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S

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

december 27 2017, 12:01am, the times

Free expression and the
colonialism debate

ir, Further to your report “Universities warned over free speech” (Dec 26),

as the original author of the National Union of Students’ “no platform”

policy it dismays me to see it being abused. Back in the 1970s far-right

aggression penetrated campus life, leading to the death of a student activist, Kevin

Gately. We wanted all students to be free to speak their minds in a society that still

treated people of colour as unwelcome interlopers. Today’s perversion of the policy

means that universities are failing to protect the vulnerable, and permitting the

intimidation of minority voices.
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However, students’ misreading of history is entirely understandable if they are

instructed by the academics who criticise Nigel Biggar for asking “the wrong

questions, using the wrong terms”, an attack line of which Joseph Stalin would

have been proud.

I spent the first three years of my life under a colonial state of emergency, with

soldiers in the streets. Relatives and family friends were jailed and charged with

sedition. Hence, I have no reason to defend colonialism. But we should constantly

reappraise its consequences — one of which is today’s multi-ethnic Britain. It may

be that the 58 Oxford academics (report, Dec 21) would prefer to inhabit the largely

mono-ethnic, pre-Windrush Britain (a population mix somewhat preserved in their

own university) but it is a fact that we are only here because you were there. 

Trevor Phillips 

Former chairman, Equality and Human Rights Commission

Sir, Nigel Biggar is right to call for a more balanced view of the British Empire and

its legacy (“Bloody new battle of British Empire”, Dec 23). Historians should lead

the way in developing a more objective narrative based on fact and critique rather

than ideological prejudice and posturing.

In Britain it is primarily a certain section of the academic and political class that is

infected with rabid postcolonial prejudice rather than the peoples of the former

empire. I have worked for 40 years in partnership with organisations in many
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former colonial countries seeking to conserve our shared built heritage, and a

much more balanced view usually prevails, based on a genuine interest in our

shared history. The most common reaction is to criticise the lack of practical

support from the UK. That is why the Commonwealth Heritage Forum has been

newly convened: to help those across the Commonwealth and beyond in their

e�orts to conserve and adapt an important part of our shared culture. The time has

come to develop a more nuanced and progressive view of our imperial past — a

post, postcolonial narrative. Professor Biggar is to be applauded, not excoriated, for

leading the way.  

Philip Davies 

Chairman, Commonwealth Heritage Forum

Sir, An overlooked aspect of the debate is that colonialism often brought

progressive measures for women. Irish Catholic missionaries, working under the

aegis of the British Empire, were campaigning against foot-binding in China in the

1900s, as I have discerned from the archives of missionary magazines. The Church

of Scotland, again working within the ambit of the British Empire, were

campaigning against female circumcision in Africa from the 1920s, which Jomo

Kenyatta (in his book Facing Mount Kenya) vehemently denounced as imperialist

“meddling”.

The education of women was supported and advanced by empires (French as well

as British) and in the Indian subcontinent, honour killings and suttee were
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prohibited during Imperial rule, which certainly were progressive and protective

advances for women. These positive aspects of women’s lives should not be

overlooked when assessing the balance of the good and the bad in the history of

colonialism. 

Mary Kenny 

Deal, Kent

BAN ON IVORY SALES 

Sir, Julian Holloway (letter, Dec 23) makes the point that, if indeed the proposed

ban on sales of ivory materially reduces supply, the price of of (illegal) ivory will

increase as a result of continuing demand. He could well have added that those

calling for the proposed ban have not produced one plausible argument to support

their claim that such a ban will deter purchasers in the Near East, Middle East and

Far East or poachers in Africa from continuing to value ivory. At the same time

such a ban would prevent the millions of people who have inherited worked ivory

from those who represented their country abroad, during and after the last world

war, from raising much- needed capital in extremis. 

John Lewis 

Chairman, Public Monuments and Sculpture Association

Sir, May I, a potter, object to the philistinism of Stanley Johnson’s Thunderer (Dec

21) purporting to save the world’s elephants? Many of the objects in Sir Neil

MacGregor’s A History of the World in 100 Objects are ivory carvings. Their place is
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in a living tradition of art, not in a museum. Elephants that die from natural causes

could easily furnish su�cient material for this.  

