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In this first-ever anthropological 
account of the secrets of the 
Commons, drawing on Emma 

Crewe’s first-person interviews 
with politicians, we learn that one 
MP won her seat by using modern 
electioneering methods to target 
tens of thousands of potential 
voters and discern their inten-
tions. She then sent out one 
million pieces of election literature 
with messages tailored to appeal 
to voters’ individual prejudices – 
thereby, in Crewe’s view, stealing 
the seat. If this claim is true, that 

is 40 pieces of literature sent for 
every vote won, and it must have 
cost a fortune in printing alone. 
But it resulted in Nicola Black-
wood, the Conservative MP for 
Oxford West and Abingdon, 
taking that seat in 2010 by just 
176 votes. This anthropological 
tin-opener lifts the lid on Parlia-
ment and asks what drives people 
like Blackwood to so desperately 
want to be an MP.

For MPs and prospective MPs, 
elections are intoxicating. For 
them, says Crewe, politics is like 
sport with ideas; it turns their 
status dial up to 11. According to 
her interviewees, newly elected 
members can arrive in the House 
on their first day to find 5,000 
letters from constituents and 
others that they need to deal with 
before they are able to begin to 
think of appointing their “staff”.

Of course, some of the MPs 
Crewe interviewed may have been 
a bit prone to exaggeration, and 
occasionally innumerate. 
However, she is absolutely on the 
button in her vivid descriptions of 
how poor most male MPs are at 
listening to their constituents’ 
often harrowing life stories; and 
apposite, too, in describing the 
effects of MPs’ career choice on 
their partners and children. 
According to Crewe, just over a 
quarter of female MPs and only 
45 per cent of male MPs are rais-
ing children, although they do 
mostly have partners.

In the accounts presented here, 
MPs are earnest, bewildered, 
often well meaning but also prone 
to feeling as if they are being 
pulled apart by wild horses. 
Crewe, who occasionally gives the 
impression of “going native”, 
reveals one very telling fact and 
then makes nothing of it: a major-
ity of current MPs were earning 
more than their current MP’s 
salary before they were first 
elected. This matters.

MPs are paid £67,060. On top 
of that they receive expenses to 
cover the cost of living in London 
and commuting to work. Accord-
ing to the Institute of Fiscal Stud-
ies calculator (www.ifs.org.uk/
wheredoyoufitin), a single adult 
earning that amount and paying 
no council tax does better than 98 
per cent of the UK population. In 
other words, given their housing 
allowances, MPs are in the best-
off 2 per cent of the UK popula-
tion, and a majority were in the 
best-off 1 per cent before they 
became MPs. 

Presumably most of that “1 per 
cent” majority now represent the 
party of the rich? Crewe does not 
say, but she does point out that 
Tory MPs regularly ski and shoot, 
consider their “children too bright 
for state school”, routinely look 
down on their constituents (at the 
extreme end, one described a 
constituent in a tweet as a “disin-
genuous, manipulative, illiberal 
little shit”), and – arguably worse 
– assume that their constituents 
are susceptible to insincere praise. 
For example, Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
the MP best known for canvassing 
with his nanny, described his 
Somerset constituents as “the 
most intelligent people in the 
world” – just for electing him.

How much does any of this 
matter? Had the voters of Oxford 
West and Abingdon not been 
swayed by those one million pieces 
of precision-targeted literature in 

2010 and instead returned their 
sitting Liberal Democrat MP, who 
in the event came second, their 
representative would still have 
been a member of the coalition 
government irrespective of their 
wishes. Or maybe, just maybe, if a 
mere 89 of those “stolen” votes 
had not shifted from Lib Dem to 
Conservative, that MP would have 
stayed in office, the Lib Dems 
would have kept to their election 
promise of not raising tuition fees, 
and a Labour-Lib Dem coalition 
might have emerged. We will never 
know. We just know that votes can 
still be stolen.

