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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today I'm joined by the historian, author and 
broadcaster, Professor David Starkey, known for his acerbic political views, 
he's a longstanding member of the Conservative Party and appears frequently 
on television and radio on shows such as Question Time and Politics Life. 
David has also written and presented a number of documentaries for the BBC, 
Channel 4, and CBS on the monarchy, particularly in relation to the Tudor 
period. He was awarded a CBE in the 2007 Birthday Honours for services to 
history.  
 
David, thank you for joining me. 
Thank you. 
 
Do you like being described as acerbic? 
Well, it's a sort of Latin version of the rudest man in Britain, isn't it? 
 
Yes. 
Which is the famous label that was pinned upon me by the Daily Mail. Do you realise 
you are actually quoting the Daily Mail? 
 
Oh no. 
The badge of shame. 
 
Indeed. 
It followed... it was, I suppose the first moment at which I became that dreadful 
phrase, a household name. It was The Moral Maze. It was in the later 1990s, it was... 
no, the early 1990s, it was the moment at which Prince Charles' relations with 
Camilla Parker Bowles first became really public knowledge, and there was this 
extraordinary figure, George Austin, who was the Archdeacon of York, now 
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everybody thought he was the Archbishop of York. The Archdeacon of York sounds 
great, but is actually a bit of a nobody. 
 
Is he a bureaucratic administrator? 
Well, it was more than that. He's an administrative priest. That's right. Anyway, he 
waded into this with how outrageous extramarital relations were and all the rest of it. 
And in those days on The Moral Maze, my position was different from what it is now. 
I was an absolute out-and-out libertarian, which is a very easy position to hold. It's a 
bit like being a Marxist. One of the reasons Marxists often get very high marks in 
thing, marks... 
 
Yes. 
In history degrees, is that they have a simple framework of analysis that you can pin 
onto anything. Libertarianism is a bit like that. So I went for it, and he was immensely, 
ineffably boring and spoke at huge length. And in those days, my technique - 
because we're talking partly about technique, aren't we - my technique on The Moral 
Maze was to do verbal caricatures. Humour is the most devastating way of winning 
or losing an argument. And as this man having ‘wohwohwohowhowoh’ his way 
through his inquisition, left the studio, I bid him farewell, "Doesn't his fatness, his 
smugness and his pomposity genuinely make you want to vomit," as he left the 
studio. And in retrospect I felt a bit of a heel, as one tends to do. Also years later, I 
think when he knew he was dying, he wrote a letter saying, "Can't we be friends," 
which I didn't reply to properly. So that made me feel even more ashamed and, poor 
man, when his the obituary finally appeared in The Times, which was the leading 
quote on it? "His fatness, his smugness, and his pomposity." And at that point I 
thought, "Oh dear, on the day of judgment, this will be held against me." That's when 
the label, the rudest man, and to cease being a little serious about it as I have been, 
of course I was rung up the following day. In those days, you know, we used things 
like telephones to talk on, this strange primitive world that we've left behind... 
 
I'm glad those days are gone. 
And all friends rang up, "Oh we're so sorry, you know, isn't it terrible," and I had the 
wit to reply, "Don't pretend, don't worry. It's worth at least a hundred thousand a 
year." And as I then pointed out, it turned out to be a severe underestimate, so... 
 
And so, I suppose that in PR terms, you've created a noteworthiness. 
That's right. Why you're you using it. Why in the same way that that phrase that I 
pinned on the unfortunate Archdeacon, the phrase that was pinned on me, it acts as 
a badge, a label. And do you know what, it's quite fascinating, because you've been 
called the rudest man in Britain, you turn up at an event where people have invited 
you, they're clearly cowering. They suddenly expect that you're acerbic, that a kind of 
lava of words will descend on them. You say, "Please," and, "Thank you." They look 
at you with dog-like gratitude and then you can... 
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As indeed I am now. 
You can hear them say to each other, "Oh isn't he really so nice." 
 
Well I found you perfectly gentlemanly. So, have you mellowed in your old age 
though? I mean you mentioned that you were a libertarian. Presumably you're 
not a libertarian now? 
No, I think I've become more conventionally conservative. I've developed, particularly 
in the wake of the death of my partner four years ago, I've become much less certain 
about what I don't believe, kind of like, you know, like Rumsfeld with his known 
unknowns, and unknown unknowns. I remain, I think, an atheist. I began all those 
years ago, coming to London in the very early days of Gay Lib when I came from 
Cambridge, to my first job at LSE in '72, it was immediately at the beginning of that, 
and you know the notion which we have nowadays, that what gay men want to do is 
to have partners, children and a dog, would have struck us as the maddest thing on 
God's earth. We wanted to reinvent human relationships, sex and everything else, 
and libertarianism. That kind of dissolution of existing structures was very appealing. 
I now find it rather sad and rather superficial. 
 
But you were an out gay figure at a time of widespread homophobia, you know, 
particularly amongst the conservative organisations whose politics you might 
have otherwise shared. 
Yes, I mean, it was and it wasn't. I mean, again, Thatcher, yes, Section 28. On the 
other hand, her relationships with very large numbers of gay men including of course 
key figures in her cabinet like Norman St John-Stevarse, as he was rather unkindly 
known. There was a most brilliant Mark cartoon which showed him posing in an 
overtight overcoat in front of a street sign, which said, "This way," with a large arrow, 
but you know, he played the role of court favourite in the court of Queen Margaret. 
Again, I can't claim, and I really think it's very important to say this, I cannot claim that 
in any way being gay or coming out very early as gay, ever did me any serious 
damage. Remember, I was at the London School of Economics. I was at the centre 
of thorough-going radical liberalism. The different departments had different attitudes. 
I remember one aggrieved heterosexual in my department, in which I think either a 
third or a half of us were gay, including the then Stevenson professor whose partner 
and he were the people who gave refuge to Anthony Blunt, and the aggrieved 
heterosexual said, "This bloody department. It's compulsory to be a poofter." So, I 
cannot claim that I was lacerated. I cannot claim that I was martyrized. There were 
people of course who disapproved. And there were people tried to make it difficult. 
They were usually in the lesser colleges of London university places like Queen 
Mary, where there was a ghastly man called Robert Leslie. And I remember, I was 
interviewed for a temporary post when S T Bindoff was on leave and I gave an 
interview, it was brilliant as the one that I'm giving to you now, and did not get the job. 
And the word came back to me, Robert Leslie had said, "That young man's got bells 
on his fingers and toes. I'm not having him here." For heaven's sake, it was the Mile 
End Road. Who wants to go there, still, would be my view. But there were important 
jobs to be done. I mean, the reason, and in retrospect I was immensely wise, the 
reason that I said, "I am gay," from the lectern, was very simple. Otherwise there is 
innuendo. You're surrounded by more or less attractive young men. There were, of 
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course, right through that period, well into the '90s, there were repeated scandals. If 
you're out, the press can do nothing to you. It's when you conceal. That seems to me 
to be the logic of coming out. It can be very painful. It was very painful for my mother, 
and I was brutal in doing it. And again, we do it as part of ourselves, as a satisfaction 
to ourselves, as a sort of proclamation of being authentic. And it was cruel. It was 
necessary. 
 
