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Sizwe Mpofu-Walsh  
ORGANISING MEMBER, RMF

ince  its  inception,  Rhodes 
Must  Fall  (RMF)  has  bent 
over  backwards  to  accom-
modate Oxford’s ignorance. 

But the time has come to speak plainly. 
Oxford’s response to our campaign has 
been nothing short of shameful. Oriel 
College’s  backtrack  on  a  ‘listening 
campaign’  and  announcing  in  early 
2016  that  it  would  not  remove  the 
statue of Cecil Rhodes from its prom-
inent position overlooking High Street 
is only one example. In truth, the pre-
dominant response to RMF has been a 
knee-jerk scramble to defend nostalgic 
mythology.

Oxford University has no regard for 
black  life.  By  that,  I  don’t  mean  it’s 
filled  with  people  who  make  public 
racist  remarks  or  openly  profess  the 
inferiority  of  blackness  (though  they 
certainly  exist).  Instead,  I  mean  that 
the  university  displays  a  diabolical 
indifference  to  the  past  and  present 
suffering of black people. This veiled 
racism is  buried so deep that  it  mas-

querades  as  tolerance  while  retaining 
the effect of old-style oppression.

That’s the crux of this debate, not the 
ridiculous  appeals  to  ‘free  speech’ or 
‘historical  preservation’  that  have 
characterised opposition to RMF thus 
far.  Statues  don’t  enjoy  free  speech, 
and  there  is  no  inalienable  right  to 
immortalisation. RMF has never ham-
pered anyone’s ability to disagree with 
us. On the contrary, we inaugurated the 
debate, before big money silenced it at 
the  first  indication  we  were  winning. 
Therefore,  the  whole  free  speech ob-
jection  is  a  red  herring,  and  often  a 
cloak for prejudice. The fact that many 
so-called ‘free speech advocates’ have 
not criticised Oriel’s decision to trade 
money for debate also speaks volumes.

This  is  not  to  say  that  free  speech 
does  not  enter  into  the  debate.  But, 
where it does, the burdens of the prin-
ciple fall  on the side of RMF, not its 
detractors. Students should be allowed 
to make calls for the removal of statues 
without  being  compared  to  Islamic 
State. They should also be allowed to 
protest  vociferously  on  issues  that 
affect  their  everyday  lives.  And  they 

should  not  be  threatened  with  expul-
sion just for raising views contrary to 
establishment  orthodoxy.  Members  of 
RMF have also continually been on the 
receiving end of various acts of cyber 
hate  speech.  If  free  speech  has  been 
limited,  it  has  been  limited  against 
RMF.

Second, how can RMF be accused of 
‘erasing  history’  when  Oxford  itself 
refuses to mark the complexity of  its 
own past? Our actions have been con-
fused  with  damnatio  memoriae  when 
in fact we want Rhodes to be remem-
bered.  The  question,  clearly,  is  not 
whether  Rhodes  is  remembered,  but 
how.  Our  opponents,  on  the  other 
hand,  cannot  explain  why  we  should 
preserve a single and misleading narra-
tive  at  all  costs.  We  also  should  not 
draw a  false  dichotomy between his-
torical preservation and ethical aware-
ness:  putting  the  statue  in  a  museum 
achieves both.

When probed about what they mean 
by ‘history’, many of our critics actual-
ly  reveal  a  deep ignorance of  Africa, 
and Rhodes. What they really express 
is a desire to preserve infantile fables 

that reinforce their identities. History is 
not as simple or static as colonial apol-
ogists want it to be: removing the stat-
ue  from  its  current  position  would 
itself mark the moment at which Ox-
ford entered a more honest present. We 
should not be so overawed by history 
that we are afraid to make it. Beyond 
this,  we are accused of wanting ‘safe 
spaces’,  when Oxford  remains  a  safe 
space for the old boys club that runs it. 
Here’s the ugly truth: Oxford is a safer 
space for a statue of Cecil Rhodes than 
it is for black students. The reduction 
of black vulnerability and isolation to a 
plea for ‘comfort’ only further reveals 
the scale of the problem.

