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LETTER 1

Dear Nahal, Michael, James, William, Jonathan, Caroline, Emily, Daniel, Hannah and Sarah,

I am very proud of you all. The oldest of you is now thirty-one and the youngest thirteen, and you are all fit, healthy and bright, and that is all that grandparents can wish for. I am just sorry that Grandma did not live to see you all grow up.

Long before you were born, when your parents were still small, I was a busy MP and I did not spend as much time with them as I should have. To expiate my guilt I wrote a story for them, 'The Daddy Shop', which I will add as a postscript for your amusement, at the end of this book.

It is hard to believe that four of you were born in the 1980s, children of the Thatcher era, and the youngest in the first days of New Labour.

You now live in a dangerous world, and my concern for you all – and indeed the whole younger generation – is very simple.

It is that the future of the human race is in your hands and you have to make some of the biggest choices ever to be faced by mankind.

Now that chemical, nuclear and biological weapons are so widespread, yours is one of the first generations in human history with the power to destroy the human race.

One man can be killed with a sword or a bow and arrow, a few more with a machine gun, a lot with a bomb; but now the scale of possible destruction is unimaginable.

Yours is also the first generation that has at its disposal the technology, the know-how and the money to solve humanity's basic needs. And that has never been true before. People have always dreamed of a world of peace and plenty but it was beyond man's capacity to secure it. With a population expected soon to be 9 billion you must decide how to share the finite resources of the planet.

My generation has failed yours. In thirty-one years, from 1914 to 1945, 105 million people were killed in two European wars, and many more injured, using conventional weapons – save only for Hiroshima and Nagasaki where atomic bombs spread devastation and hundreds of thousands died.

In 1983 I visited Hiroshima. The most moving moment was when my guide pointed to a small dark mark on the kerbside where a child had been sitting when the atomic bomb landed.

The child's body had been vaporised by the intense heat. Next to the dark mark was a twisted metal lunch box that had belonged to the child.

The bomb could not vaporise the lunch box but it was contorted into a hideous shape and that was all there was to commemorate the death of an innocent being: the mark and the lunch box.

I shall never forget it.

Then came the Cold War between the capitalist and the communist countries, and the disastrous arms race.

Fears of nuclear proliferation and destruction dominated the latter half of the twentieth century. Now, in the twenty-first, new dangers and threats – potentially as serious – have arisen.

The inexorable tide of economic growth and consumerism has taken its toll of the planet. Environmentalists have warned us that climate change will produce catastrophic flooding; the existence of whole species is threatened through the loss of their habitat, or from man's greed; religious extremism whether Christian, Zionist or Islamic is used to justify violence and murder; and new diseases and risks – AIDS and obesity – have taken the place of earlier ones such as polio and TB.

What are your fears, hopes and expectations as you look into the future? What are the problems which you would want to tackle? And how?

I have made many mistakes, and I have also become aware as I have got older how little I know. I am much less sure than I was in my youth that I am right about anything and for these reasons I am reluctant to give advice to you.

Today's world – so different from the world in which I was born – is something you take for granted. It was there when you were born and normality is the world one enters into at birth.

As a silver surfer struggling with the internet, I have long since learned that when my laptop crashes one of you, a grandson or granddaughter, will turn up, press two buttons and get me back online.

Just to put recent advances in perspective: when your great-great-great-grandfather James Holmes was born in 1831 only 2 per cent of the population could vote, and Stephenson's Rocket had not yet launched the era of rail. When your great-great-grandfather John Benn was born in 1850 there were no telephones in use. When your great-grandmother (my mother) Margaret Holmes was born in 1897 women did not have the vote and no aircraft had ever left the surface of the earth. Even when your grandfather (that's me!) was born there was no television, and when your parents were born in the 1950s computers were not in general use and the internet had not been developed.

It is tempting to try to imagine what technology will exist when your grandchildren are eighty-four (my age now) in 2125. But one thing is sure. The choices they face could be even more challenging than those which you face.

One thing has not changed over the centuries and that is the moral principle which should guide us in life. The founders of the world's religions taught us that we should treat people as we expect to be treated ourselves. It is also the message of trade union banners – 'An injury to one is an injury to all'.

Every generation has to fight the same battles for peace, justice and democracy, and there is no final victory nor final defeat. Your generation will have to take up its own battles.

These are the ideas which led me to write this book, and I address them to you but also to your generation in the hope that they give you all encouragement to develop ways of safeguarding mankind and making life better for humanity.

With love

Your devoted grandfather,

Dan Dan





LETTER 2

When your parents were your age, and the United States and the Soviet Union were racing to land on the moon, the Russians put down a little robotic machine onto the lunar surface.