But it must have taken courage because, without demeaning anyone who 
comes out now, I mean I challenge the notion why anyone needs to come out 
at all now because people's sexuality, their gender, it's their own affair, but it 
took real courage back then because you know... 
But you know, come on, being gay in the old days, especially when it was a matter of 
conscious difference, I mean you've made a very interesting point now, with the 
increased knowingness and acceptance. One very typical form of gay behaviour is to 
become as alike to the surrounding world as possible. Hence gay coupledom, hence 
gay marriages, and hence children, hence dogs. Hence the whole routine which 
renders you, apart from the fact that it's male and male or female and female, if we're 
any longer allowed to make those clear distinctions, as otherwise indistinguishable 
from any other couple. We were different I think, and that difference is an aspect of 
courage, and that difference is also, I think, why gay people along with Jews and all 
sorts of other minorities, have actually been in general, rather creative. Most human 
progress, and here I'm speaking not only because of the homosexuality but because 
of my Quaker background, long, long forgotten and never really seriously absorbed, 
saving the one thing, my awareness of what it was like, not to belong to the majority, 
and human creativity depends on dissent. Human creativity depends on saying, "No," 
not accepting the general formulation and that involves courage, these old fashioned 
virtues. This is one of the things that, well, there are so many things, terrible about 
the attempt that imposing a woke consensus and it's quasi-religious. Thought now 
becomes a matter of orthodoxy and heresy. You're not allowed to do anything else, 
and you're burned on Twitter if you are to heresy. But this guarantees that thought 
freezes, that there will be no progress. Progress depends on the allowability of 
dissent. And again, what was peculiar until very recently about the government of 
England and Britain, that you institutionalised opposition. You had the Leader of Her 
Majesty's Opposition as a recognised salaried privileged post, because it was 
thought that there should be political dissent, that there should be political debate. As 
I said, I think that the fact that you don't fit in, in almost any way, privileges you, but 
again, you see you've got two reactions to it, don't you? The reaction that I took was, 
I hope, the reaction of courage. Dare one say it, do you remember the old slogan, do 
you remember? You don't, you're far too young, you were a child, but there's that 
wonderful slogan of early Gay Lib, which was ‘better blatant than latent’. The sort of, 
out and proud, the being open about it. And that's courage. The other reaction of 
course, to being different, is to proclaim victimhood. I hate victimhood. I hate the way 
that we now, as it were, turn people who self-identify as victims into kind of moral 
heroes. I loathe that supine quality. 
 
It demeans genuine victims of which sometimes there are, of course. 
What we do now of course, we characterise whole groups as victims and usually self-
paraded, self-appointing. 
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I mean you've been called rude and I can see that you're not, but you also 
wrongly get called posh, because of the way you speak, but actually you were 
brought up in an austere working class home. 
Austere wasn't quite the word, but it was quite... it wasn't rich. And again, I'm not 
going to say that I personally have ever known poverty. There are people who were 
my contemporaries, who genuinely didn't have shoes, who had filthy homes and that 
kind of thing. We were, thanks particularly to my mother, we were, what again, in 
terms of just illicit mockery nowadays, would have been called the respectable 
working class. My father had a terrible stretch from his conclusion of his 
apprenticeship on his 21st birthday in 1928 until 1935, seven years of unemployment 
when there was very little unemployment benefit. But from that point onwards when 
he moved up to Kendal where I was born, he was in employment all the time. He was 
a shop floor turner. He was a metal turner in a factory, which, his basic purpose was 
to make commercial washing machines. And of course the Second World War, it was 
turned over to armaments to his horrors. He was a Quaker, but he felt that he was 
torn between his pacifism, which was real, and his sense of obligation to his wife, his 
father, who was then living with them and so on. And he continued in employment, 
but it tortured him. And the background to that of course is also interesting, because 
my grandfather lived with me. I was inculcated into political debate, because my 
father's opinions were pretty much those of Jeremy Corbyn. He was a serious 
socialist. He was an active trade unionist. I think he went to District Secretary of the 
Amalgamated Engine Craft Union. He stood as a local councillor though wasn't 
elected. He, I suppose the position that he had, was, he was a passionate reader of 
The Manchester Guardian, as it then was. The George Lansbury wing of the Labour 
Party of the early 1930s which of course is the real reason not to knock Tory 
appeasement that we didn't have rearmament in the 1930s it was that highly... a 
Labour leader who was very, very similar to... rather better educated, but very similar 
to Corbyn now. So that was one side of the political debate in our house. The other 
was my grandfather, who was a typical working class Tory, he came from, well the 
whole family came from Oldham... 
 
A Mondeo Man, as he would have been latterly called. 
Well, he would have been. But remember, it's really important we get this right and 
this should be a major issue. Why was he a Tory? Well, okay. He was by his own 
standards, he was successful. He was what was called a mule gaffer, that's to say he 
was a foreman. Nowadays you would be called a junior manager in the mill and so 
on. They were able to buy their own house in a nice part of Chadderton and so on, 
and but what really defined him, made him different from my father, was that quality 
of straightforward English patriotism. It's the patriotism. That's why in the First World 
War... my father, deeply hesitant about even making weapons, let alone using them 
in the Second World War. In the First World War, my grandfather, although he was in 
his thirties by then, although he had a family, he had no need to serve. He actually 
volunteered in the First World War, because of this native patriotism. And again, you 
know, when you listen to Boris Johnson desperately trying to string together why 
Brexit is important, with all of these other measures to rescue places like Oldham and 
whatever, which remember used to be solidly Tory voting, Liverpool was solidly Tory 
and Winston Churchill as a Conservative, is first elected in Oldham. My grandfather 
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told me about voting for him. So Johnson needs to be recovering that clear sense of 
national identity and pride, which isn't boast, which isn't xenophobia. It is what my 
grandfather had, was a straightforward pride in being English. And there's a very 
good reason for it. 
 