Evan Rutherford  

Wirksworth, Derbyshire

DENTAL MEGA-CLINICS 

Sir, Further to your news report “Dental care pioneer wants to bring mega-clinics to

London” (Dec 23), the solution to the NHS dental access crisis in England is not

turning Wembley stadium into a giant pop-up clinic.

The UK model depends on decent policies, not on kind-hearted citizens. Sadly in

Yorkshire charities are already providing care that the NHS could and should

provide, as ministers fail to fix a broken system that e�ectively caps the number of

patients we can treat. We need resources and reform, not a “Big Society” approach

to dental care.  

Henrik Overgaard-Nielsen 

Chairman of General Dental Practice, British Dental Association

INTEGRITY OF POLICE 

Sir, Lord Wasserman asserts (letter, Dec 23) that police and crime commissioners

should be more concerned with police integrity than value for money. In truth,

both are important and are closely linked. Individual instances of police

misconduct should be rigorously dealt with, but very often a significant
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contributory factor is that the culprit is overworked and therefore more likely to

take shortcuts. Hence a properly funded police service is not only more e�ective in

cutting crime but is more likely to act with integrity. PCCs have an important role

in holding their forces to account, both on value for money and misconduct fronts,

and where they exist are doing just that. 

David Munro 

Police and crime commissioner for Surrey

HOUSING DESIGN 

Sir, I am grateful to Sir Stuart Lipton (letter, Dec 20) for his partial endorsement of

the Skyline Campaign’s concerns regarding not only high-rise buildings but

architectural quality in general in the UK, at a time when we are (supposedly) on

the verge of embarking on a massive construction boom aimed at providing the

housing stock that this country so desperately needs. The Skyline Campaign does

not object to well-designed and well-built tall buildings, provided they are located

in appropriate locations and do not destroy the character and quality of existing

historic settings.

Chicago’s towers — particularly the early ones — are indeed to be admired and used

as a benchmark of quality. Until we can achieve this, and until we have put in place

a rigorous planning system that protects our cities, we should prefer to build high-

density, mid-rise blocks, capable of delivering the number of units we need

without destroying centuries of careful organic urban accretion. 
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Barbara Weiss  

Co-founder, Skyline Campaign

GREAT PLAGUE BURIAL 

Sir, I appreciated Ben Macintyre’s enthusiasm in evoking London’s “Blitz spirit” as

a response to the Great Plague of 1665-66 (Comment, Dec 23). It’s wonderful that

the Crossrail excavations have located the “properly laid to rest” co�ns of some

3,000 plague victims, but these represent only 3 per cent of the 100,000 total

deaths mentioned. To suggest, on the basis of a sample of this size, that Daniel

Defoe and Samuel Pepys were wrong in their first-hand accounts seems dubious

from a logical viewpoint. 

Andrew Robertson 

Wantage, Oxon

RAISING THE ROOF 

Sir, Black Rod (“Fake peers practise setting up a flat-pack Lords in case of disaster”,

Dec 22) reminds us that fire could break out in the Lords chamber, as it did in 1834.

Faced with that disaster, Lord Melbourne ordered the hoses to be turned on

Westminster Hall to save the medieval roof.

The plans for the refurbishment of the Palace of Westminster a�ord an unrivalled

opportunity to study the construction of the roof, in much the same way that the

fire at Windsor Castle 25 years ago allowed us to learn about the construction of
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the medieval fabric there. 

Jane Saul 

Egham, Surrey

DRINKING-WATER TAPS IN AIRPORTS 

Sir, The MPs calling for all cafés to o�er free tap water (Dec 22) might also like to

turn their attention to airports, many of which have in recent years withdrawn

their public drinking-water taps. Air passengers today are left with no choice but to

purchase water in the departure lounge. While this doubtless helps to improve the

profitability of the shops in question, it does nothing to promote reusable bottles

and reduce the demand for single-use plastic containers. It should be mandatory

for every airport to provide free drinking-water taps in its lounges. 

