Commons Confidential Kevin Maguire offers his pick of the week’s gossip from Westminster
Anoosh Chakelian meets Magid Magid, the former mayor of Sheffield now heading to Brussels
Hettie 0’Brien considers our modern exhaustion epidemic —and the politics behind it

Andrew Harrison on the worrying trend of assuming that all culture “speaks to our age”

COMMENT

The Moscow
self-confidence

How the Kremlin sees the world
Charles Grant

homas Hobbes described
T the life of aman as

“solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish and short”. The
Kremlin’s view of the world is
dark and Hobbesian. But on a
recent visit to Moscow, | was
struck by the confidence of
influential Russians in their
country’s ability to thrive in
such a world.

Approval ratings for Vladimir

Putin have fallen to just above

| 60 per cent, their lowest level

since Russia’s intervention
in Ukraine in 2014, but he is
unchallenged domestically.
Everyone expects the president
to stay in charge at least until
his current term ends in
2024, and probably for longer.
The economy, though still
dependent on natural resource
exports and unable to grow at
more than 1.5 per cent a year,
continues to muddle along.
Much of the Kremlin’s self-
confidence stems from the
belief that the Western world

| ischanging in ways that suit

Russia. Donald Trump is seen
to represent a long-term trend
in the US rather than a short-
term blip: Russian analysts
reckon that the US will be less
focused on intervening around
the world to uphold a liberal,
rules-based, US-led order, and
that it will be more nationalist,
mercantilist and interest-
focused. So in the long run, the
US and Russia should be able to
accommodate each other.
Russians think Europe
is undergoing a similar
transformation. The successes

of Viktor Orban, Marine Le
Pen, Nigel Farage and Matteo
Salvini herald a new Europe
that, like Russia, will seek

to sustain family values and
Christianity, while confronting
Islamic extremism. Chastened
by its foolish support for
democracy in places such as
Libya and Syria, this Europe
will not fuss much over human
rights. Though some European
leaders still pontificate about
European principles and the
rule of law, they are —in the
cynical view of many Russians
—not serious about them.

Some talk of war
with the West as
a real possibility

Russians note that Trump
and Putin share an illiberal
world-view that values the
pursuit of national interest
and disdains multilateralism.
Both dislike sanctimonious
lectures from Angela Merkel.
But the difference, they say,
is that while Trump, coming
from the business world, is an
optimist who sees problems
as fixable, Putin, with an
intelligence background, has
a more paranoid vision. He
believes in conspiracies and
sees international relations as
azero-sum game,

Russian analysts report that
key figures in the Kremlin talk
of war with the West as a real
possibility. Russia’s economy
may be small, they say, but »
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» it could inflict blows
through “asymmetric” or
hybrid warfare — thus Russia
would avoid fighting where its
opponent was strong, and play
to its strengths such as cyber-
warfare and the manipulation

of information via social media.

Some Russians claim that
they could win militarily
through concentrating their
efforts in a few places and by
acting decisively and forcefully.
They point out, for example,
that Russia has achieved
much more in Syria with
limited resources than the US
ever achieved in Iraqg, with
all the billions that it spent
there. They think they have
enough money to develop
new weapons — such as the
hypersonic cruise missiles
at which Russia excels — that
will deter the West from
attacking. Of course, many
senior Russians know that
their country would be crazy
to contemplate a hot war with
the West, but the militaristic
braggadocio serves a purpose
in sustaining morale.

Several well-placed
Russians believe that Europe’s
increasingly “realist” world-
view, combined with its
deteriorating relationship with
the US, will spur it to seek
friendship with Russia. They
say Europe will need Russia in
order to avoid being squeezed
between America and China.

Because Russian leaders do
not take human rights and the
rule of law very seriously, they
find it hard to understand that
others do so. Butas became
clear at a seminar [ attended
in Moscow (organised by the
Club of Three, which brings
together British, French
and German politicians
and business people), some
senior Europeans (including
Germans) will be reluctant to
rebuild bridges with Russia so
long as it defies international
law by occupying Crimea and
parts of the Donbass.