And yet as you mentioned earlier about sort of the number of genders 
increasing, it seems to me that a lot of people are losing faith in the concept of 
nationhood. I have friends that say, "Well a nation is just a dotted line on a map 
and I've got as much in common with my French friends as I have British and 
I'm neither proud nor ashamed of being English." 
Do you ever see if they can really speak French? 
 
Well, my French friends can. 
But your English friends who claim to have an absolute affinity with your French 
friends, can they actually speak French? Are they really part of the French culture? 
By the way, have you noticed whether your French friends are equally contemptuous 
about being French, because in general they are not. There's something very 
peculiar about the intelligentsia of England, and you know there's the famous... 
there's the great essay by George Orwell, The Lion and the Unicorn, pointing out 
there's a certain kind of English intellectual and he puts it, would rather steal from a 
poor box than stand to attention for the national anthem. Again, it's Corbyn, this 
strange self-hatred of being English, and in terms of my own profession is broadened 
into an attack on the legitimacy of English history, the whole way in which one is 
constantly banging on about slavery and the iniquities of the empire. It's an attempt 
to delegitimating history. And if you have a country with a continuous political history 
of 800 years, you are consciously trying to undermine that. You see, I have historian 
friends, friends who will say their great regret is that Britain wasn't defeated in the 
Second World War. 
 
Jesus. 
Because then we would recognise that nationhood was flawed. Remember the whole 
German renunciation of nationhood, which if you ask the Greeks isn't perhaps as 
strong as it could have been, but the alleged German renunciation of nationhood is 
all to do of course with the Second World War, and Nazism and whatever. In the 
same way that the theoretical abandonment of nationhood within the EU is because 
all the constituent countries of the EU have either being victor or victim powers in the 
second way... in one way or another, all been defeated or victim powers defeated, 
defeated either by the Nazis or the Nazis of course themselves defeated. And it's that 
defeat and that defeatism which is the real foundation of the EU. And it's the fact of 
course, Britain wasn't part of that, that means it's always been different and separate. 
I mean our motives for going in or the motives of Heath and whatever, were merely 
due to a sense of ungovernability in the 1970s, and particularly due to economic 
crisis, but there wasn't that sense of the shared destruction of nationhood or 
nationalism, which again is why there is both the constant reiteration of the Second 
World War and the constant attack on that. And it's why the Second World War and 
victory in the Second World War in one sense is now so deeply contested, because 
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it's the very fact that we were victor power, that it is simply that Britain in 1939/40 and 
Churchill, which is the only reason for the resistance to Nazism, that makes one 
different. It makes one separate. But of course one's also going back and looking at a 
hugely long stretch of, one can say it quite seriously, anti-European propaganda. I 
always describe the Reformation, Henry the Eighth’s Reformation of course, in which 
I am a specialist. It's the first Brexit, and it's followed of course, by 500 years of 
propaganda against Rome. I mean it just happens that the EU was set up where? By 
the treaty of Rome. I remember my first school trip, going back to my dear mother. 
My first school trip was to Rome. I was a 13-year-old. My mother looked with horror 
at the thought. I mean, she couldn't really explain to me. I mean, she had an order of 
what were terrible things to be. You mustn't be, dare I say it, you mustn't be Irish. 
You mustn't be Roman Catholic, and above all you mustn't be divorced. You know 
these were the orders of moral reprobation. It was how discipline was... we're talking 
about council estates. It was how discipline was preserved on council estates. If you 
remember the old Coronation Street with Ena Sharples, with this kind of huge, huge 
bosom. There were these women, like my mother, they had turbans, they had 
pinafores. I'm doing a caricature, they have folded arms and they maintained moral 
discipline. You try being a boy in a gang with one of those women and no. So, here 
was my mother with all her prejudices. How could she explain it to me? She looked at 
me very seriously and said, “Now David, remember, wash your hands frequently. 
They have very funny toilet habits.” 
 
Maybe they did. 
Oh, they did indeed need stamina. You'd still squat loos. This is in, what year are we 
now? We're 1958, was that first trip, and they did indeed still have squat loos. 
 
Which are now actually widely regarded by medical professionals as the most 
healthy way to defecate, but we will... 
Have you seen the mess? Have you ever seen the messes? 
 
We have a little what's called a squatty potty at home, which is a thing that 
helps you raise your legs. But anyway we're probably going into too much 
detail. 
Shall we abbreviate this particular part. Because, again, we sort of got diverted from 
the working class business. You see, again, accent. Why is it what it is? I was an 
only child. My parents were from South Lancashire. I was brought up in Cumbria. I 
was brought up, what's it now called, which sounds like a failed Roman Legion, I was 
brought up in Westmoreland. There were radically different accents. I was an only 
child. I was not an active child, because I was born with clubbed feet and had mild 
polio and all the rest of it. I suppose I really learned to speak as much from the home 
service, as it was in those days, and the third programme, which gives me my 
duchess voice. And again... 
 
Radiophone now, of course, has accents from all over. 
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Well, I mean deliberately. When I went to Cambridge again, there were the 
professional Northerners. Oh God, they were awful people. They were kind of people 
who didn't have chips on their shoulders, they had chip buckets on their shoulders. I 
remember one of them became a very distinguished academic, was known by that 
wonderful phrase from Thomas Hobbes, as nasty, brutish, and short. And he really 
didn't want to join them. 
 
Professional Northerners. 
And it was, I suppose, I mean, my view has always been join them and beat them. 
 
So there was never an element of what is now called impostor syndrome. You 
know, you've come from... 
Oh, absolutely not. 
 