Peter Morgan 

Royston, Herts

URBAN FOX MENACE 

Sir, Like Rachel Sylvester (Comment, Dec 26), we too have su�ered for years from

foxes in our garden. However, nature has come to our rescue in the form of

badgers, who have taken over the foxes’ territory. They don’t leave the horrible fox

mess that Rachel describes but they do dig random holes all over the lawn, which is

slightly preferable. We no longer scatter chilli powder to dissuade them as we fear

that if we are successful the foxes may seize their chance to return. 

thursday january 4 2018



1/4/2018 Free expression and the colonialism debate | Comment | The Times & The Sunday Times

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/free-expression-and-the-colonialism-debate-0r9lqmmfg 9/25

S I Redstone 

London SW15

GREATEST MACBETH 

Sir, In your leading article on Macbeth (Dec 26) you quite rightly say that there is

never a definitive production of a great work. However, having seen numerous

versions of the play in nearly 50 years of theatregoing, I think the Royal

Shakespeare Company’s 1976 staging, directed by Trevor Nunn, with Ian Mckellen

and Judi Dench, is unequalled. 

Tony Phillips 

Chalfont St Giles, Bucks

HAS SPRING SPRUNG? 

Sir, Further to your article “Spring is on its way — four months early” (Dec 23),

primroses and snowdrops are already in flower in my garden. 

Nick Boulter 

Studland, Dorset

NOSTALGIC ALLOWANCE 

Sir, Can we hope, with the return to the old-style blue passports (letters, Dec 26),

that we 

shall also return to being limited to two bottles of wine and one bottle of spirits

duty-free when we come back from a trip to the Continent? Or is that too
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nostalgic? 

Roy Perry 

Wellow, Hants

Comments are subject to our community guidelines, which can be viewed here.
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Old Boot. 8 days ago

anonymouscomment 8 days ago

 

It is always fun to watch the emotional excess on display whenever the following subjects are

touched upon:

1 The British Empire.

2 Tony Blair.

3 Di�erential intelligence scores between the principal racial subgroups.

4 Which is best - Plain or Milk Chocolate Digestives.
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NEED FOR A BALANCED VIEW OF COLONIAL HISTORY
The open letter from the Oxford academics is an extraordinary emotionally-charged diatribe
full of bias and illogicality. It certainly casts doubt on their own suitability to be academics at
one of the leading universities in the world.
These guys describe themselves as ‘representative of Oxford scholarship’.  I hope not. Rather
they fit the caricature which they deny of being a ‘prevailing orthodoxy’.
.
Their first reason they give for their ‘firm rejection’ of Prof Biggar’s views is that
‘contemporary inequalities’ at Oxford are underpinned by celebratory attitudes towards
empire. It doesn’t ring true.  But what if it were true? What conceivable relevance does the
current state of Oxford university have to an impartial analysis of the British empire?  By
analogy, you could argue that Darwin’s theory of evolution underpinned Nazi eugenicism, but
that gives no basis for rejecting Darwin’s theory. 
  
We are then told that Biggar’s views are “intended to fortify support for overseas military
interventions today”.Again, unlikely but what if they are? This bizarre assertion is irrelevant
to the validity or otherwise of Biggar’s analysis of empire. Facts are not to be denied just
because of the use to which they are put.
.  
Then we are told that ‘good and evil’ are not meaningful terms for historians. OK, but why
then do they use the pejorative term ‘imperialism’ in place of ‘empire’? By using pejorative
terms, you show you have already made up your mind and are closing o� the discourse.  And
having said that moral judgements are not for historians, why then tell us that they do not
‘believe [imperialism/empire] can or should  be rehabilitated’.  Pretty clear cut that you think
empire is beyond redemption. So much for impartiality and fact-based analysis. 
.  
Add into the mix the emotionally charged language in the open letter (‘complacent’
‘celebratory’ ‘simple-minded’ ‘not...serious history’, ‘breathtakingly politically naive’, ‘absurd’,
‘polemical’ ‘simplistic’, ‘nonsense’) and it is clear that these academics have closed minds. 
They say they ‘welcome continued, open, critical engagement’. They clearly don't. 
.  

thursday january 4 2018



1/4/2018 Free expression and the colonialism debate | Comment | The Times & The Sunday Times

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/free-expression-and-the-colonialism-debate-0r9lqmmfg 12/25

Caroline 8 days ago

Tim Locke 8 days ago

Oxford should wake up to the damage these academics are doing to its reputation for
impartial academic research.
 

