England’s conservative 
official position is portrayed as heart-
less and behind the times. Adam, our 
hero, summons the courage to marry 
his gay friends in a secret ceremony. 
“God won’t bless our union?” says his 
bewildered friend. Adam: “God will. 
Of course He will.” You may think the 
church’s view of gay marriage ghastly. 
Or you may think it right. That’s not the 
point. By coming down on one side, and 
by  pillorying the characters who support 
the church’s position, Rev again imposes 
an outsider’s viewpoint. 

What would an insider  viewpoint look 
like? And would it still be funny? Rev 
goes nowhere near the  supernatural, 
even though that is essential to the 
 self-understanding of believers. Let’s 
imagine a plot line that has a woman 
knocked over over on Shoreditch High 
Street. Her spine  damaged, she comes 
to St Saviour’s and asks for prayer. With 
low expectations Adam agrees but 
 suddenly she claims she’s been healed 
and runs down the aisle. Adam wife 
Alex invokes the power of suggestion 
but parishioners think it a miracle. 

Now, that would be interesting, 
even funny. But don’t expect it in Rev. 
 Denying the insider view denies the 
rich diversity of the church in England. 
This is both a lack of creativity and a 
 failure of representation.

James Mumford is a fellow at the 
University of Virginia

Rev: so good 
it’s dangerous

The acclaimed comedy 
about a London vicar is a 
masterpiece that fails to 
say anything about belief

James Mumford

The tide is at last turning 
against low tax for the rich

I
deas, as well as interests,  matter 
in politics. They shape the  debate 
and determine plausible policy 
prescriptions. From the 1970s 
onwards, the intellectual and 
political current has run strongly 
against equality. The Reagan-
Thatcher consensus on low taxes, 

and their suspicion of redistribution, 
has been remarkably powerful. The 
Blair-Brown government had a lower top 
rate of income tax for all its 13 years than 
Thatcher did for nine. Greater  inequality 
has often been seen as a price worth 
paying for economic gains.

The intellectual tide may, however, 
be turning. There are two important 
pieces of evidence  weighing in for 
the egalitarians. The first is Thomas 
Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First 
Century, which made the front page 
lead of Le Monde this week because 
his 685-page tome has topped the best-
seller list on Amazon in the United 
States. That is unprecedented for any 
 economist, let alone a French one.

Piketty has written a marvellous, 
 persuasive book that breaks with 
 modern economics’ love affair with 
mathematics. It is in the same literary 
tradition as JM Keynes’s The General 
Theory of Employment, Interest and 
Money and Adam Smith’s The Wealth 
of Nations, with an impressive sweep 
and grasp of economic history. Most 
 important, it is rooted in the facts of 
 inequality that cry out for explanation.

He challenges the conventional 
 postwar view that capitalism was 
 developing in a balanced way so that 
“growth would float all boats”. This 
complacent assumption was true of 
the postwar reconstruction, but only 
as a “consequence of war and of poli-
cies adopted to cope with the shocks 
of war”. The physical destruction of 
wealth by war was followed by the 
further destruction of private wealth 
as governments reduced their own 
war debts through inflation.

Piketty has revived Marx’s belief that 
capital would accumulate and become 
concentrated in ever fewer hands, a 
 contention that was always suspect, 
both because Marx set out in Das Kapital 
to prove the conclusions he had pre-
viously reached in The  Communist 
Manifesto of 1848 and because of a 
lack of anything approaching adequate 
economic data to make his case. By 
contrast, Piketty, arguably the world’s 
leading expert on tax and wealth data, 
bases his argument on analysis of 
wealth going back two centuries and on 
tax statistics in many countries going 
back to the first progressive income 
tax under the Liberal government in 
Britain in 1909. “There is,” he says, “no 
natural, spontaneous process to prevent 
 destabilising, inegalitarian forces from 
prevailing permanently”. 

 Piketty shows that in rich countries at 

the frontier of technology and skills, the 
growth of incomes is between 1% and 
2% a year. Meanwhile, the rate of return 
on capital averages about 4% to 5% a 
year. So those who draw their income 
from capital returns will outstrip wage 
earners and  “inherited wealth grows 
faster than output and income”. 