Why is there no element of imposter syndrome?  
Because in my day you didn't receive a leg up. You had to perform better. And every 
single step in my career didn't depend on doing well. It depended on doing best, and 
it's seems to me to be absolutely as simple as that. 
I forget who said it, there are two types of people: decent and those that aren't 
decent. I've also found, as an employer of many people, there are people that 
have ambition and those that don't. Where does your ambition come from? 
Because you could have had the ambition to not go to Cambridge and 
ultimately to the LSE, but to stand at a leave, and work at a mill. 
No. 
 
Not to demean that job, of course. 
No, I think, again... I mean it was also my school. Again, it's the odd experience of 
being born in a council house, and all the rest of it. On the other hand, my parents 
associated with Quakerism, which then as now, was profoundly middle class, upper 
middle class. So, we had friends who were very substantial folk in those days. Well, 
Kendal was until relatively recently, essentially an industrial town in which most of the 
companies were actually run by Quakers, and because we were part of the meeting, 
my parents numbered these people who, in class terms, were way, way, way above 
them as friends and as people as they knew. Also again, at my grammar school, it 
was a remarkable school. It was abolished in the first wave of comprehensive-isation. 
Tiny, little school of 300. It had got a new headmaster when I went there, a man 
called James Boys, J. Boys. He was, I think at that point, the youngest headmaster in 
the country. He was in his early thirties. He had been a housemaster, I think Rugby, 
before he was 13, and he civilised the school. It had probably been pretty thuggish. 
He didn't quite abolish beating, but he nearly abolished beating. And it was a school 
that seemed, to me, to be completely open to talent. I became friendly with the other 
bright boys, and mine was an astonishing class. Tiny school, 300, class of 20 odd. 
Two of us got open scholarships to Cambridge, another got an exhibition. Another 
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person in the class went to Cambridge for a postgraduate. So, nearly a quarter of the 
class ended up at Cambridge. 
 
I would have been in the three quarters. I went to Leeds Poly. 
And the school also had two traditions, which I think have been absolutely, talk about 
confidence. Talk about media mastery. Talking about what we're doing now. The 
school was brilliant at public speaking, and it was brilliant at acting. The only time I 
was ever popular in the school, we had an elocution contest. The very name now 
arouses derision, but it had three key elements in it. You had to be able to recite from 
memory a piece of verse. You had to be able to read, unseen, a piece of prose. And 
you have to be able to do what's called a stump speech. And that is... 
 
Given how much I stumbled over the introduction to this podcast... 
You did it terribly. 
 
Failed from the get-go. 
I was ashamed. My ears were burning for you. I don't blush for myself, I blush for 
others, you get the point. I remember still doing it. My history master, George Sear 
who had hair exactly like Andrew Neil, he go got Brillo pad hair. We actually did a 
review that showed somebody all done with Brillo pad hair. He would stand there at 
the platform, fully gowned of course, it was a very high platform. You went up the 
steps, all the school was there, 300 bored, testosterone ridden boys, and you to talk 
to them. And you were handed a little folded slip of paper, which this is early 1960s, it 
could be Britain's accession to the European community. It could be French cinema. 
It could be the National Union of Farmers. Anything. And you had no longer than it 
took you to walk from the edge of the stage to the centre of the stage before you 
started speaking on it. And I always won. Then there was acting. By the time I was a 
teenager, by the time I'd finished school, I played John Worthington in The 
Importance. I'd played Malvolio. I was a brilliant Malvolio, because I didn't realise I 
was having the piss taken out of me. And then finally Becket in Murder in the 
Cathedral. This is what state schools should be doing now. It's not so much what you 
do... What do you do in the classroom is important. It is important that people are 
properly grounded in maths and language and English, and all the rest of it, and 
history. That you communicate knowledge, but it's useless if you don't have that 
social confidence. If you don't have that command of language and that command of 
yourself. That's what the state schools should be doing. And the best ones are, I 
mean, I've been to a few of them. They're wiping spots off public schools. When I 
went up to Cambridge, unless a public school boy had been to, the real ones, unless 
he'd been to Eaton or to Winchester or whatever, we took for granted he was a 
Dumbo. 
 
Not unreasonably. 
Not unreasonably. Because, again, in those days, remember, huge numbers of 
schools that had become public schools weren't. The schools like Manchester 
grammar school, Dulwich, and all the rest of it. They were direct grant. They had this 
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middle ground. There were reasons why comprehensive-isation was forced, but what 
it did, and this is why it's so terrible, the threats against public schools, it destroyed 
great schools like mine. My conversion from being a libertarian. Institutions matter. 
It's very easy to destroy something, like a good school, like a good university, like a 
good country. It's very difficult to create it. And this passionate, left-wing desire or 
indeed liberal desire to tear down, to reinvent, because of some theoretical position 
of justice. The present may be imperfect, but it has virtues. The achievements of 
revolutions are normally disasters. There's been only a single successful revolution 
and that's the American one because it changed so little. The French revolution is an 
utter catastrophe, to France and to the world. Until we realise this, until we begin to 
acknowledge it, we are simply doomed to repeat this awful cycle of failure that 
represents our every 30 year infatuation with quasi-revolutionary socialism. As we're 
going through at the moment, as America seems to be going through at the moment. 
The outcome is invariably catastrophic. And, as you will remember, and I think this is 
a real quote from Einstein: the sure sign of insanity is doing the same thing 
repeatedly and expecting a different outcome. Socialism is insanity. 
 
And do you think social media is accelerating that insanity? Do you feel the 
kind of liberal, elite consensus is ultimately they will silence all voices that they 
don't approve of? 
I think there may be an element of that. I mean, again, you mustn't ask me that 
question because I deliberately decided to have no involvement on the social media. 
It seems to me that the only statement of serious authority that David Cameron ever 
made was that only twats Twitter. 
 
Yes, too many tweets make a twat. 
And that... 
 
He did renege on it, of course. 
He did renege on it, but reneged on most things. The original statement seems to me 
to be authoritative. 
 
Don't you want to just idle away many hours, like most people do now, just 
arguing with numpties on Twitter that just want to shout insults? 
No, because I have superior opportunities. I can argue with you. I wouldn't dream of 
calling you a numpty. 
 
