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olitics is just so boring.” A

P sentiment I hear again and

again from sixth-formers

d undergraduates. Small wonder,

n, that they are ‘“‘derided for

ing politically apathetic”” (as

nathan Margolis wrote last week).

t why are the young so un-

erested in politics? Does it mat-

7 Is anything likely to change it?

One explanation for this ennui —
eason that worries me enormously

is that many of the young have
en taught to think rheir opinion is
better than anyone else's, that

re is no rrurh, only truth-for-me. I
me across this extreme relativist
w constantly — in exams, in dis-
ssion and in tutorials — and I find

frightening: to question it
1ounts, in the eyes of the young, to

> belief that it is permissible to im-
se your views on others.

The young have been taught, or so

seems, that they should never
ink of the views of others as false,
tonly as different. They have been
ight that to suggest someone else
wrong is at best rude and at worst
moral; the truth that one should
ways be alive to the possibility that
e is wrong has become the false-
od that one should never be so ar-
gant as to believe that one is right.

‘Al this can surely be traced to the
ct that they are the children of the
ildren of the 1950s and 1960s, the
ildren of those who first started to
iestion a belief that had been in-
ained for many years: the belief
at our view of the world (the view,
at is, of the upper/middle classes,
“the British, of Christians) is right
d that, therefore, anyone (for-
gners, the lower class, non-Chris-
ns) holding a different view must
> Wrong.

But there is a difference between
e very proper maxim that one
ould always entertain the possibil-
y that one might be wrong and the
ishy-washy dogma that nobody

For many young people truth does not exist.
They give a dangerous respect to the individual
truths of others, writes Marianne Talbot
®

should ever claim to be right. This is
respect for the views of others gone
mad. It is crazy. In not questioning it
or noticing it, we have been derelict
in our duty towards the young.

For one thing, it breeds lack of
confidence; after all, to believe
something is to believe it is right. If
one is supposed also to accept a
contradictory view, then what can
one feel but confusion and an
unwillingness to believe anything?
Could this be why the young have
not effected a revolution of their
own? Why they seem so intent sim-
ply on their own ends and not on the
ends of society as a whole?

1t is also anathema to the political
debate, the lifeblood of which is
opposition, the energising effects of
argument. 1t is in the clash of views
put forward by those who care about
getting it right (right, notice, not
right-for-me) that the truth emerges.
As John Stuart Mill said: **A clearer
perception and livelier impression of
truth is produced by its collision
with error.”

In so far as one believes there are
no false views, only different ones,
one will find argument totally
mysterious, one will not have devel-
oped any sense of the need to fight
for one’s views, or even of the need
to subject them to scrutiny, to be
able to justify them to oneself and to
others.

The whole idea of argument will
seem distasteful, the result of a fail-
ure to respect the views of others, to
see that every view is as good ds ev-
ery other. It is not surprising that
young people look so askance at

those of their peers who do get in-
terested in politics.

Nor is it surprising that they so
frequently cite the party-political
system as the reason for their dislike
of, or lack of interest in, politics.
Politics is seen by them as a divide,
not between a number of groups
who have different views about how
to achieve a just society (and, per-
h:li:s. about what a just society is),
only some of which can be right, but
rather between a number of groups
comgoscd of people who, in the eyes
of the young, simply want power
and are prepared to denigrate the
views of others, to lie, cheat and
otherwise compromise their integ-
rity in pursuit of it.

‘e can hardly blame the young
for perceiving politics and  poli-
ticians thus: our politicians convict
themselves at every turn (though we
must not forget that we learn of their
activities mainly from a press whose
own aim is to capture their readers’
interest and who clearly believe a
good way of doing this is to expose
politicians who fail to live up to a set
of ill-thought out expectations). To-
day’s political *‘arguments’’ do not
focus on the need to solve real prob-
lems, but ‘on how best the *‘sol-
utions™ of the other parties can be
undermined, where these ‘‘sol-
utions’' seem themselves to be bom
of & desire to present the other party
in the worst possible light. Much lip
service is paid to the ideals of jus-
tice, freedom and morality, but I can
forgive the, young for not secing that
such ideals are what politics is all
about.

Until the young are able to see
that it is possible to respect the views
of others without thereby believing
every view is as good as every other,
and until politicians do start to re-
spect the views of others, politics
will continue to seem nasty, point-
less and boring. But how might these
changes come about?

Tony Blair is being heralded al-
most everywhere as the harbinger of
anew political age, as someone who
will make politics seem relevant and
important; but is it likely that he will
energise the young, re-engage them
in the democratic process?

The students to whom I talk are
sceptical (‘*he’s just like the rest of
them'') and, although it has been
said that Blair is ‘‘redrawing the
boundaries betwen right and left"’, [
hear, in much of what Blair says, the
old dichotomy (for example, he
claimed that he joined the Labour
party because he ‘“‘believed in jus-
tice™. Does he really think the right
does not believe in justice?)

Similarly, it has been said that the
interest shown by the young in the
Criminal Justice Bill is evidence of a
change of attitude. But although the
furore over the bill suggests we
would be wrong to think the young
don'’t care, that their lack of interest
in politics is the result of a lack of
interest in justice, morality and free-
dom, there is no evidence — yet —
that it will last, that their dislike of
argument and their disenchantment
with the political system is not too
deep rooted.

It would be nice to think some-
thing or someone could effect this
change, because unless the young do
become involved, or unless they can
find a new road of their own, I fear
we may lose our way in the search
for a just society.

Marianne Talbot is a lecturer in
philosophy at Brasenose College,
Oxford.
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