17 Recommend Reply

Airports and water: most of the UK ones do have water fountains. Ask. Newcastle is one
exception but the cafes are usually helpful. It is the other european ones that do not. UK
motorway service stations are very bad at this and water costs extortionate.

3 Recommend Reply

NOSTALGIC ALLOWANCE
 
I wonder what the public will say when they can no longer bring back a Volvo full of wine
from their trips to France.   I bet it won't be polite and favorable to the Brexit bureaucrats.
Even worse would be after paying TVA on their purchase in a French supermarket that they
then have to pay duty and VAT on return to the UK.
 
 

6 Recommend Reply

Brian Cope 8 days ago

@Tim Locke HMRC can already ask questions if you're bringing in more than 90
litres of wine. You've omitted the import duty on the Volvo. Alternatively, and this
really irks the Europhiles, what if Britain didn't impose import duties on European
goods after leaving?

3 Recommend Reply
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Brian Cope 8 days ago

mama mia 8 days ago

Peter Cressall 8 days ago

Old Boot. 8 days ago

@Tim Locke tee hee.

I left decades ago

1 Recommend Reply

Trevor Phillips might wish to reflect that colonial administration of British Guiana for all its

faults was preferable to independent Guyana in its Forbes Burnham heyday.

1 Recommend Reply

Nick Boulter, re Spring:  Twas ever thus.  My Great Grandfather used to present my Great

Grandmother with a posy of Spring flowers that he had picked every Christmas.  This was in

rural Northamptonshire in the 1880s.

1 Recommend Reply

GREATEST MACBETH. With Ian McKellen playing Lady Nacbeth? 

Recommend Reply

Gulls in my mind 8 days ago

@Peter Cressall what an unnecessarily unpleasant comment.

1 Recommend Reply

Peter Cressall 8 days ago

@Gulls in my mind @Peter Cressall Sad but true.
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Peter Cressall 8 days ago

Tim Reay 8 days ago

Old Boot. 8 days ago

Recommend Reply

@Gulls in my mind @Peter Cressall Nope. Dead on.

Recommend Reply

HOUSING DESIGN. Centuries of careful organic urban accretion? Does tis refer to cesspits or
the fertiliser industry? 

Recommend Reply

HOUSING DESIGN
 
"Until we can achieve this, and until we have put in place a rigorous planning system that
protects our cities, we should prefer to build high-density, mid-rise blocks".
 
Yes, absolutely. Not so much in preference to high-rise blocks but in preference to two-storey
houses without basements or cellars.  If we built more 4 or 5-storey blocks of flats with proper
basements and underground parking beneath, as is done in most other European countries,
we would be able to have much more living space without concreting over the countryside.
 
As long as the flats are properly built with concrete floors and sound insulation, of course.

3 Recommend Reply

Mr Anthony Roberts 8 days ago

@Tim Reay  Yes sound insulation and tenants' control over service charges. 
These two factors deter many people from buying a flat. 
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Mr Anthony Roberts 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

2 Recommend Reply

Heather 8 days ago

@Mr Anthony Roberts @Tim Reay  
 
Yes those. And a balcony for each flat. 

2 Recommend Reply

RE SI Redstone  I thought badgers were killing our hedgehogs whose numbers are falling
rapidly.

1 Recommend Reply

HOUSING DESIGN
Barbara Weiss writes that "we should prefer to build high-density, mid-rise blocks, capable of
delivering the number of units we need without destroying centuries of careful organic urban
accretion."
 
What ' careful organic urban accretion?' No-one ever carefully accreted our organic urban
towns -- ever!
 

1 Recommend Reply

Brian Cope 8 days ago

@Stanley Cohen I'm not surprised that an architect can write an entire letter about
buildings without mentioning people. 