The facts are clear: over the last five 
years,  Oxford  only  accepted  between 
19  and  30  black  British  students  as 
undergraduates  each  year.  That’s  half 
of what elite private schools Eton and 
Harrow sent. In 2010, for example, 21 
Oxford colleges did not accept a single 
black undergraduate. There are only a 
handful of black professors,  only one 
of them senior. How can anyone not be 
struck  by  how  outrageous  that  is  in 
2016?  Why  have  there  not  been 

protests  in  the  streets  for  decades? 
Because  Oxford  is  dull  to  black  life. 
Unable  to  cope  with  our  sustained 
critique,  Oxford’s  senior  leaders  con-
tinue to deny that a problem exists, or 
tell anyone who raises the issue to ‘go 
elsewhere’. By calling for the removal 
of  the  Rhodes  statue,  RMF wants  to 
show just  how far  Oxford will  go to 
defend the indefensible. Just how un-
willing it  will  be to look itself in the 
mirror.  Just  what  reflexes  still  domi-
nate  its  systems  of  power.  Whatever 
happens  with  the  statue,  we  have  al-
ready succeeded.

By  ending  its  ‘six  month  listening 
campaign’ before it began, Oriel Col-
lege may think it  has won the battle, 
but  it  is  destined  to  lose  the  war. 
Whether  now,  or  in  generations  to 
come, Rhodes will fall. One day, peo-
ple  will  look back on those  who de-
fended Oxford’s racist symbols as they 
view the dons who argued that women 
should not be allowed into the univer-
sity. They will be laughed at like those 
who, in the 17th century, campaigned 
against the teaching of science at Ox-
ford.  We  are  not  campaigning  to  be 
understood by the relics of racism that 
still  live  today.  We  are  marking,  for 
history  to  record,  the  moment  when 
black  students  exposed  Oxford’s  per-
sistent  racism,  and the imperial  blind 
spot that enables it.  And we are only 
getting started.■

THE POOR PRINT
Rhodes Must Fall: A Perspective

Max Clements 

ecently the European Union has been 
maligned both from the right, by the 
conventional Eurosceptic, and by the 
left - in the wake of the imposition of 

austerity measures on Greece - who increasingly 
view  the  European  Union  as  an  advocate  of 
greater deregulation and privatisation. 

Leaving the  EU would  be  economically  ab-
surd  and  pose  a  legitimate  threat  to  our  jobs, 
trade and industry. Recent studies have estimat-
ed that between 4.2 million and 4.5 million jobs 
in the UK are dependent on exports to EU coun-
tries.

I am not suggesting that Brexit would lead to 
all these jobs being lost; the UK would obvious-
ly still trade with EU countries even if it voted 
to leave. However, if a free trade agreement is 
not  secured,  the  increase  in  the  cost  of  trade 
with EU countries is estimated to be £11 billion.

In terms of UK trade, EU membership is esti-
mated to have boosted British goods trade with 
other members states by 55%. It  is  no coinci-
dence that around 80% of firms surveyed by the 
CBI and YouGov in 2013 expressed a negative 
response to the prospect of Britain leaving the 
EU.

Just  last  week,  leading UK business  bosses, 
including those of BT, Marks and Spencer and 
Vodafone, signed a letter published in The Times 
arguing  that  Brexit  would  deter  investment  in 
the UK.

Continued  EU  membership  is  also  vital  in 
terms of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from 
EU countries.

The UK is the single largest recipient of FDI 
in the EU and part of this country’s appeal is as 
an export platform to the rest of the EU. If the 
UK were no longer part of the trading bloc, this 
position as the leading European beneficiary of 
FDI would come under significant threat.

One of the key pillars of the Eurosceptic ar-
gument  is  that  even after  leaving the  EU,  the 
UK  will  be  able  negotiate  a  Norwegian-style 
agreement to remain part of the European Eco-
nomic Area and thereby maintain access to the 
single  market,  tariff  free,  whilst  freeing  itself 
from the political confines of Brussels.

The reality is that such an agreement fails to 
address  the main political  issues  that  Britain’s 
right  are  concerned  with,  namely  immigration 
and the membership fee. 