Many people have. 
I'm sure that may be the case. And I have friends, and so on, with whom I debate, 
but one does it in a very different way. Right, let's now be serious about the social 
media. I think the problem with the social media is that they're fundamentally unreal. 
The nearest thing to them are two things. And they're both present in classical 
political thought. There is a wonderful description, in Plato's Republic, of the basis of 
fault, what is false consciousness, false understanding of the world, in which he 
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describes the cave. He says, imagine most people, they're imprisoned in a darkened 
and space below. They can't move. They can only look forward. What they see are 
shadows reflected on the wall from puppets with a fire. Well, it seems to me that's a 
pretty perfect description of the social media, of cinema, of television, and all the rest 
of it. In other words, it's a series of flickering artificial images which have substituted 
themselves for reality. When you look at somebody... I travel by train a great deal. 
You're often going through stunningly beautiful countryside and what are people 
doing? They're looking at some drivel on their iPhone. The flickering image. People 
walk through the streets and nearly knock you over because they're looking. They're 
not actually engaging with real human beings. They're engaging with these flickering 
images, be they words or be they videos, or whatever. And there's another thing, too. 
I think the catastrophe of how the web was set up. Now, I use it all the time. In other 
words, I use Google. It's an immensely useful source of research, and all the rest of 
it, but the problem is it was set up by Tim Berners-Lee on the basis that it needed no 
rules. In other words, it was set up on the assumption that human beings are 
naturally good. That is not true. Again, you can see the web, I think... 
 
Well, any journey on public transport would... 
It should tell you that. But, again, classic political thought, which should be taught 
much more seriously than it is, enables you to understand what the web is. The web 
is the state of nature, of the 17th and 18th century. This imagined world, before 
organised societies with laws and whatever develop. And there are two views of the 
state of nature. There's a view of the state of nature of Thomas Hobbes, which is, I've 
already quoted it: Life is nasty, brutish and short, without law. In other words, that 
men are naturally bad and need law. And men, especially, and also women too, need 
laws to keep them in line. And then the other view is the view of Rousseau. That man 
is naturally good, and it's society that corrupts him. And what we can now see from 
Twitter is that Thomas Hobbes is absolutely right and that Russo is absolutely wrong. 
What the web desperately needs is ordinary law applied to it, and it also needs the 
abolition of anonymity. The catastrophe of people effectively going masked. If you 
see somebody in the street with a mask on, they're up to no good. 
 
They're wrong 'uns. 
They're wrong 'uns. 
 
But you do like a bit of banter, a bit of... 
Of course. 
 
A bit of knock about, for example in Question Time… 
Yes, of course. Of course. And I have done, I believe, I am told, some of the things 
that appear as kind of legends on YouTube. 
 
On the YouTube. 
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The one that I'm most proud of, it was with the ghastly, we're talking about gay rights, 
and whatever, with the dreadful Jeffrey Archer. This was in the days when I was the 
front for the wonderfully named TORCHE, the Tory Campaign for Homosexual 
Equality. In which we parodied, of course, Margaret Thatcher's taut. With a special 
little kink in its hair. We were very much more important, dare I say it, than Ian 
McKellen, in that initial reduction of the age of consent from 21 to 18. And I 
remember appearing on Question Time with Archer, who was going on passionately - 
Of course, we wanted 16 like everybody else, and why not - Going on passionately 
about the absolute need for this compromised position. It couldn't possibly be 16 or it 
had to be the special age of 21, and I responded by saying I was deeply impressed 
by Lord Archer's careful defence of fence sitting in this middle position, and by the 
way, could I share with you the audience, the reason that Englishman are so fond of 
sitting on the fence. It's because they enjoy the sensation. Archer was... He 
exploded. He was like a boiled tomato that you prick and it pops, and horrible things 
shoot out. The best one I think was one years later, when I pointed out that 
everybody else on the team, including David Dimbleby, was hereditary. In other 
words, they were all the children of journalists or peers, or whatever. As opposed to 
the upstart yob who was me. 
 
You are still a talking head on these types of shows. Do you enjoy them? 
Because... 
I haven't done Question Time in years. 
 
But you've done Politics Live. 
Oh, yes. I do that. 
 
But TV doesn't really give you the depth, does it? As we were chatting, before 
we started the recording, if you're doing anything on TV, you've got two 
minutes, 13 seconds to get your point across. 
Oh, that's eternity. That's eternity. But television has always been like this. I 
remember when, going right back, talking about my Tudor programmes. I think one of 
the very first I did, I can even remember where it was, it was a wonderful, 
Elizabethan long gallery at Haddon Hall, where there was this marvellous greenish 
glass and there's a sort of pitter patter of a stream. The house is built on a crag side. 
Utterly wonderful. And I was doing a piece on the reformation. Now, the reformation 
is pretty complicated, and it was a complicated piece because I had to walk, there 
was track. In other words, the camera was being rolled up and down on the track. I 
was supposed to look meaningfully towards specific pictures, and I did it all. So proud 
of myself and I look to the director expecting, you know, well done. 
 
Congratulations. 
There was a look of sublime boredom on his face. He said, "David, you realise that 
was almost a minute." 
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So the B-roll that you were recording was too long. 
I was then sent away like a whipped schoolboy to reduce the reformation to 40 
seconds. 
 
Which bit did you cut out? 
I can't remember at this distance of time. But again, you see, if you're good you can 
perform something like that exercise of compression. I loved making television 
documentaries, and I think they're rather good, but it is a test. It's that real test of 
knowledge in order to simplify without making crude, in order to make communicable 
without doing a parody. 
 
You have to truly know it. 
You have to truly know. And this is one of the reasons that I disapprove of so many 
non-expert presenters. Far too much on television is actually the work of producers 
and Wikipedia. With mere talking heads who are reading autocue. 
 
Or even the contrived thing where they say they're on a journey of discovery. 
So they start the programme saying, well, I know absolutely bugger all about 
this topic. 
Indeed, and it's disgraceful. 
 
Where did your fascination with the Tudors come from? Do you revel in that 
kind of inherent soap opera? That's what I remember from being a kid. 
Divorced, beheaded, survived, divorced, headed, survived. That's it, yes. 
Well done. Full marks. Full marks. 
 
Six out of six. 
Yes, six out of six. 
 
