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Comment

W
henever I’m about to
do a radio broadcast
or public speech, the
technicians typically
check the sound level

by asking me to recount what I had
for breakfast. This can take some
time, which is doubtless the point of
the question. Breakfast properly
takes the form requested by Bertie
Wooster who, returning home after a
night in a prison cell, is gratified to
learn from Jeeves that there are eggs
on the premises: “I shall need about
50, fried, with perhaps the same
number of pounds of bacon.”
In any event, spare me the cereal.

And, on the evidence of sales data
published in The Grocer magazine,
more people feel the same way.
Almost every cereal brand, save
Weetabix, has suffered a decline in
sales in 2016. It isn’t that people are
missing breakfast, but that they
prefer to eat on the go with cereal
bars or food from cafés. This may not

be optimal for public health, but it
shows discernment. Long may this
revolution in consumer preferences
continue. Breakfast cereals are
almost a Brechtian parody of the
iniquity of capitalism. Big
corporations sell food that is as
devoid of taste as it is of nutritional
value, while their marketing
campaigns seek to persuade people
that they actually like the stuff. This
is probably true only of one segment
of the cereal-eating population:
children, who like large quantities of
sugar. The most memorable cereal
advertising is aimed at them, with
friendly cartoon characters such as
Tony the Tiger (“They’re Grrrrreat!”)
and the remorselessly winsome
gnomes Snap, Crackle and Pop.
Refined sugar is the staple and

often overwhelming ingredient of
breakfast cereals. It’s there to disguise
the unpalatable truth that whatever
the name or the design on the box,
the unadulterated product is sure to
taste somewhere on a continuum of
dull to detestable. It’s always been
this way. The inventor of Corn
Flakes, a Michigan quack and
Seventh Day Adventist called John
Harvey Kellogg, was a great
advocate of punitive dietary regimes
and sexual abstinence. “Eat what the
monkey eats — simple food and not
too much of it,” he advised patients.
His enterprising brother Will had the
idea of adding sugar to render it
cloying rather than self-mortifying.
Well, I’ve had enough. When it’s

hard to distinguish between a
foodstuff and the cardboard box
containing it, the best course is to
order something else. Thankfully,
that’s what British breakfasters are
doing at last.

Corn Flakes were
invented by a quack
doctor from Michigan

T
he West doesn’t exist and
it’s time we gave up on the
very notion of western
civilisation.
So argued Kwame

Anthony Appiah in his Reith Lecture
on culture last month. The West is
not essentially Christian, since even
medieval Christendom drew many
of its ideas from pagan Greece and
Rome. And it isn’t even essentially
Greek or Roman, since it shares its
classical inheritance with the Islamic
world. Europe only rediscovered
Aristotle in the 13th century thanks
to translations of the works of the
Muslim philosopher Ibn Rushd.
“The West” is an invention of Cold

War propaganda, which flattered us
with the narrative that western
culture is, at its core, democratic,
progressive, rational and scientific.
“Never mind”, says Appiah, “that
pre-modern Europe was none of
these things”.
Indeed, even in the 1780s the

inheritance of Athenian liberty and
Anglo-Saxon freedom didn’t prevent
the United States creating a slave
republic. And within living memory
Spain, at the geographical heart of
the West, resisted liberal democracy
long after it had taken off in India
and Japan in “the East”, the alleged
home of “oriental despotism”.
If Appiah is correct, however, the

Chinese state is pouring good money
after bad. The day after his Reith
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Let’s face it,
I’m smitten
by the $400
million beard

Alexandra Frean Notebook

Breakfast cereals
have lost their snap,
crackle and pop
Oliver Kamm

I
t was the beard that did it. I’d had
no pangs of regret in the five
months since moving back to the
UK from America, until I
happened the other day on a

photo of Bryce Harper of the
Washington Nationals baseball team.
It accompanied a report that he is
seeking to negotiate a ten-year, $400
million contract, a record across all
four major North American sports.
(Ice hockey is the one you can’t
remember.) While pundits debated
Harper’s exquisitely ferocious swing,
I could only think of his magnificent
facial hair and how I will miss it next
season.
I came to love baseball while in the

States, not so much for beautiful
swingers like Harper as for the
shortstops and fielders. I admire
their grace and their seemingly
effortless ability to divine exactly
where the ball will fall from the sky,
as if they can somehow make time

stand still while reaching up for the
catch. But I adored the beards also
— so theatrical that many teams
look like the cast of a Civil War
movie.
What began as a superstitious

practice of players not shaving
during the season has become a
totem of the sport. Harper’s beard is
among of the finest, and possibly
grounds alone for giving him that
contract.

Spliff identity

My two sons are home
from university for the
holidays and my tidy,

quiet flat has turned into a
(mostly) cheerful, laundry-strewn
scene of domestic chaos and
clashing musical tastes. To
keep tension down during our
precious moments together
(we all live in different
countries), we’ve been
listening to Steve Reich, the
mid-century composer of
minimal music. There are
no real melodies in
Reich’s works, just
repeated phrases and
motifs that wrap around
each other and float off into
the air. It often puts my boys
in the mood for a joint and
thereby raises a thorny
parental dilemma. Will I

smoke weed with them, they ask?
My policy on this is clear. I support
the legalisation of marijuana, but will
not condone lawbreaking in my
house, even though it makes me feel
a bit hypocritical. More importantly,
as I keep telling them, I’m not their
friend. I’m supposed to be the
authority figure.