If the UK wanted to maintain full access rights 
to the single market it must still adopt EU regu-
lations and make a sizeable contribution towards 
the EU budget. It would be unable to get around 
EU treaty rights guaranteeing the freedom of the 
movement of labour. 

The UK would be forced to accept the policies 
and  standards  of  the  EU  without  having  any 
influence  over  them.  This  outcome  is  hardly 
beneficial to the economic interests of the UK.

Progressive politics is also in the very fibre of 
the European Union. Despite the recent events 
in Greece and the EU’s imposition of austerity 
measures against the will of the Greek people, I 
firmly believe that the EU is an arena in which 
progressive politics can be upheld in the future.

In many cases it is the EU that can, and does, 
act as the preserver of integral freedoms in the 
face  of  the  Cameron  government’s  agenda  of 
privatisation, damaging bilateral trade deals and 
the erosion of worker rights. 

One prominent example of this is the Transat-
lantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), 
a  quite  frankly  scary  bilateral  trade  deal  that 
aims to harmonise US and EU markets, poten-
tially paving the way for the privatisation of UK 
public services such as the NHS, transport and 
education.

Our  government  is  among  the  most  fervent 
advocates  of  TTIP.  It  is  our  government  that 
seems  the  most  willing  to  hand  over  British 
sovereignty to multinational corporations,  hav-
ing signed bilateral trade deals that include in-
vestor  state  dispute  mechanisms  which  allow 
companies to sue governments for risking their 
‘future profits’. 

If we leave the EU, what is to stop the current 
government  from  negotiating  such  damaging 
trade deals based on TTIP? The answer: noth-
ing.

The European Union has also taken a leading 
and progressive stance on worker rights.  Most 
of the rights that we depend on are derived from 
Europe.

The EU’s working time directive (1993) en-
shrines the right of all workers to twenty days’ 
paid  holiday,  EU laws  oblige  firms  to  inform 
and  consult  workers  when  they  are  planning 
redundancies, and the EU Parental Leave Direc-
tive entitles male and female workers to at least 
four months’ leave upon the birth or adoption of 
a child.

Many of  the rights  that  we take for  granted 
today  we  owe  to  the  European  Union.  In  the 
event of Brexit, given this current government’s 
eagerness to abolish the Human Rights Act and 
to implement the draconian Trade Union Bill, it 
is reasonable to assume that worker rights would 
be infringed upon if we lost the safeguard of the 
EU.

For decades, Brexit was the evangelistic mis-
sion of the British right, preached by those who 
were ideologically opposed to any infringement 
upon  national  sovereignty,  regardless  of  the 
economic benefits of EU membership.

In recent years, however, criticism of the EU 
has become more mainstream, as our relations 
with Europe have been strained over issues such 
as immigration and fears of being drawn into an 
‘ever closer union’ and surrendering more leg-
islative powers to Brussels.

Brexit  is  not  only  economically  absurd  but 
also  politically  unsound,  especially  in  a  time 
requiring  international  political  cooperation  in 
the wake of the refugee crisis that is affecting 
the whole of Europe.

To exit the EU now would be myopic in the 
globalised world that we live in today. But more 
fundamentally,  it  is  our  EU  membership  that 
protects us from pursuing an even more regres-
sive national agenda.■
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    o remain in the EU is a more danger-
ous  option  for  British  security  in  its 
deepest sense economic, political,  mili-
tary and social.’

As the dust has settled on the recent EU negotia-
tions and the date for the referendum has been set, 
one  thing  is  clear:  these  negotiations  have  not 
fixed the great lumbering Brussels machine. 

We are  left  with  one  simple  option.  We must 
vote to leave on June 23rd.

This is not to say that the EU has always been a 
bad thing. When Britain first applied to join the 
EEC in 1961, our trade with the Empire was de-
creasing,  whilst  trade  with  Europe  was  rapidly 
increasing. However, times have changed and the 
economic revolution of the 1980s has meant that 
Britain can still take its place on the world stage 
with pride. 

We are strong enough to go it alone.
Britain is the second largest economy in Europe 

and the fifth largest in the world: so other coun-
tries will continue to trade with us whether we are 
in or out; the EU relies on trade with Britain for its 
own economic security.