Actually did you notice I stumbled over it as well. 
I did notice. I noticed. I thought that was artful. I thought that was artful. I was 
assuming you were actually reading it there. It is soap opera, and I'm actually on 
record as saying it's soap opera. I mean the Tudors are wonderful. They're the 
English-Greek myths that, if we're being academic, it's meta history. It's more than 
history. But, of course, they're also of absolutely central importance. I mean, Henry 
the Eighth is the axial figure in English history. Before Henry the Eighth, from the 
Norman conquest to Henry the Eighth, we were a pretty normal European country. It 
is Henry the eighth, and the reformation reinforced by Elizabeth and the second 
reformation, which turns The Channel into the widest strip of water in the world, on 
which you do things differently. But that's not how I got into it. I got into it by purist 
personal accident, in the same way I got into history, by purist personal. It's really 
important we acknowledge agency, the importance of chance. My best subjects at 
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school when I was doing my O Levels were the sciences. Physics and chemistry. But 
I wasn't a natural mathematician. And we talked before about two of the other boys in 
my class who went on to Cambridge. They both went to St. John's, I went to 
Fitzwilliam, and they were serious mathematicians. I grasped in a way that I don't 
think my teachers did, that in order to be a proper scientist, you had to be a natural 
mathematician. I, in contrast, had a natural gift of language. What I did, I opted for 
the art subject that was nearest in terms of evidence, argument, rigor, logic, analysis 
to a science subject, which properly done, is history. Because history is both. You 
need those intense critical skills with documents, and I was immensely fortunate at 
Cambridge to have as my principal teacher, Geoffrey Elton, Sir Geoffrey Elton, who 
was the complete German style rigorous, analytical documentary historian. I was also 
very fortunate because of my experience at school and a general interest in 
language, and so on, to have literary skill. And it's combining those two things that 
makes it work. So, I became a historian, in a sense, by accident. And why didn't I get 
into the Tudors? Well, pretty much by accident again, also. In my days at Cambridge, 
there were two dominant figures in the history faculty. There was Jack Plumb and 
there was Geoffrey Elton. Jack Plumb was already besotted with Simon Schama, 
who was a year ahead of me. So one went off to Geoffrey Elton. It's almost as simple 
as that. 
 
Television historians used to be fairly dry, though. Your style must have been a 
dream for the TV commissioners. 
Oh, it was a nightmare to begin with. My first television programme wasn't actually a 
history at all. The anniversary was two years ago, it was the summer of 1977, when 
in Manchester I was more famous than I'd ever been at any subsequent point. And 
the programme we now know is actually the first piece of reality TV in Britain. This is 
going 30 odd, 32 years ago, whatever it is, 40 odd, isn't it? Just amazing. It was 
fronted... Does the name Russell Harty mean anything to you? 
 
I remember Russell Harty. Didn't Grace Jones famously slap him. That's in a 
YouTube clip, I can remember. 
Yes. Russell Harty. That wonderful poem, Clive James, The Adventures of Felicity 
Fark in the Land of the Media. Felicity Fuck in the Land of the Media, with an 
interview with Michael Parkinson. When you had Michael Parkinson and Russell 
Harty interviewing each other's mothers, just the parody of the talk show. Anyway, 
the wonderfully camp, and suppressed gay, and self-tortured Russell was presenting 
the programme. So it was called Behave Yourself, which meant it was all about 
misbehaving. And what we did, we got a panel of people from a real live Coronation 
Street in Oldham, and we got them drunk and we got them talking about sex and 
eating. About sex and drinking. About sex and clothes. You get the general idea. And 
to make it vaguely respectable, there was a panel of experts. You had Nick 
Humphrey, who is King's Cambridge, very distinguished animal behaviourist. You 
have the man who was then the director of what would be the anthropological 
department of The British Museum. It was then called The Museum of Mankind. You 
had a fashionable Hardy Street psychiatrist. And they were trying to find a historian. I 
had taught a young man called Charles Kitching who had been an RAF cadet, but 
when he'd actually, in other words, he'd been financed through Cambridge by the 
RAF. When he actually joined the RAF, he discovered deplorable things like the fight. 
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You're expected to be sober when you flew a plane. So he didn't survive in the RAF 
long and he found his natural home in television. His job was to find a historian to fill 
this slot on Behave Yourself. He ummed and ahhed, and he ummed and ahhed until 
another key figure in my life, John Slater, who was the founder producer of World in 
Action and was the director, producer for Behave Yourself. Sort of put Charles on his 
shoulders, which was rather capacious against the wall and said, come on, you were 
at Cambridge, you read history, there must be somebody. Charles gave me the 
resounding endorsement. While I suppose David Starkey was the least boring. 
 
Well indeed. 
The whole of my career and television was really founded on that because you can 
do a genealogical descent. On the other hand, when I first appeared on that 
programme, the Granada executives were desperate to get me off because I was too 
risky. 
 
Risky in what way? 
Well, doing what I'm doing now. 
 
Oh, I see. 
Breaking the rules, making Russell outrageous. I mean, I effectively got Russell 
coming out on television, when they'd been this immense suppression, as you would 
have expected back in those benighted days. 
 
I mean, one thing led to another and... 
It did. You can do. Then The Trial Of King Richard The Third and it goes on and on. 
The programme that really made me was not television. It was the Moral Maze. With 
that extraordinary man and also just died who was a producer, David Coombs. I saw 
him a day or two ago, I saw Michael Burke, who was the chairman of the programme. 
That was the first programme in which, I suppose the looseness of structure, the fact 
that it was at least as it were evenly to the right. If it wasn't actually dominated by the 
right. It was a remarkable programme. Of course, David was totally wicked producer. 
He would carefully arrange it, so as that at certain moments... I mean the booth we've 
got here, he would carefully arrange it so as that, Michael will be seated at the head 
of the table. There were certain positions in which he'd got himself into in the box 
where I could see him, but Michael couldn't. So Michael will be going, come grab 
David. I think you'll go a bit further up. David please, this really, go get him... 
 
So the producer would be egging you on? 
...Go and get the fuck out. But do you see again, there was always a problem with 
these people. There was a problem with Jeffery. There was a problem with my 
mother. There was a problem with John Slater. They all imagined they had invented 
you. It's what I call it's the My Fair Ladies syndrome. The notion that you've actually 
created somebody and they want you to be just what they want you to be. I'm afraid 
with all of these people, there's been a moment of rebellion on my part. I'm not 
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created by anybody. They can help fashion, but I am finally my own person and I 
want my own voice. The thing that I take most pride in, in what I've done on 
television, is certainly after the early days, every single word I uttered was mine. I 
had written it, I had thought it, I owned it, I'd researched it, I claimed it. 
 