Nobody in Moscow expects
either Putin or Volodymyr
Zelensky, the new Ukrainian
president, to make the
compromises required to

resolve the Donbass conflict
any time soon. It suits the
Kremlin for Russians to regard

| the chaosin Ukraineasa

warning of what happens when
a Russian-speaking country
seeks to embrace Western-style
democracy. But some Moscow
think-tankers recognise that
the conflict saddles Russia with
strategic costs, including poor
relations with the EU and the
sanctions that curtail its access
to foreign credits, investment
and technology.

Putin’s friendship with Xi
Jinping, and the fact that Russia
and China are probably closer
than at any previous time in
their history, reinforces the

The militaristic
braggadocio
sustains morale

self-confidence in Moscow.
Russians believe that the
Chinese share their world-view
and that the two countries
strengthen each other vis-a-vis
the US. They note that the US’s
confrontational attitude to both
is driving them together.

But Russians also describe
the relationship with Chinaasa
marriage of convenience and are
wary of becoming dependent
on an economic giant. One
reason Russian analysts keep
returning to the question of a
closer EU-Russia relationship
is that they want to be able
to play the Europeans and
Chinese against each other
to increase their freedom
of manoeuvre.

Russians are right to point
out that 20 years ago many
Western leaders made the
mistake of thinking that
history was ending, as the
world seemed to move towards
democracy, globalisation and
multilateralism. But some
Russians may now be guilty of
a similar hubris, in assuming
that the Western world will
be driven by nationalism and
identity politics and that it
will forget its values. @

Charles Grant is director of the
Centre For European Reform
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Tugboats and panto dames
Kevin Maguire

No politician hogs the
limelight as selfishly as
narcissist Nigel Farage. The
founder, owner and self-
appointed head and shoulders
of his personal Brexit Party
would go to the opening of
amilk bottle if it put him on
TV. Everybody else must play
second fiddle, silent in the
background until invited to
speak by the great dictator.
Which is why his retinue
frets that Farage will clash
with Ann Widdecombe, a
high-profile MEP recruit who
also says what she likes and
likes what she says. Hearts
were in mouths when the
Thatcherite pantomime dame
came close to upstaging the
Thatcherite villain at the
party’s pre-poll mass rally.
Being just sft 1in won'’t spare
Farage’s diminutive rival
from his intolerance
of tall poppies.

The party sounds
over for the
Change UK Euro
poll flops. Tory
private polling
discovered Labour
would recapture all eight
seats from defector MPs,
including Chuka Umunna

in Streatham, yet the Cons
grab back only two of its
three. The exception was
Heidi Allen sitting on a
16,000 majority in South
Cambridgeshire. She’s floated
a shotgun marriage with the
Lib Dems but Vince Cable’s
resurgent Remainiacs are
astep ahead. The party’s
secretly agreed, whispered

a snout, not to campaign
against Luciana Berger.  hope
they’ve remembered to tell
the Lib Dumb candidate in
Liverpool Wavertree.

Blue ex-MP Brooks Newmark
is gone but not forgotten since
his sex scandal resignation.

Tory chair of the foreign
affairs committee, Tommy
“tugboat” Tugendhat,

who with commendable
speed ruled himself out of a
crowded leadership race, was
spied sipping from a Brooks
Newmark mug. I'm told a
corridor cubby hole near

the former military officer’s
Westminster office is full of
them. Bequeathed cups are
more practical than the mess
left by David Cameron or
Theresa May.

Spare a thought for one-time
Tory campaigner Rachel
Johnson, who’d probably be
an MEP had she stuck with
the Lib Dems instead of
changing to Change. Jeremy
Hunt’s team must be hoping
she’s strategically advising
brother Boris.

An old school
friend of Philip
Hammond
recalled the
Chancellor was
a good kisser
when a teenage
goth. With
Brextremist knives
out for a Treasury money
man threatening to trigger a
general election to stop a no
deal disaster, Spreadsheet
Phil must wish he’d taken
up boxing instead of wearing
black and listening to
depressing music. It’s
never too late.

Labour shadow cabinet
members must be binning
newspaper cuttings and
wiping TV tapes now

nearly all advocate the fresh
referendum many opposed a
few months ago. Success has
many parents, failure leaves
Jeremy Corbyn an orphan. @
Kevin Maguire is the
associate editor (politics)

of the Daily Mirror