In 2014, the EU made up 53.2% of all imports 
of goods and services into the UK. It is because of 
this large volume of trade with the EU that we can 
be sure of our economic security out of the EU. 
Car  manufacturers  in  Germany and  energy  pro-
ducers in France are simply not going to want to 
stop trading with the UK whatever the outcome.

Leaving the EU would help our economy in the 
future because it  would mean that we would be 
able to make trade agreements more quickly and 
easily  with  emerging markets,  instead of  with  a 
short-sighted view to Europe.

But not only are the claims about the effect of 
an exit vote on trade false, they also obscure an-
other fact: leaving the EU would put money back 
into the pockets of the British people. In order to 
stop  the  bureaucratic  mechanism  of  this  great 
beast from breaking down, we must shovel in the 
fuel at a rate of £35m a day - around £12.9bn a 
year.

Where  does  this  money go?  Britain  only  gets 
back  around  £6bn  a  year  and  the  other  £6.9bn 
goes to prop up the chauffeur-driven Brussels elite 
and bail out emerging markets countries where the 
price of goats has unexpectedly dropped. This vast 
amount  equates  to  around  £200  per  person  and 
would be enough to reduce income tax by 3p per 
pound.

Less noticeable than this is the hugely danger-
ous loss of sovereignty which membership of the 
EU has caused for Britain. The EU is not just a 
convenient trade association but a political organ-
ism to which a large deal of sovereignty has been 
passed in the name of that dangerous utopia, ‘ever 
closer union’. Indeed, the constitutional upheaval 
caused by our membership of the EU can be seen 
as  the greatest  since the Glorious Revolution of 
1688.

In  1988,  the  European  Commission  President, 
Jacques  Delors,  predicted  that  within  ten  years 
80% of  legislation  would  come from EU coun-

tries.  Although  this  is  undeniably  not  the  case 
(although  the  fruitcakes  and  loons  would  have 
you believe otherwise), it is fair to say that any-
where between 15% and 55% of UK legislation 
comes  from EU.  Any  organisation  which  takes 
power away from the British people and gives it 
to an unelected elite should be cause for concern. 

What we do know for certain, though, is that the 
power  which  unelected  EU  officials  hold  over 
member states is far too great, and that these offi-
cials seem to hold the democratic choices of Eu-
ropean countries in contempt. 

Following  the  election  of  Syriza  in  Greece, 
Jean-Claude Juncker said ‘there can be no democ-
ratic  choice  against  the  European  treaties.’ It  is 
this kind of contempt for the democratic choices 
of  individuals  around  Europe  that  demonstrates 
why the European experiment has not only failed, 
but is downright dangerous.

In an effort to scare the British people into sub-
mission,  many have argued that  leaving the EU 
will endanger the UK. However, the idea that the 
EU is somehow the powerful protector of the West 
is  farcical  at  best  (particularly  when  you  recall 
how it handled the Balkan crisis and its role in the 
mess  in  Ukraine).  The  EU  has  never  been  the 
force which protects the UK; that force is NATO 
and America. As Major General Julian Thompson 
recently  said,  ‘Delusions  about  what  actually 
keeps us safe threaten us all.’

We therefore have the decision of a lifetime to 
make. Either we take the decision to save billions 
a year, bring back sovereignty to Westminster, and 
propel Britain into the future on a wave of growth 
and prosperity, or our political inertia will  mean 
that we are dragged down with the ship, as the rest 
of Europe discovers that the Frankensteinian mon-
ster that they have created will undoubtedly kill us 
all.■
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Online Exclusives 
Stay alert as The Poor Print continues to 
publish  throughout  the  coming  week. 
Here’s what’s in store:

 
Hell on Earth  
Tobias Thornes  

Monday 7th March  

Putting It Back Together Again
George Prew  

Tuesday 8th March

Honour Above Everything
Madeline Briggs  

Wednesday 9th March

Oriel’s Beach Boy:  
in conversation with Will Tant  

Thursday 10th March

The Gift of Memory
Aidan Chivers  

Friday 11th March
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Marjory Szurko

o  a pound of Flour, put a pound 
of Butter, eight Eggs, Yolks and 
Whites,  three  quarters  of  a 
pound of Sugar Powder, a glass 

of Water, a little Lemon-peel chopped very 
fine, and dried Orange-flowers ; work the 
Paste well together, then cut it into pieces 
of what bigness you please; bake them, and 
glaze them with Sugar.