One of my constituents in Bristol, where I was then the MP, wrote to me:

Dear Tony,

I see the Russians have put a space vehicle on the moon. Is there any chance of a better bus service in Bristol?

It was a very good question.

From the beginning of time to the days when your future great-grandchildren are born, the choice is and will always be: what do you do with the technology you have? Is it for peace or war? Does it divide people or help to bring them together? And what effect could it have on the human race's capacity to govern itself peacefully?

The uses made of technology thus raise fundamental moral issues.

In that sense the teachings of Jesus are more relevant now because the stakes are higher, and the violent anti-Christian atheists who denounce those who follow Jesus completely fail to appreciate that science and technology offer no moral guidance as to what should be done with them. And yet it is the moral guidance that is needed more than ever, because the world is literally one small community locked together.

When as a minister I was visiting Kiev (then in the Soviet Union), I met a Soviet cyberneticist, Academician Glushkov, who said to me, 'There have been three great revolutions in recent years: nuclear weapons, which frightened everybody; space exploration, which excited everybody; but the most important of all has gone almost unnoticed – the computer revolution, which has changed everything.'

He was absolutely right. It has been the revolution in communications that has completely transformed the world from being a gathering of nation states based upon the power struggles of the past into that interlocking community, Spaceship Earth. Therefore our fate will be determined collectively and it is for your generation to work out what that fate will be.





LETTER 3

Grandson William publishes an online satirical magazine called Re:Spectacle. It costs almost nothing – except his time – and depends a lot on his talented friends. He publishes what he likes and has no editor to censor or thwart his views or content.

All of you grandchildren, like everyone of your generation, take the internet and its social possibilities for granted. The technicalities of using it are hard for parents and grandparents to master but it has helped to create the best-informed generation in history and gives you freedom to exchange information and compare interests across the world.

This very fact has made it a deadly threat to the powerful.

Throughout history control of communication and information has been crucial to political control. Dictators use that power over information to dominate their people even if there is no provision for democracy.

The Church in the early days maintained its power because it was run by clerks who were literate; the Heresy Act of 1401 made it a criminal offence for a lay person to read the Bible. If anybody had an opportunity to study it, they could challenge the authority of the Pope.

Bishop Tyndale, the dissident Christian, lost his life and Mercator, the revolutionary map-maker, was imprisoned because they gave ordinary people the opportunity to challenge the information propagated by the powerful.

The power of the priesthood eventually came up against the secular power of the king and so Henry VIII nationalised the Church; the Anglican Church then exercised its new power by telling the faithful that God wanted the king to be king and, as church attendance was compulsory, this was a powerful instrument of control.

The Royal Mail was established in 1660 by Charles II, motivated in part, it is believed, by his desire to open his subjects' letters to find out if they were doing anything that might threaten his authority.

Luke Hansard, who gave his name to the reporting of parliament, was initially imprisoned for publishing its proceedings. Some courageous advocates for civil liberties and the freedom of the press have campaigned against restrictions – such as the Official Secrets Act – which prevent the public from knowing what governments are doing, while governments want to know what everyone else is doing.

With the growth of radio, the Conservative government of the day made broadcasting a public industry for the same reason that Henry VIII had taken over the Church.

The United States recognised the potential and importance of controlling information globally. When Bill Clinton was in the White House, the Pentagon issued a document called 'Full Spectrum Dominance', which stated that the US intended to establish control in space, land, sea, air and information, of which information was the most important.

The internet has potentially transformed all that, and your generation is already experiencing the results. Newspapers are losing circulation to the electronic media; half of all Britons read a daily paper now compared to three quarters thirty years ago. It is possible to organise international events – such as the Stop the War demonstrations and the G20 protests – on the same day in fifty or sixty countries. And information and opinion can be disseminated instantaneously without the intermediate role of an editor or censor. This is already seen as a threat to established power, which is why China insisted that Google monitor the information it provided in China, and why an electronic intifada is being fought by the Palestinians in their struggle for justice; and why, it has been alleged, the CIA plant damaging information on Wikipedia about people whom they do not like.

I believe that the internet offers us the best hope ever of getting through to each other and challenging abuses of power, and I am absolutely confident that your generation will use technology – blogging, Facebook, YouTube and Twittering together with your mobile phones and digital cameras – more effectively than has ever been possible before in the eternal struggle for peace and justice.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/A_Letter_To_My_Grandchildren_02.jpg
HUTCHINSON
LONDON





OPS/images/A_Letter_To_My_Grandchildren_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Letters To My Grandchildren
Tony Benn






OPS/images/A_Letter_To_My_Grandchildren_01.jpg
g