4 Recommend Reply
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A Firswell 8 days ago

Ed 8 days ago

Brian Vallance (Corfu) 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

@Brian Cope @Stanley Cohen
A most perceptive comment, Brian.

1 Recommend Reply

I haven't a clue what T Phillips is on about in his letter.

 

Any curtailment of free speech is a retrograde step. The best way to deal with unpleasant

views is to laugh at them and encourage others to do so. Much as I tend to laugh at Phillips. 

7 Recommend Reply

Yersinia Pestis 8 days ago

@A Firswell
Glad it wasn't just me.

2 Recommend Reply

Shame on Trevor Phillips, none of his arguments support the Stalinist policies of 'no-

platforming' and terror unleashed on those who disagree with him.

3 Recommend Reply

DRINKING-WATER TAPS IN AIRPORTS

I remember an occasion a few years ago, when sta� on an airliner, arriving (from Britain) at

Corfu Airport, were frantically selling bottled water to passengers at a grossly expensive

price, before landing, claiming that they would be unable to buy bottled water at the airport
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R Morse 8 days ago

Alan Hawkes 8 days ago

(Needed in the hot weather).   This was, of course grossly wrong. Water was on sale at the

airport, as always, at the statutory MAXIMUM price of 30 cents/bottle.

 

Needless to say, the airline has now gone bust!

4 Recommend Reply

Brian Vallance (Corfu) 8 days ago

WE made an outspoken comment at the time, much to the dismay of the

stewardesses!

2 Recommend Reply

GREAT PLAGUE BURIAL 

That Pepys's account of the plague is an eyewitness account can't be denied.  Defoe's A

Journal of the Plague Year is somewhat more questionable, having often been regarded as a

historical novel and probably not written until the 1720s (Defoe himself was only 5 years old

in 1655).  There is evidence to suggest that it was based on a diary kept by one Henry Foe,

Defoe's uncle, and there is certainly a lot of statistical detail that suggests active journalistic

research, in areas such as tables of mortality, by Defoe himself  - but an 'eyewitness account'?

3 Recommend Reply

Sir, I remain a little vague on the point that Trevor Phillips is making. It may be truethat

because we were there, he is here. The alternative, that we were never there and so he

remained there, in his own 'largely mono-ethnic' society, and with a quite di�erent lifestory

seems absent from his thoughts.

Mr Phillips, as the author of no-platforming, might regret its inversion by today's intolerant

snowflakes, but perhaps he should better regret ignoring the advice that the best response to
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fredsausage 8 days ago

a bad argument is a better argument, rather than starting a form of well-intentioned
censorship.

20 Recommend Reply

“Air passengers today are left with no choice but to purchase water in the departure lounge.”
Not quite true. At Gatwick airport a few weeks ago, I found that in the men’s toilet there was
no accessible cold water tap from which to fill my water bottle but next door, in the disabled
toilet, there is a tap.

5 Recommend Reply

Yn Wridog dros dy Anrhydedd 8 days ago

@fredsausage

Manchester has a few water fountains scattered about too.

Recommend Reply

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

@Yn Wridog dros dy Anrhydedd @fredsausage
Well it'd be bloody silly if they were all in one place, wouldn't it, Yn?

2 Recommend Reply

Yersinia Pestis 8 days ago

@Stanley Cohen

Sleep in the knife drawer, did we?

7 Recommend Reply
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Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

Yersinia Pestis 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

Yersinia Pestis 8 days ago

Brian Cope 8 days ago

@Yersinia Pestis @Stanley Cohen
That's a fascinating metaphor, Y P. Where'd it come from?

1 Recommend Reply

@Stanley Cohen

I have no idea.  I heard it used by Kevin Whateley in an episode of Lewis (iirc) and it
stuck with me.

3 Recommend Reply

@Yersinia Pestis @Stanley Cohen
I looked on Google and it seems to be a reluctant admission that someone has made
a particularly cutting and pertinent comment. I shall reserve it for future
entertainment on-line, Y P. 
I hope you've had a nice Xmas so far?