 - The Professed Cook by Bernard Cler-
mont, 1776

 
A 12-cup madeleine tray

2 eggs
100g/3½ oz caster sugar

100g/3½ oz plain flour, plus extra for dust-
ing

1 lemon, juice and zest
1 tsp orange-flower water
¾ tsp baking powder

100g/3½ oz butter, melted and cooled 
slightly, plus extra for greasing

 
Preheat  the  oven  to  400˚F,  200˚C,  Gas 

Mark  6.  Brush  the  madeleine  tray  with 
melted butter then shake in a little flour to 
coat, tapping out the excess.

Whisk together the eggs and the sugar in 
a  bowl  until  frothy.  Lightly  whisk  in  the 
remaining ingredients.  Leave to  stand for 

20  minutes  before  carefully  pouring  into 
the prepared madeleine tray.

Bake for 8-10 mins, or until the mixture 
has risen a little in the middle and is fully 
cooked through. Transfer the madeleines to 
a wire rack and leave for a few minutes to 
cool  slightly.  Ice  with  icing  containing  a 
dash of lemon juice/orange-flower water. 

The History of the Madeleine 
Madeleines  are  always  associated  with 

the little French town of Commercy, whose 
bakers sold the little cakes packed in oval 
boxes as  a  specialty in  the area.  Nuns in 
eighteenth-century  France  frequently  sup-
ported  themselves  and  their  schools  by 
making  and  selling  a  particular  sweet. 
Commercy once had a convent dedicated to 
St Mary Magdalen. 

According  to  another  story,  during  the 
18th  century  in  the  same  town,  a  young 
servant  girl  named Madeleine made them 
for  Stanislas  Leszczynska,  the  deposed 
king of Poland, when he was exiled to Lor-
raine.  This  started  the  fashion  for 
madeleines, which became popular in Ver-
sailles  through  his  daughter  Marie,  who 
was married to Louis XV (1710–1774).

Whatever  the  origins,  madeleines  have 
become inextricably linked with the author 
Marcel Proust.

The  madeleine  is  at  the  heart  of  the 
book’s main theme of involuntary memory, 
in which an experience such as smell or a 
taste unexpectedly brings back a past recol-
lection.  The  expression  ‘Proust’s 
madeleine’ is still used today to refer to a 
sensory cue that triggers a memory.■

Fergus Higgins

ou see, it wasn't the ordinary 
sort  of  Doubt  about  Cain's 
wife  or  the  Old  Testament 
miracles or the consecration 
of  Archbishop  Parker.  I'd 

been  taught  how to  explain  all  those 
while  I  was  at  college.  No,  it  was 
something  deeper  than  all  that.  I 
couldn't understand why God had made 
the world at all.’

Doubt.  That  the  was  reason  Mr. 
Prendergast gave for leaving the com-
fortable life of a parish priest in Wor-
thing for the life of a master in a beast-
ly North Wales school.  Prendergast is 
just  one  of  the  many  intriguing  indi-
viduals that the protagonist of Waugh’s 
Decline  and  Fall  encounters  on  his 
cyclical  journey.  The novel  is  a  mas-
terpiece of satire and a truly humorous 
read, but I think Mr. Prendergast makes 
a  serious  point  that  compels  further 
consideration.

Doubt. It came to mind recently as I 
attended  the  funeral  of  a  childhood 
friend. He had died suddenly, aged but 
eighteen.  Although  I  hadn’t  kept  in 
close contact with him for some years, 
the news of his premature passing pro-
voked both shock and a sense that an 
injustice had been served on both him 
and his bereaved family. Sitting in the 
silent church waiting for the funeral to 
begin, another Waugh novel registered 
in my thoughts. This time his magnum 

opus:  Brideshead  Revisited.  Waugh 
entitled the first chapter of the book ‘Et 
in Arcadia ego’ –  ‘Even in Arcadia I 
am’.  That is  to say,  even in the most 
idealised  situation,  death  will  always 
be  present.  The  injustice  that,  in  the 
Arcadia  of  his  youth,  this  promising 
young  man  had  met  death,  with  the 
possibility of his future cut short before 
it  could  ever  be  fully  realised,  struck 
me.  But  what  appeared  all  the  more 
striking, absurd even, was that we were 
supposedly commending him to ‘God, 
our  merciful  redeemer  and  judge.’ 
Surely  I  couldn’t  have  been  alone  in 
thinking  that  it  was  this  God  who 
should be the one judged and not the 
judge?