Channel 4 gave you a reported two million pound deal, will they commission 
you now? Are you insufficiently woke? 
Oh, I'm sure... 
 
You question feminised history presented for a female audience. 
Under no circumstances would I. They've got their everything gone off. They still do 
interesting things with history, not that I watch it. But, they still clearly do very 
interesting things. No, of course they wouldn't. But what I was doing then was new. 
You yourself referred to this. If you think of how history was presented in the 1980s 
and the early 1990s, it was things like Timewatch. It was Tim Gordon in which it 
resembled an extremely bad tempered episode of Newsnight, in which you put four 
historians of different opinions into a room and they shouted at each other. You had 
actually no idea whatever was actually going on, what was being shouted about. I 
suppose what Sharma and I did was to go back in television terms to old fashion 
narrative history. And old fashioned narrative history depending, as it always does, 
as much on the personality of the historian and the style of the historian. If you look 
at the great works of narrative history: Clarendon on The Great Rebellion and 
Macaulay on the history of England, and the Gibbon on the decline and fall of the 
Roman Empire. It's not only the subject, it's the peculiar relationship between the 
subject and the voice of the historian. In our own ways, particularly I think Simon and 
I mastered that and made it a way of communicating very different, very separate 
views of the past, but in a way that survives as I understand it. I have no idea about 
the history of Britain. I know my own programmes, I'm pretty much on a constant loop 
perpetually rebroadcast. 
 
They are indeed. 
Which is rather nice.  
Now, you're an expert Royal watcher of course. Will Harry and Megan destroy 
the monarchy. 
I think it very unlikely. It survived many worse things including the execution for King. 
We have not yet recommended that as a way of solving the problem of Harry and 
Megan. I'm not sure that I am really an expert Royal watcher. I got this label hung 
around my neck in the 1990s, because of course, I was one of the few historians who 
was actually interested in monarchy. We were talking about being a rebel. I'm a very 
odd sort of rebel. When I was growing up in the 1960s and it was known what history 
should be about. You should be doing either like my great teacher at Cambridge, like 
Geoffrey Elton: You should be doing the history of institutions and bureaucracy. Or 
like what were the other people? E H Carr. You should be doing the history of the 
Soviet Union or like E P Thompson, the rise of the working class. I didn't believe in 
any of this, because I was a rebel. I'm interested in old aristocratic societies. In 
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societies that were run from the top down. Because we see, what we've tried to do 
with history is to impose what I call the pathetic fallacy of the democratic myth. We 
assume that change comes from the bottom. That it comes up. Oh no, it doesn't. 
Almost always it is imposed. It's led. Again, I wanted to do history differently. I've 
praised Jeffrey, his brilliance with documents. But the document is not the only 
record of the past. This is why I love doing television. The past is, its buildings. The 
past is its music, it’s its literature, it’s its objects, it’s its clothes, it’s its smell, it's its 
sanitation. The good historian, and this again, I had the immense good for... a two 
great, good fortunes. The first was I chose and absolutely over Geoffrey Elton's dead 
body, I chose to work on the Royal court. That's the household and something very 
much like the White House, or Downing Street or wherever, whatever, the groups of 
people who actually surround power. It was fascinating and it was extraordinary and 
it forced me to do many of these things. When I came to London after Cambridge in 
‘72, I moved obviously in very, very different circles. I met one extraordinary figure, a 
wonderful older gay man called Hugh Bailey, who was the Assistant Secretary of the 
Historical Manuscripts Commission. Doesn't that sound boring? When he died, they 
discovered the desk not filled with historical manuscripts but rather imaginative, the 
drawn gay pornography, because he was a very good artist. Hugh was brilliant. Hugh 
had been brought up in a world that's now completely dead. He'd been brought up in 
Belgium where his father, I think ran a large slice of European railways. So he was 
multilingual in French and Flemish and in German, in English. He was fascinated by 
what Geoffrey Elton wasn't. Geoffrey Elton was just interested in the documents. 
Jeffrey had no sense at all of the real world of Thomas Cromer at all. But what Hugh 
was, he understood how a palace worked. He understood furniture, he understood 
the decorations, the orders of chivalry. He understood heraldry. He understood that 
whole world of values and he inculcated me, and I'm sure he fancied me. But it didn't 
go anywhere. He acted as my alternative mentor into what's now called the world of 
material culture, that physical world. That's what seems to me to be so vitally 
important because again, this is where I have my problems with feminism and all the 
rest of it. We are not or should not be, about imposing the values of the present on 
the past. Why do it. What you are, you're trying to explore a different world with 
different values. That doesn't mean you surrender your own values. But it's an 
imaginative exercise in the same way that we nowadays try to avoid cultural 
patronage or cultural appropriation. You need to treat the past with respect. 
 