In the period since 1970, aided by the 
Reagan-Thatcher consensus, inequality 
has returned to the pre-1914 levels of 
France’s belle époque and the US robber 
barons. The figures are breathtaking.

Piketty says of the United States: 
“From 1977 to 2007, the richest 10% 
appropriated three-quarters of the 
growth. The richest 1% alone absorbed 
nearly 60% of the total increase of US 
national income in this period.” The 
squeezed middle does not enter into 
it. A democratic society will not, and 
 cannot, tolerate such trends.

The second piece of evidence for my 
contention that the tide is turning is also 
important, as it shows that this rising 
inequality, far from being a price worth 
paying, actually slows down growth. 
This research is not from some group 
of flaming radicals but the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, an intrinsically 
 conservative institution.

Its report Redistribution, Inequality 
and Growth compares different coun-
tries’ growth and their degree of redis-
tribution (through progressive taxes, 
benefits, and universal services like 
health and education). The conclusion 
is that “lower net inequality is robustly 
correlated with faster and more durable 

growth”. There is only weak evidence 
that even exceptionally large redistribu-
tions hamper growth.

The political implications can hardly 
be overestimated. It will surely no 
longer be easy for moderate social 
 democrats like Peter Mandelson to argue 
they are “intensely relaxed about people 
getting filthy rich”.  Market  efficiency 
and sound finance still matter, but 
Croslandite redistribution is back. For 
liberals, Piketty is a wedge between 
the classical and the new liberals: he 
makes it hard to argue that government 
should only be concerned about equal-
ity of opportunity rather than equality 
of outcome. When outcomes become 
so divergent, equality of opportunity is 
bound to follow.  Meritocracy is dead. 
Birth matters far more.

One of the biggest battles in most 
developed countries’ politics turns out 
to be wrong. The right was meant to be 
nasty and selfish, but good for growth. 
The left was soft and kindhearted, but 
a threat to prosperity. However, the 
evidence strongly suggests that the only 
people who win from low-redistribution 
policies are the super-rich. The rest of us 
lose. Even under the British and Ameri-
can voting system, the top 10% are only 
about one-quarter or one-fifth of the 
number needed to win a majority. If the 
others wake up to what is really going 
on, conservative parties are going to 
have a big electoral problem.

Chris Huhne is a former cabinet minister 
and Liberal Democrat MP

The extraordinary 
success of Thomas 
Piketty’s ideas may be 
evidence progressive 
economics are winning

Chris Huhne




Even the IMF suggests 
that rising inequality, 
far from being a price 
worth paying, actually 
slows down growth

T
hree “artisanal” 
 foodshops opened in 
my neighbourhood 
last week. They don’t 
 explicitly use the term 
(for one thing this is 
hipster east London, 
and “artisanal” is a bit 

2009), but still the message is clear: 
shopping and eating in these places is a 
bit more special, a bit more refined, than 
the soulless experience on offer in your 
 local Tesco Metro or Costa.

The implication is that everything in 
these charming, gentle spaces has been 
done by hand, from scratch and on the 
premises. The coffee beans are ground 
to order, the soup was simmered in a 
battered old saucepan, and the cakes 
were made overnight in the basement 
kitchen. The interior design too hints 
towards “artisanal” without quite spell-
ing it out. There are old refectory tables, 
chairs from an abandoned cricket pavil-
ion and some mismatched crockery that 
came from someone’s granny.

But that’s all it is – a look, a style. 
Stare a bit harder and the whole “arti-
sanal” thing falls to pieces. The cakes 
may have been made on the premises, 
but the pastries – usually the croissants 
and pains au chocolat that the French 
bourgeoisie traditionally ate on Sunday 
mornings after church – were probably 
delivered in a van. The water is indeed 
British but it bubbled up through the 
bedrock over 200 miles away. Granny’s 
“china” – unless Granny happened to be 

very grand – is actually mass-produced 
earthenware from the 1960s, quite pos-
sibly the Homemaker range from Woo-
lies. And if the electricity supply to this 
bakery/cafe/deli is “artisanal”, well that 
will certainly be news to EDF, which is 
owned by the French government.