Of course my thoughts were far from 
original.  There  have  been  Jobs  and 
Prendergasts  in  every age;  the classic 
‘Why does  a  good God allow suffer-
ing?’ question has been spoken by the 
lips  of  many.  And  in  response  there 
have  been  the  theologians  with  their 
clever  arguments  to  get  God  off  the 
hook,  to  reconcile  the  seemingly  di-
chotomous. But somehow the Irenaean 
Theodicy  doesn’t  quite  cut  it  in  the 
face of a mother burying her son. Nor 
does the idea of privatio boni do any-
thing to salve the inevitable grief. Writ-
ing from the perspective of the repen-
tant thief crucified with Jesus, the poet 
Sydney Carter  seemed to get  it  when 
he wrote,

‘You can blame it on to Adam,
You can blame it on to Eve,

You can blame it on the apple,
but that I can’t believe.

It was God that made the Devil,
And the woman and the man,

And there wouldn’t be an apple,
If it wasn’t in the plan.

It’s God they ought to crucify instead of 
you and me,

I said to the carpenter, a-hanging on the 
tree.’

I gazed up from the order of service 
and saw the  crucifix placed upon the 
coffin.  It  couldn’t  have  been  a  more 
fitting  sign.  The  needless  pain,  the 
cruelly  scourged  flesh  and  oozing 
blood:  human  existence  at  its  lowest 
ebb. But perhaps this is where the an-
swer to the doubt is to be found: in the 
dead carpenter from Nazareth, hanging 
on  a  tree  outside  the  walls  of 
Jerusalem.

As much as my remote experience of 
this  young  man’s  sudden  death  had 
elicited  a  doubt  in  my  mind,  it  had 
illuminated  a  certainty  also:  that  it  is 
towards the image of the Crucified that 
all life tends, in other words, death is 
our destination. It seems we all need a 
memento mori from time to time, and 
this  was mine.  The words of that  an-
cient student song express it well, ‘Our 
life  is  brief,  soon  it  will  end.  Death 
comes quickly, snatches us cruelly. To 
nobody shall it be spared.’ Never mind 
the  doubt,  there’s  the  certainty.  And 
faced  with  such  a  certainty  it  seems 
only right that our response be the first 
words of that song: ‘Gaudeamus igitur’ 
– let us rejoice! For, having health and 
life, we can surely do nothing else.■

Et in Arcadia ego

‘Y

Gateaux à la Madeleine 
An 18th Century Recipe

Sam Wilkinson

e’re off; We’re starting’
This  SMS message  sig-
nalled the start  of  a  se-
ries  of  coordinated  ter-
rorist attacks against the 

people of Paris. 
That night in November, seven terror-

ists claimed 130 innocent lives in an act 
of  abject  barbarism  that  shocked  the 
world.  This  brutality  was  swiftly  fol-
lowed  by  a  heated  media  discussion 
seeking  to  identify  the  intelligence 
failures that allowed this attack to oc-
cur. 

Many,  including  CIA Director  John 
Brennan, were quick to blame Edward 
Snowden  for  the  broad  adoption  of 
encryption  following  information  he 
leaked  about  mass  surveillance  pro-
grams, which has supposedly led to an 
intelligence dark age. More generally, it 
was encryption itself that was blamed. 

This  blame is  misguided,  and could 
lead  to  legislative  weakening  of  en-
cryption.

