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the tragic life of arock star.

“Better lucky than smart” =
Amy Bloom's philosophy

Thud! Welcominganew-
history of Scottish literature




“You can be
patriotic

and still be.
progressive’

Billy Bragg looks for a new identity after
binning class politics, says Mark Brown

n the local government elections of

2006, the British National Party won

11 seats on the council of the London

Borough of Barking and Dagenham,

becoming the second-biggest party
after Labour. For many people the success
of the extreme-right party came as a
deeply unpleasant surprise. For singer-
songwriter and political activist Billy
Bragg, aka “The Bard of Barking”, the
BNP’s breakthrough in the town where he
was raised was a wake-up call.

It should come as no surprise that
Bragg, who was 19 years bld when punk
exploded onto the cultural scene in 1977,
should be outraged by an increase in
support for British fascism. When he
established his own punk band, Riff Raff,
in the late 1970s, he was following the
inspiration of The Clash, whom he had
seen play at the first ever Rock Against
Racism concert in London in 1978. He
cut his political teeth in the struggle
against the BNP's predecessors, the
National Front.

When Riff Raff broke up in 1981, Bragg
took the unusual step, for a punk, of join-
ing a tank regiment of the British Army
(although he soon bought himself out).
Thereafter he embarked on a solo music
career which established him as the
standard bearer for the political left
in British popular music. f

With albums such as Back to %
Basics, The Internationale and
Workers Playtime, and a 4
legion of benefit gigs (from
supporting the striking
miners in 1984-85 to the
Red Wedge tour for Neil &
Kinnock’s ill-fated Labour
election campaign of
1987), Bragg pinned his £
political colours to the £
mast. To some, he was
“a one-man Clash”, to 4
others “the English
Woody Guthrie”. To
detractors, he was just “a
communist with a guitar”.

-

What never seemed in doubt was that
Billy Bragg was a socialist to the core.

In recent years, Bragg’s political outlook
has moved beyond songwriting and
increasingly onto the airwaves, on
programmes such as the BBC’s political
flagship Question Time, and into the
newspaper columns. His outlook has
become more moderate, or more mature,
according to taste, as he has combined the
politics of protest with a concentration on
constitutional reform. Issues such as the
removal of hereditary peers from the
House of Lords and the possibility of an
English Parliament have become hot
topics for Bragg.

This discernible shift in political
trajectory helps explain the otherwise
surprising title of Bragg’s recently
published first book: The Progressive
Patriot. A combination of autobiography,
family history and political polemic, the
book’s central premise is that English or
British patriotism can become an ideolog-
ical stance not only of the right, but also of
the left.

As Bragg acknowledges, there is
nothing particularly new about this
argument; George Orwell made a

similar ease in his wartime pamphlet

4 The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism
. and the English Genius. However, in
defiance of Samuel Johnson’s
pronouncement that patriotism
is “the last refuge of the
scoundrel”, Bragg believes
that “progressive patrio-
tism” is an idea whose time
has come.

“T wrote The Progres-
sive Patriot because immi-
h gration was forced onto
- the political agenda by the
election of the British

National Party in my
home town of Barking”,
Bragg explains. “I'm not
at all happy that immigra-
tionis so high on the polit-