“Artisanal”, in short, is a look, a 
vibe, a style that is only tangentially 
 connected with how particular goods 
are actually made. But it is such a com-
pelling marketing tag that it overrides all 
our common sense and critical thinking. 
What it appears to offer is authenticity, 
a way of living outside the deadening 
hand of late capitalism. The artisan, we 
like to believe, goes to work with a song 
in her heart and her spirits soaring. She 
is rather like a free-range chicken in that 
her happiness results, down the line, in 
better-tasting food. 

All this is a lovely reverie that com-
pletely ignores hundreds of years of 
evidence about what artisans – real 
artisans as opposed to ones running a 
micro-brewery in Shoreditch – actu-
ally did. Although they were highly 
skilled, all those blacksmiths, wheel-
wrights and bakers weren’t necessarily 
self-employed. Many artisans never 
progressed to becoming “masters” and 
found themselves instead  trapped in 
the equivalent of middle management. 
The title for these in-betweeners was 
“journeyman” – a term we use today to 
describe something that is competent 
but utterly lacking in joy.

Even those historical artisans who 

were lucky or resourceful enough to 
set up on their own were hardly aiming 
at a life of expressive individualism, 
untouched by the dirty hand of capital-
ism. They were scrappers who liked to 
make trouble for the people in power. 
The trade guilds of the middle ages were 
set up to stop feudal lords extracting 
unfair taxes. Later, in the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries, artisans were at the 
forefront of every combative political 
movement that aimed to reform (even 
bring down) government. Out of their 
burning sense of injustice grew the 
fledgling trade union movement.

Go into an artisanal business these 
days and the most radical thing you’re 
likely to find is a flyer for Bikram yoga. 
It’s no one’s fault: attempts to find a bet-
ter way of living by dressing up in the 
clothes of the past always get tripped up 
in tangles of their own making. 

When William Morris came up 
with the idea of Arts and Crafts in the 
1870s it seemed a wonderful idea to 
make useful and beautiful objects by 
 ignoring techniques of mass  production 
and adopting the old artisanal ways. 
The problem was that none of the 
 workers whose lives Morris was so 
 desperate to improve could actually 
afford one of his hand-turned chairs or 
tapestry cushions. Artisanality, it turned 
out, was really only viable for the rich 
and slightly bohemian.

Kathryn Hughes is professor of lifewriting 
at the University of East Anglia 

Delusions of 
authenticity

‘Artisan’ food shops are 
popping up in every 
hipster postcode. But all 
they’re selling is a vibe

Kathryn Hughes

The Jews of Ukraine
Use of propaganda raises fears 
about the rule of law ≥ Page 30
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Stand with Lenny Henry, 
not just against Ukip’s bigots

I
t’s becoming a national sport: yet 
another racist Ukip crank publicly 
vomits out their prejudice and 
we all parade our disapproval. 
Twitter hashtags are devised; 
internet memes are created; the 
offender is spammed with out-
raged messages. It’s difficult not 

to be reassured by the backlash – despite 
Ukip’s audacious attempt to inject fear 
and prejudice into the heart of political 
life, racism is still confronted in modern 
Britain. But it is relatively easy to take 
a stand against overt racism; only out-
right bigots will quibble with you. The 
danger comes if we are just patting our-
selves on our backs as a means of self- 
congratulation, flaunting our credentials 
as decent human beings and failing to 
tackle the more subtle, pernicious forms 
of racism that scar our society.

The latest Ukipper to drag their 
knuckles over social media is William 
Henwood, a Ukip council candidate 
in north London, who made the fatal 
 mistake of combining racism with 
an attack on a well-liked figure. If 
Lenny Henry, suggested this bigot of 
the moment, “wants a load of blacks 
around, go and live in a black country”. 
Condemnation has rained down from 
cabinet ministers and the Twitterati 
alike, and quite rightly so. But there 
has been significantly less coverage of 
the issue that triggered Henwood’s out-
burst in the first place: a scandal over 
race that Henry has been energetically 
attempting to force on to the agenda.

Last month, Dudley’s favourite son 
delivered the annual Bafta Television 
Lecture. The television industry, he 
pointed out, is woefully unrepresenta-
tive of British society. While black and 
minority ethnic Britons make up 14.5% 
of the population, representation in the 
industry had shrunk from 7.4% in 2009 
to 5.5% in 2012. The TV Collective – a 
membership organisation championing 
diversity among creative media – has 
launched a video about shared ethnic 
minority experiences. “You’re not like 
other black people,” one was told; 
“you’re not right for the lead, but it’d 
be good to keep you in for colour,” was 
another experience. How depressing 
that – more than 13 years after the BBC’s 
then director general Greg Dyke assailed 
the corporation for being “hideously 
white” – we’re actually going backwards.