The SMS message the Paris attacker 
sent was unencrypted. It was recovered 
from a cell  phone used by one of the 

attackers, which was found in the trash 
outside the Bataclan concert  hall.  The 
cell  phone was completely unencrypt-
ed.  In  addition  to  the  SMS  message, 
detailed maps of the concert hall were 
found on the device. Law enforcement 
were  able  to  trace  the  phone’s  move-
ments, and to extract the location of a 
suspected  terrorist  safe  house  in  Bel-
gium. This safe house was then raided, 
and evidence was recovered suggesting 
that the ISIL networks involved in the 
Paris  attacks  were  communicating 
through unencrypted means.

None of their phones were encrypted. 
An  attack  on  Belgium,  foiled  ten 

months before the Paris attacks, involv-
ing the same ISIL networks,  was also 
planned without using encryption. This 
does  not  suggest  that  terrorist  groups 
such  as  ISIL  do  not  use  encryption; 
they most certainly do, and will contin-
ue to. However, the current intelligence 
apparatus was able to foil the attack in 
Belgium,  and  certainly  could  have 
foiled the attack in Paris. 

Despite  this,  the  Paris  attacks,  and 
those like them, are consistently used to 
denounce  encryption  as  something 
practised only by terrorists. 

This is then used to justify including 
backdoors  in  encryption.  Such  claims 
are often made without any grounding 
in fact,  as those made in the wake of 
the Paris attacks show.

Even  if  the  legislature  eventually 
heeds such claims, back doors will not 
affect  terrorist  activities  at  all.  Such 
laws will  only affect  applications  like 
WhatsApp  or  iMessage,  and  not  the 
home-brewed, open source tools terror-
ist groups are more inclined to use. The 
usage of these tools could never practi-
cally be controlled by law. 

Encryption protects  our privacy,  our 
anonymity, our opinions, our finances, 
and, increasingly, our lives. Encryption 
is key to a free and secure society, and 
attempts to weaken it could be extreme-
ly damaging. 

Nonetheless, shortly after the attacks, 
Brennan claimed that ‘There are a lot 
of  technological  capabilities  that  are 
available right now that make it excep-
tionally  difficult  both  technically  as 
well as legally for intelligence security 
services to have insight that they need 
to uncover [the plot].’

This  reflects  a  common  sentiment 
throughout  the global  intelligence and 
legislative community. And in a limited 
sense, Brennan’s statement is certainly 
true;  when  used  properly,  encryption 
will  render  information  stored  or  in 
transit  unreadable  to  those  without 
authorisation.

What  is  deeply  troubling  is  what 
statements like Brennan’s are then used 
to justify. 

Proposed legislation in the UK would 
require any implementation of encryp-
tion to include a backdoor accessible to 
the UK intelligence services, or to face 
a ban in the UK. David Cameron, seek-
ing to deny potential  terrorists a ‘safe 
space’ to communicate, argues, ‘Do we 
want to allow a means of communica-
tion  between  people,  which  even  in 
extremis,  with  a  signed  warrant  from 
the home secretary personally, that we 
cannot read?’

The  difference  between  backdoors 
and  court-ordered  decryption  is  that 
backdoors,  being  secret  in  nature, 
would  have  to  be  handled  without 
transparency, in the same way as mass 
surveillance programs. Therefore there 
is no way to ensure that such backdoors 
are not used arbitrarily, and are admin-
istered on a targeted basis.

As for the threat from bad actors, in 
the words of security expert  and Har-
vard fellow Bruce Schneier, ‘Either we 
build  encryption  systems  to  keep 
everyone secure,  or  we build  them to 
leave everybody vulnerable.’ 

The  United  Nations’  Office  of  the 
High Commissioner  stated in  a  report 
on  encryption  that  ‘States  should  not 
restrict  encryption  and  anonymity, 
which  facilitate  and  often  enable  the 
rights  to  freedom  of  opinion  and  ex-

pression.’ The inclusion of government-
accessible  backdoors  in  encryption  is 
tantamount to restricting encryption, by 
weakening it  against  both the govern-
ment and bad actors.

According  to  the  UN  report,  court-
ordered decryption ‘may only  be  per-
missible when it results from transpar-
ent  and  publicly  accessible  laws  ap-
plied solely on a targeted, case-by-case 
basis to individuals.’