Recommend Reply

@Stanley Cohen

Yes, thank you.

1 Recommend Reply
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Robert Holmes 8 days ago

Sir Desmond Glazebrook 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

@Yersinia Pestis @Stanley Cohen We have a similar saying, "not the sharpest spoon in

the cutlery drawer." 

Recommend Reply

@Brian Cope @Yersinia Pestis @Stanley Cohen
I believe that's a similar metaphor meant to convey an entirely di�erent message,

Brian. [And I think it should be a knife, not a spoon, but it probably varies across the

land].

Recommend Reply

I do not really care whether people want to hate colonialism, but people from asia and africa

love to settle in europe .As Denis  Norden said: Immigration is the sincerest form of flattery 

16 Recommend Reply

It really says something (not very good) about the British left that Trevor Phillips, their one-

time high priest of multiculturalism, has in recent years converted to the opposite and

consistently makes sensible contributions to public debate, usually _against_ left wing pieties

such as here.

On the other hand it really says something (very good) about Mr Phillips. Congratulations sir,

on seeing the light.

24 Recommend Reply

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

@Sir Desmond Glazebrook
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But has he succeeded in undoing all of the harm he did before he changed sides, Sir

D?

2 Recommend Reply

Sir Desmond Glazebrook 8 days ago

@Stanley no, sadly, I fear it’s all too little too late, but what can one do? It does show

the left’s mindset, though, as their identity politics does not compute when an ethnic

minority person doesn’t share their views.

Incidentally, by the middle of this century, or certainly by its end, the term “ethnic

minority” will make no sense. What will happen then?

1 Recommend Reply

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

Philip Cordery 8 days ago

@Sir Desmond Glazebrook
Not to worry, Sir D -- we'll find something to take its place.

1 Recommend Reply

Does the term "ethnic minority" make any sense now?

Did it make sense in 1878 when a young Michael Marks left Slonim and arrived in

Hartlepool? Was he part of an "ethnic minority" ?

Was Guglielmo Marconi (whose premises were used for the first BBC broadcast) part

of an ethnic minority?

Were research chemist Ludwig Mond & John Brunner whose Brunner-Mond

company merged with Castner-Keller & others to form ICI also part of an "ethnic

minority" ?

Was John Betjeman who was descended from Dutch furniture makers part of an

"ethnic minority"?

The term and the notion are both nonsense.
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Ken P 8 days ago

Ken P 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

Sir Desmond Glazebrook 8 days ago

2 Recommend Reply

@Stanley Cohen @Sir Desmond Glazebrook
Not to worry, Sir D -- we'll find something to take its place.
Dunno about you, Stanley, and(to my shame) I have neverheard of Sir Desmond
Glazebrook, so I don't know about him,  but in the moiddle of the Century I will
either be 108, or I will have left my tangible bits in some  corner of a Northern field
which will be forever monocultural! 

1 Recommend Reply

@Stanley Cohen @Sir Desmond Glazebrook
 
Blow! he's a fictional character. in my favourite sitcom,
too: https://www.google.co.uk/url?
sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwivgu2RmqrY
AhWrIcAKHUQkCegQFggpMAA&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Conflict_of_Int
erest&usg=AOvVaw1fOHOCPdKz8Oneho-J6lPz
 
These people who won't use their real names, eh?
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@Ken P @Sir Desmond Glazebrook
I thought you knew, Ken.
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Sir Desmond Glazebrook 8 days ago

Stanley Cohen 8 days ago

@Stanley, @Ken P. The fictional Sir Desmond Glazebrook was a clueless banker who
made a fortune on the backs of others, just because he was the right sort of chap.
When his bank crashed (in Yes, Prime Minister) he came cap in hand to the
Government demanding that they bail it out so he could carry on exactly as before.
You will agree I am sure that such a preposterous scenario would never, ever take
place in real life and at the very least the government would demand that the
directors walk away with empty pockets.
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https://youtu.be/q4seLMd_FRo
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@Sir Desmond Glazebrook
Though most grateful for your clarification, Sir, the substance of which I was already
entirely cognisant together with the fortunes of  Phillips Berenson.
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