A confession: it wasn’t an issue 

I’d chewed over much myself until 
I took part in a panel discussion at 
Bafta’s grand London headquarters 
last month. No offence to Bafta, but I 
expected a pretty tame event followed 
by a free glass of red wine before we 
all went on our merry ways. Instead, 
I  experienced a full-scale revolt from 
a furious  audience of actors, produc-
ers, script writers and other industry 
 professionals. Why was there so much 
chatter about diversity, the audience 
demanded of the panel, yet so little 
action? Experiences of being sidelined 
were shared; one actor expressed her 
dismay at being typecast as “angry black 
woman” for the past 20 years.

Take Carlton Dixon, an in-house pro-
ducer in comedy and entertainment at 
the BBC for 14 years. He recalls being the 
only black producer in the department 
for his entire time at the BBC. Invariably, 
black writers would only be matched 
up with black presenters and actors, 
depriving them of work in a largely 
white industry. When surveys suggest-
ing a surge in non-white workers led to 
temporary outbreaks of self-congratula-
tion, embarrassed silences would follow 
when someone pointed out it was down 
to an increase in canteen staff and clean-
ers. “We may be black but we’re British, 
just like our white counterparts,” he 
says. “But we’re seen as colour first, that 
we just happen to be British.”

Dixon is keen to point out that the 
worst offender is by no means the BBC, 
a corporation he happens to love work-
ing with. He recalls going freelance and 
approaching a company for a joint ven-
ture. “What black ideas have you got?” 
they asked him, suggesting that his 
“best chance is to give us black things”.

Then there’s the freelance editor with 
a distinctive African name who was told 
by a post-production supervisor at one 
independent company that her CV was 
taken out of a shortlist of four and not 
even read. She tells me of commission-
ers describing stories involving minori-
ties as “niche”, and being dropped as 
a result. No wonder so many of our 
talented black actors have had to flee 
across the Atlantic in search of work. “A 
lot of black British actors feel there’s a 
lack of opportunities in the UK,” as actor 
Colin McFarlane put it a few years ago.

Whenever this issue is raised, it is met 
with a chorus of “surely the best people 
should be selected for the job”. But that 

is exactly the cry of ethnic minority 
creative types. The whole point is that 
prejudice is a form of selection, filtering 
out those who don’t fit in with an over-
whelmingly middle-class white milieu.

It matters because TV sets so much of 
our cultural agenda; it helps us paint a 
portrait of how we see our country. We 
should all be able to see people like us 
on our screens, who go through experi-
ences we can identify with. But it is also 
enriching for viewers of all backgrounds 
to see a wide range of lives and stories, 
including those far removed from our 
own experiences. If TV is dominated by 
a nearly homogenous elite, we end up 
with crude, stereotypical and negative 
portrayals of minorities, narrowing our 
horizons and fuelling prejudice.

L
ittle wonder there is grow-
ing impatience at periodic 
bouts of self-flagellation 
over diversity by the TV 
elite, followed by all too 
little action. Lenny Henry 
has launched a petition 
lobbying Ed Vaizey, the 

secretary of state for culture, media and 
sport, to ringfence money for ethnic 
 minority productions and programmes 
(as is the case for British regions) on UK 
TV channels. The scandalously wide-
spread dependence on unpaid intern-
ships must surely end, too: they filter 
out those without well-off parents, and 
favour those who have the financial 
means to work for free. The recently 
established Creative Diversity Network 
has provided 150 paid internships for 
ethnic minorities in the creative sector 
since April 2012, and good on them. We 
need more paid scholarships, too, not 
least given TV is increasingly recruiting 
those who had the money to pay for 
 expensive postgraduate courses.