National  security interests  are better 
served by strong ubiquitous encryption. 
Writing in the Washington Post, Former 
Director  of  National  Intelligence  and 
NSA Director  Mike  McConnell  wrote 
that ‘Chinese economic espionage is so 
severe that stopping that is more impor-
tant  than being able  to  read the com-
munications  of  a  criminal.’  He  later 
notes  that,  ‘Strategically,  the  interests 
of U.S. businesses are essential to pro-
tecting U.S. national security interests.’ 

There is no justification for weaken-
ing encryption in the name of national 
security. Not only would such a scheme 
damage  the  security  of  ordinary  citi-
zens, it would not impact the activity of 
terrorist  groups,  and,  if  anything,  it 
would endanger national security.

McConnell  sums  it  up  best:  ‘Tech-
nology will advance, and you can’t stop 
it. Learn how to deal with it.’■

The War on Encryption

Jonathan Yeung

ong  Kong  has  two  official 
languages:  English  and  Chi-
nese. Legally, both languages 
are meant to have equal sta-

tus. This is clearest on the streets, where 
all road signs are bilingual; English on 
top,  Chinese  on  the  bottom.  Before 
1997,  when  Hong Kong was  a  Crown 
colony,  English  was  the  language  of 
government,  commerce  and  prestige. 
People in my parents’ generation knew 
that  to  aim high,  you  needed to  know 
English.

But  in  recent  years,  Hong Kong has 
suffered a major decline in English stan-
dards.  Grammatical  and  spelling  mis-
takes  in  English  on  official  signs  and 
documents have been on the rise. Gov-
ernment officials are less and less will-
ing  to  speak  English.  The  English-
speaking media, once vibrant, now find 
it  increasingly  hard  to  report  local 
events. Fewer and fewer people on the 
streets are able to communicate in Eng-
lish.

Since 1974, when Chinese was finally 
recognised as an official language by the 
colonial  administration,  the  power  of 
Chinese  (specifically  Cantonese)  in 
Hong Kong has  greatly  increased.  The 
year  marked  a  victory:  the  indigenous 
language finally gained recognition in a 
territory  ruled  for  so  long  by  officials 
appointed  by  the  Colonial  Office.  The 
two languages looked set to share Hong 
Kong equally.

Some treat the decline of English as a 
good sign, an indication that Hong Kong 
is  shedding  its  colonial  past.  I  don’t 
think  so.  The  decline  in  English  stan-
dards is only going to hurt Hong Kong’s 
reputation  as  an  international  city,  and 
damage its competitiveness. For a terri-
tory  that  prides  itself  as  ‘Asia’s  World 
City’, we can’t do anything if we can’t 
actually  connect  to  and  communicate 
with the world.

To  stem  the  decline  of  English,  the 
government  needs  to  create  environ-
ments  where  Hongkongers  can  truly 
practice and hone their English skills. It 
also needs to set a good example; when 

even high officials are refusing to speak 
one of our two official languages, what 
does that tell the rest of society? Legisla-
tion  needs  to  be  passed  that  allocates 
more  funding  to  the  improvement  of 
English language education.

I am not arguing for a return to a Chi-
nese society that  is  dominated and run 
by  an  English-speaking  elite.  Instead, 
what I am saying is that a society which 
prides  itself  on  its  international  status 
needs  to  hold  on  dearly  to  the  very 
things  that  allow  it  to  connect  to  the 
world.  One of  these things is  multilin-
gualism.

There  are  a  myriad of  problems that 
Hong Kong will need to deal with in the 
foreseeable future,  not least  its  conflict 
with  Mainland  China.  The  decline  of 
English  is  one  of  these  problems.  It’s 
one that is relatively easy to solve, but 
only if  the government and people de-
cide to recognise and prioritise it. As an 
international city, a melting pot between 
east and west, Hong Kong needs to give 
English the equal status it deserves.■
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‘Eighth Week’
Jenny Potter

Lips bruised by the cool taste of your
Mouth still clinging to my tongue.

College steps,
Cool stone,

Feelings of ineptitude.
A physical catharsis:

Tracing the shapes of words but
Releasing only the sounds
Of a metronomic breath.

The kiss of the mist
Frustration at the expectation of

Social conformism.
Steel steps slicked with frost,

Figurative monopoly on my thoughts.
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