Crewe, who began her look at 
UK politics by studying the House 
of Lords, has been working her 
way down the ladder. Perhaps a 
future study could look lower still 
and consider MPs’ spouses, chil-
dren, agents, researchers, clerks, 
officers of the crown, assistants, 
muses, boyfriends and girlfriends, 
interns, secretaries, exes and bits-
on-the-side, as well as those who 
clean the House of Commons, the 
builders, caterers, waiters and 
back-scratchers, the police and all 
the other plebs that make it possi-
ble for MPs to find their lives…so 
very difficult, and yet so very 
rewarding.

Danny Dorling is Halford 
Mackinder professor of 
geography, University of Oxford, 
and author, most recently, of 
Inequality and the 1% (2014).
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How does a writer turn life 
into art? Novelist, poet and 
critic Colm Tóibín’s bril-

liant, compelling book On Eliza-
beth Bishop does not raise or 

answer this question directly, but 
it brings us very close to the 
moment of alchemy, both in Bish-
op’s work and in his own, show-
ing Princeton University Press’ 
wisdom in establishing the series 
of writers on writers of which this 
is a part.

Tóibín uses a variety of strate-
gies to make Bishop (1911-79) 
and her poetry live, beginning and 
ending with landscape. Bishop’s 
first landscape was in and around 
Great Village in Nova Scotia on 
the Bay of Fundy, where she last 
saw her mother at the age of five 
and where she lived with her 
maternal grandparents for a short 
time before being abruptly 
removed by her other set of 
grandparents to Worcester, 
Massachusetts. Tóibín makes a 
convincing case for the impor-
tance of this childhood landscape 
of early love and loss. Although 
Bishop lived in other cities by the 
sea – Key West, San Francisco, 
Rio de Janeiro and Boston – she 
returned to Great Village, with its 
enormous tides, in her late poetry, 
especially in The Moose, Poem 
and The End of March.  

Bishop, as Tóibín emphasises, 
came from a culture of silence and 
restraint – just as he did, in fact. 
Tragedy was accepted and not 
discussed. Words restrain. There is 
a tension between the restraint of 
the surface and the unspoken 
emotion roiling, often wordlessly, 
beneath. I have often found  
Bishop’s poetry flat, but Tóibín 
persuades me that I have not 
taken account of the spaces 
between, and the tragic sense of 
life beneath the surface. 
Commenting on her response to 
one of Robert Lowell’s letters, he 
says: “She did not say so, and not 
saying so was one of her most 
developed skills.”

Tóibín explores in detail what 
Bishop did do – write detailed 
poetry as true as she could make 
it, with rhymes that seem almost 
to have lives of their own and 
play against the sober poetic 
vision (my point, not Tóibín’s). 
His close reading of the poems is 
especially impressive in his discus-
sion of the rhymes she found.

He also invokes the poets to 
whom she felt indebted, such as 
George Herbert and Gerard 
Manley Hopkins. He creates a 
circle of affinities, partly through 
Bishop’s important friendships 
with Lowell and Marianne 
Moore, through her lesser friend-
ship with Thom Gunn, through 
reference to paintings, through 

her influence on Tóibín himself. 
Her process was slow. Some-

times her poems took years to 
write. She wrote her best-known 
poem One Art relatively quickly, 
in mere months, but a lifetime of 
loss preceded the writing. She did 
not like confessional poetry, 
agonised poetry, symbolic poetry, 
mythic poetry. Her work does not 
lend itself to intricate critical theo-
ries. Tóibín’s decision to set the 
poems in context of Bishop’s life, 
her friendships and love, and a 
circle of writers and painters like-
minded enough to throw light on 
her achievement, is an impressive 
solution to a potentially difficult 
critical problem.

The book concludes with 
Tóibín looking at a painting of his 
own childhood landscape at  
Ballyconnigar. This conclusion is 
an echo of the inspiration for 
Poem, where Bishop looks at a 
small painting given her by her 
great-uncle of her childhood land-
scape – the poem a combination 
of description, memory, and 
beneath those, loss. It is not quite 
the moment of alchemy, but few 
critics have come so near to  
catching it. 