A bookworm with guts

T rapped in a lift at a
Waterstones book store in
central London with my

elderly parents on Christmas
Eve, I press the alarm button
to no avail. The staff at the
lift company’s emergency

service centre appear
to be on holiday. My
87-year-old father is
not doing well.
Thank goodness for
the London fire
brigade. Two of
their finest extract
us and then race off
to their next job

before I’ve properly
thanked them. The
Waterstones staff are on
hand with tea, mince

pies and gracious
apologies. But this is not
enough for my son, a total
bookworm, who points out
— repeatedly — that

compensatory gift tokens would be
more in order. I’m torn between
embarrassment at his effrontery and
pride at his assertiveness, until £80 of
vouchers appear. Much of his
upbringing was in America. Was it
his trans-Atlantic accent that did it
or just his very un-English refusal to
be grateful for small mercies?

Turn of the screw

My holiday reading has been
David Waller’s excellent book
Iron Men, about Henry

Maudslay, the 19th-century engineer
whose London factory attracted the
best in engineering talent and
became the pre-Victorian equivalent
of Google and Apple combined.
Maudslay was a phenomenal
inventor, but perhaps his greatest
contribution was his role in
standardising parts. Before he came
along, a screw from one factory
would not fit a hole made in another,
or even one on a neighbouring
workbench. Standardisation made
the Industrial Revolution possible
and helped Great Britain become the
workshop of the world, thanks to
Maudslay and acolytes such as
Joseph Whitworth, who created the
world’s first national screw thread
standard and who, incidentally, also
sported a rather splendid beard.
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Liberals are wrong to write off the West
It’s nonsense to claim that western civilisation owes everything to pagan and Islamic forebears

lecture, the sixth annual
Beijing-funded conference between
the Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences and the British Bible
Society opened at an island resort in
the middle of the Yangtze river.
Why? Because the Chinese are

keen to understand the West and its
success, and they think that
Christianity has something important
to do with it. They perceive that
western civilisation has enduring
characteristics to which Christianity
has made a signal contribution. They
recognise that the bundle of these
characteristics is quite distinct from
China’s traditional civilisation and
modern communist culture. And
they reckon that some western
features could be well worth adopting.
But are the Chinese on a hiding to

nothing? Is Appiah right?
It’s true that concept of the West is

crude, drawing exaggerated contrasts

between Christendom and the
Islamic world in the medieval period,
between imperial Europe and Asia in
the 19th century, between liberal
democracies and the Soviet empire
last century, and between the North
Atlantic and the “global South” now.
It’s also true that western

civilisation has found much to
admire in other cultures and has
borrowed liberally from them — not
only Aristotle but algebra from the
Islamic world, cuisine from India,
paper and gunpowder from China,
and fine arts from Japan. And natives

of one culture can grasp and
appropriate ideas from a foreign
source. Indeed, Africans and Asians
are sometimes better humanists than
contemporary westerners, most of
whom know more about Beyoncé
and Burger King than they do about
Aquinas and Kant.
As Appiah says, “No Muslim

essence stops the inhabitants of
Dar al-Islam from taking up
anything from western civilisation,
including Christianity or democracy.
No western essence is there to stop a
New Yorker of any ancestry taking
up Islam”.
Truth, goodness, and beauty surely

transcend time and place; no one
culture has a monopoly of wisdom.
Nevertheless, some values are more
at home in one culture than another,
more deeply embedded in its
traditions of thought and enshrined
in its law and institutions. The
primacy of the individual over the
state is arguably more entrenched in
those western cultures shaped by
Christianity than in those eastern
ones shaped by Confucianism.
Appiah goes too far in blurring the

distinction between “the West” and
“the Rest”, because he is excessive in
hardening the distinction between
modernity and what preceded it. To
say that pre-modern, Christian
Europe knew nothing of
individualism, democracy, political
liberty, rationality, or empirical
science is nonsense.
As Larry Siedentop and Nick

Spencer have shown in their recent
books — respectively, Inventing the
Individual and The Evolution of the
West — the very idea of the
individual and its prominence in the
West stems from the Christian

notion of the prophet called by God
to stand up for justice and therefore
out from the surrounding mass. And
the concept of a right attaching to
the individual was first developed by
13th-century canon lawyers, not
17th-century philosophers.
Regarding political liberty,

Christianity’s origins on the wrong
side of the social tracks developed
into an institutional stand-off
between church and state in the
West, which created space for a
flourishing civil society generally
lacking in the Islamic world. And the
germ of democratic accountability
lies in late medieval attempts to curb
the power of an absolutist papacy by
lodging supreme authority in a
council — effectively a parliament —
of the whole church.
As for rationality, no one

acquainted with the intellectual
rigour of Scholastic philosophy and
theology can suppose pre-modern
Christendom a stranger to reason.
And it was 14th-century theologians
who pushed natural science in an
empirical direction by affirming the
biblical contingency of the created
world against Aristotelian necessity;
for what could have been other than
it is, can only be known by
observation, not speculation.
Appiah and his followers are

wrong: the West does exist. It has an
essence, albeit neither absolutely
distinctive, nor static, nor immortal.
What western cosmopolitans are
busy burying, the Chinese see clearly.
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Our notion of the
rights of the individual
go back to church law