Of course this scandal of underrepre-
sentation is not limited to TV. Just 27 of 
our 650 MPs come from minority back-
grounds; only one in 16 top company 
board members; and there are indefen-
sibly few high-profile minority journal-
ists. Yes, all this will be harder to tackle 
than simply tweeting our revulsion at 
the outright racism of Ukip’s grassroots. 
But when minority voices speak out and 
demand change, all of us – whatever our 
backgrounds – should listen, and act.

Twitter @owenjones84

It is easy to get angry 
over racism when it is 
overt, but let’s focus on 
the scandal that gave rise 
to the Henwood outburst




If TV is dominated by 
a nearly homogenous 
elite, we end up with 
crude, negative 
portrayals of minorities

P
rovisional results from 
the first round of Afghani-
stan’s presidential elec-
tion look as if they will 
stand the test of tortuous 
fraud checks and com-
plaint processes. Decisive 
margins make them ro-

bust. Although Abdullah Abdullah, who 
emerged in the lead, has raised serious 
concerns about fraud, the first round 
should leave him facing  Ashraf Ghani, a 
former finance minister, in a run-off. 

Both Abdullah, a veteran of the anti-
Taliban Northern Alliance, and Ghani  
say they are ready for the second round, 
as electoral law requires. But a winner-
takes-all contest is not the only way 
this contest could end. Abdullah set a 
precedent in 2009 by pulling out of the 
second round. That allowed Hamid Kar-
zai to be declared elected unopposed. 
This time, many Afghans expect a deal 
between the two leading candidates to 
form a unity government and avoid a 
second round. This would entail Abdul-
lah and his running mates taking the 
presidential and vice presidential slots 
but drawing on the other campaign 
teams to form the new administration. 

There are powerful reasons why a 
hybrid administration might be best for 
Afghanistan. It would be a case of col-
lectively quitting while you are ahead. 
The Taliban, after failing to disrupt the 
first round are delighted to get a replay 
in which they can inflict more damage. 
Countless election workers and security 
personnel will pay with their lives if 
Abdullah and Ghani fail to reach a deal. 

The purpose of the election was to 
allow Afghans to choose a legitimate 
successor to Karzai. If Ghani endorses 
Abdullah, together they can claim the 
support of 75% of voters, far more than 
any sole candidate will ever obtain. 
There is a pluralism argument also. 
Afghanistan has four main ethnic 
groups, the Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras 
and Uzbeks. Both candidates deserve 
credit for campaigning in all regions, 
seeking cross-community support 
and articulating reform programmes. 
But on polling day, broadly speaking, 
Tajiks and Hazaras backed Abdullah and 
Pashtuns and Uzbeks backed Ghani. A 
run-off would become more divisively 
 ethnicised, with Ghani obliged to rally 
the Pashtuns, undermining the idea of 
an inclusive administration with which 
all Afghans can identify.

Either candidate has the right to 
insist on the run-off – Ghani because 
he believes he can win or Abdullah to 
avoid coalition politics. Abdullah would 
start favourite. On a similar turnout he 
would need under 400,000 extra votes, 
attainable by attracting the supporters 
of either the number three or number 
four candidates. Ghani would need one 
million extra votes, equivalent to the 
total of both numbers three and four. 
For either of them and for the country as 
a whole, round two is a gamble.

Whether the election ends with a deal 
or after a run off, the six million votes 
cast this month constitute a powerful 
mandate. The voters’ message contrasts 
with the bigotry underpinning recent 
violence. All major comunities of the 
country want to be represented in the 
Kabul-based political system but want it 
cleaned up and reformed. They rejected 
the insurgents’ authoritarian alternative 
and showed little interest in those hard-
line Islamists who stood. They want to 
keep Afghanistan’s link to the west and 
an end to baiting its allies. 

This calls for significant changes in 
how the country is run. But there will be 
tough bargaining within the Afghan elite 
before we see who gets to exercise the 
mandate. And the five British soldiers’ 
deaths in Kandahar over the weekend 
are a reminder of the high cost of the 
security umbrella which that elite has 
required to get this far. 

Michael Semple is visiting professor at 
the Institute for the Study of Conflict 
Transformation and Social Justice, 
Queen’s University Belfast. He was 
deputy to the EU special representative 
in Afghanistan until 2007 

Afghanistan’s 
ray of hope

The lead candidates in 
presidential polls should 
quit while they’re ahead 
and do a unity deal 

Michael Semple

Owen Jones