So embracing moral relativism? 
No, it's not embracing. I am not embracing moral relativism. But why preach the 
past? You can't improve them. You can't condemn them, you can't change it. It's 
happened. Is there. Is a dichotomy. It's a different way of organising the world. It's a 
different way of being human. One of the most important things I think we should all 
be doing, is recognising human difference. I don't believe that human history has a 
goal. I don't believe that there is an ideal outcome. I believe that there are lots and 
lots of different ways of being human. I know which I prefer. That's not the issue. But 
history properly and why it is such a wonderful subject. It is this immersion in human 
variety, in human difference, like all the great literature. The reason why a 
Shakespeare or less wonderfully Dickins are so great, is the sheer variety of the 
worlds and the people they create. The historian, although he is doing it in different 
way, he's doing it from evidence and is sharing in that exercise, if he or she is any 
good. 
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Do you have any unfulfilled ambitions? What's top of your to do list at the 
moment? What's next? 
I never... You said I've been ambitious. I don't really think I have. Virtually everything 
that I've done has been offered to me. I didn't ask to come on the show, you asked 
me. I found that is the case. I've been very good at responding when offered 
opportunities offer. I'm like a well-trained dog, I jump when there is a bone. I have 
never had a goal. I've not been like Michael Heseltine, I haven't had Downing Street 
on a piece of paper. He didn't get there either. But I have never ever operated like 
that. What has been the driving force? We're being very serious now. What has been 
the driving force in my life is, for both the good and bad, has been a desire for 
autonomy to be in charge. I saw what happened to my parents because of poverty. I 
saw the... with my mother in particular, the sheer burning, unfulfilled ambition. My 
mother was a woman, brilliant, no imagination whatever, but an utterly brilliant 
intelligence. In today's world, she would be CEO of some international company. But 
she couldn't go.... she had to leave school at 13 because, to go on to be trained as a 
teacher involved money. She was one of the family of three, with I think only two 
years between the youngest and eldest. Although her parents, as I described my 
grandfather were quite well off, they couldn't afford the fees for all three children. So 
they decided all three children would not be educated, rather than just one of them 
being so. Which was a tragedy because my mother was head and shoulders above 
their intelligence. She was the one who drove me. She was the one who pressured 
me. In other words, I had an upbringing very much like that of an Asian or Chinese 
immigrant family now, in which is a driving pressure to achieve through education. I 
was fortunate that I was able to do it. But how I then reacted to it, I've already talked 
about the fact that, what I call the Pygmalion complex. When somebody tries to 
shape you and make you, I'm afraid I react against my poor mother. I did not turn out 
as she wanted. I took this motto of I want to be myself, I want to make myself and I 
want to be responsible for myself. I still think that's a worthy goal. I think it's too 
individualistic and it was too isolated and I left out the fact that the eminence of all 
taller man, sort of standing on your own rock can be a hideous little lonely 
experience, especially as you get older. But we reap what we sow. 
 
Well it's the whole Blairite style third way. Well isn't it? It's not about 
dependence or independence. It's about, we're an interdependent species, an 
interdependent society. 
We are. But I'm afraid I am still, in one sense, a devout individualist. I have an odd 
voice. I have odd beliefs, bearing in mind my background and I'd rather take pride in 
it. I've always believed in doing things differently and of course trying to persuade 
other people to accept that difference and to be entertained by it. I love games and 
not in the sense of sport, which I detest, but in the playing the games of language, of 
playing with ideas of passing the time. I mean if you have no belief in God, what on 
earth is life, but just some means of passing the time between birth and death. What 
matters is well make it as interesting as possible. 
 
I'm looking forward to death actually. It'll be really nice rest. For the last couple 
of questions then. How have you changed over the years? Because you know 
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you were very forthright, very strong character. You mentioned you become 
less libertarian. How else... I've become more tired and more cantankerous 
over the last 15 years. When I was a child, I used to snare at old people and say 
I'll never be that miserable. But I have become miserable. 
I didn't think I'm miserable. I think I've always been fairly positive. When I have more 
than anything else, I have a sharp sense of humour and I think that's very important 
as an intellectual tool. I think it's also very important in establishing a sense of 
proportion. I look back at episodes in my life and I suppose I acquired, and I can date 
pretty much to a few months when I acquired what I would call intellectual maturity, 
but very different from other forms of maturity. It was when I was writing up my PhD. 
It was in ‘72 particularly the summer of ‘73, and at that point, I acquired the literal 
style that I now have. The short sharp sentence, the highly structured paragraph, the 
careful linking of thought, from one paragraph to another. 
 
All of those type of things that modern society would say is a waste of time 
now, of course. Because you but if you can't condense it into a tweet, then 
game over. 
But who bothers? I mean there is no point. It is simply silly and not to be taken 
seriously. Which is why I disregard it. For me, that discovery of a particular voice was 
also, as I said, it's a form of intellectual maturity. I find myself a continuous person 
from that moment. I've just finished a big project, which was a very interesting 
cooperative project. But I can move on, so I'm very definitely individual voice in 
which... and I didn't start it. I was again, what we was talking about. It came to me, 
which is the digitisation of the complete financial records of the reign of Henry the 
Seventh and the beginning of the reign of Henry the Eighth. My job was really to work 
out, because I'm actually an administrative historian as well, how, what's called the 
chamber, not the exchequer, but the King's private chamber, which actually ran royal 
finances, how it actually worked and how the King managed it. What was wonderful 
for me with two things. I was using as the foundation, notes which I had first made in 
the 1960s and I was able to use them, as it were, seamlessly, with the stuff that I was 
reading from my computer in 2018. Now that I found immensely satisfying looking at 
my own intellectual development, as I discarded ideas which I'd formed on the basis 
of those 40, 50 years earlier, and came up with new ones. But nevertheless, I was in 
a dialogue with myself. I hadn't abandoned that early self. I hadn't rejected it. I 
preserved an academic interest. One of the things I find differentiates me from an 
awful lot of my academic colleagues, is most of them, it turns out, weren't really very 
interested in their subjects anyway. The first thing they do in retirement is sell their 
libraries and go on cruises. I've always, I retain as vivid an interest in history, in 
particular the 16th century as I did on my first day as an undergraduate at 
Cambridge. I would regard that as being absolutely essential. Again, going back to 
these key moments. For me, one of the great key moments was reading that 
wonderful short 26 page satire on Cambridge, by FM Cornford the great classicist. 
Microcosmographia Academica, which is a satirical Latin title. It is a brilliant satire on 
academic politics. But it has this astonishing end to the book, in which he says, 
"You're now old. You are now powerful. You are now the kind of person that young 
people say, I want to get out of the way. The toes that you have trodden on lie like 
the suns on the seashore. What is going to happen to you now? Well, if you continue 
to cling on to power, you will be cast away and rightly. If on the other hand, you 
return to what first interested you. That clear operation of a good mind, thinking about 
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something serious, you would have done something that matters and you will be 
happy." That for me is the key. That if you retain... I'm an academic. Finally... If you 
retain that core of academic interest, if you retain that desire to know, to learn, to 
extend, communicate knowledge, there is a purpose to you. If you just become some 
tedious vice chancellor, you will die. You will have a house of residents named after 
you and you will be forever forgotten. 
 
So instead of cogito ergo sum, it's more about a sense of curiosity, actually.  
You'll need to think this well. You don't need the thought as well. The cogito ergo 
sum is right. We are essentially thinking, creating, analysing animals. If you lose that 
or you never get it, you're not fully human. 
 
David, it's been a hugely interesting conversation. I've enjoyed it. All of it. 
Thank you for your time. 
My pleasure. 
 
 
 