Elizabeth Greene is professor 
emerita of English at Queen’s 
University, Canada, and author of 
the poetry collections The Iron 
Shoes (2007), Moving (2010) and 
Understories (2014).
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‘There were no decisive 
battles in World War II.” 
The first sentence of  

Phillips Payson O’Brien’s book 
heralds its uncompromising revi-
sionism. No battle, the University 

of Glasgow historian goes on to 
argue – not El Alamein, not  
Stalingrad, not Kursk, not even 
the naval engagement of Midway, 
which he sees as having the best 
claim – can be said to have seri-
ously weakened the Axis powers.

Far more important to German 
and Japanese defeat was the 
engagement of their air and sea 
weaponry, and what sealed their 
fate was the destruction of their 
aircraft and warships and  
submarines by the US and UK, 
not so much in battle, but by the 
denial, principally by bombing, of 
their capacity to produce and 
deploy them.

Conventional wisdom asserts 
that the Soviet Union made the 
decisive contribution to Allied 
victory in the great land battles 
war fought on the Eastern Front. 
The core reason for this “extraor-
dinary consensus”, O’Brien 
asserts, “is the underlying 
assumption that manpower in 
armies is the determining measure 
of national effort”. To the 
contrary, what was truly decisive 
was the role of America and Brit-
ain in achieving predominance in 
air and sea power, and it was this 
that destroyed Germany’s and 
Japan’s ability to fight effectively 
and led to their defeat. 

What won the war were not 
battles in the conventional sense 
of engagements limited in time 
and space, but what O’Brien 
terms “super-battles”, in which 
the UK and US fought an air and 
sea war on battlefields thousands 
of miles in length and breadth, 
areas that dwarfed the land war 
and which allowed for a far more 
systematic destruction of German 
and Japanese weaponry and 
munitions than was achieved by 
conventional battles. 

These super-battles were 
fought over years and involved 
home economies and their capac-
ity for production. That their 
importance was recognised was 
attested by the importance that 
all the great combatant powers, 
with the exception of Russia, 
attached to the manufacture of 
aircraft and ships as they geared 
their economies by a large 
proportion to their manufacture 
above that of armoured fighting 
vehicles. 

Once Anglo-American domi-
nance in the air and at sea was 
won, as it was in the super-battles 
in the Atlantic and Pacific – and, 
after the painful lessons of the 
earlier strategic bombing 
campaigns, in the skies above 

Europe – the Axis war effort was 
progressively destroyed. O’Brien 
categories the methods of  
destruction as attacks upon the 
pre-production, production and 
deployment of weaponry,  
including aircraft and ships, and 
armaments; the first prevented 
weapons from even beginning to 
be made, the second saw their 
destruction as they were being 
made, and the third prevented 
them from ever being used in 
battle.

Such a thoroughgoing revision 
of the history of the war will 
outrage many historians. It will 
be argued that it seriously  
underestimates the importance  
of armies and land warfare; after 

all, only armies can take and 
occupy territory. 

O’Brien has, however, made a 
strong case, backed up by a mass 
of statistical evidence, for the 
overwhelming importance of 
Anglo-American air and sea 
power. The success of D-Day and 
the Normandy campaign would 
probably have not been possible 
without it, nor would the US 
Army Air Forces and the RAF 
have been able to prevent the 
deployment of German forces 
without it. 

The Soviet armies would have 
faced formidable German opposi-
tion in 1944 and 1945 if the Luft-
waffe had not had to utilise 
nearly all its effective aircraft to 
defend the Reich from British and 
American bombers. And if Iwo 
Jima and Okinawa were taken by 
the US army and marines, their 
defenders knew that they could 
not win, as the whole defence 
infrastructure of Japan had been 
destroyed.

This is a brave, important, and 
impressively researched book, 
and all who have written on the 
Second World War will have to 
consider O’Brien’s cogent argu-
ments.

A. W. Purdue is visiting professor 
of history, University of 
Northumbria, and author of  
The Second World War  
(1999, 2011) and The First  
World War (2014).
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