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This book is dedicated to my parents: to my mother, Noreen Bamber, an English teacher, who gave me a love of fiction and the literal gift of le Carré’s books (Christmas, 1979); to my father, Brian Manning, a historian of the English Civil War, who gave me a belief in history and the lateral gift of questioning received wisdom. Given my parents’ own Cold War – almost precisely contemporary with these novels – this volume probably represents the closest they ever came to détente.
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Introduction: ‘A Nation’s Political Health’

Sarratt, an old country house in the English home counties, known among the secret service professionals of le Carré’s Circus as ‘the Nursery’, is a public school for spies. Sarratt’s grandeur is somewhat tarnished by the time of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (1974), like so many relics of aristocratic Britain. Dashing, blue-blooded Bill Haydon is precisely the type of character one would expect to find in a public school, a country house or a spy institution – although probably not under armed guard, covered in unexplained bruises, weeping, and with his nose bleeding. Haydon, brightest and best of the establishment, has transpired to be a communist ‘mole’, or Soviet penetration agent, burrowed deep into the British secret service, into the subterranean foundations of the state. In his cell at Sarratt, Haydon is interviewed by George Smiley, le Carré’s perennial spymaster who – bespectacled, overweight, calm and decent, forever polishing his spectacles on the fat end of his tie – is the reassuring guide through Cold-War Britain in the six novels explored in this volume. It is Smiley who has unearthed and exposed his colleague, friend and rival, Haydon, as the mole. During the interrogation, Haydon tells Smiley: ‘Secret services [a]re the only real measure of a nation’s political health, the only real expression of its subconscious’ (le Carré 1999a: 379).

The same might be said of secret service novels. With Haydon being an amalgam of Cambridge spies Kim Philby and Anthony Blunt, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (1974), like all the le Carré novels studied in this volume, is steeped in British Cold-War history and so taps into the unconscious of Cold-War Britain – its fears, hopes and desires. Quite how central, even structural, le Carré is to our conception of the Cold War is conveyed by that expression, ‘mole’, which tunnelled out of his imagination and burrowed into the national consciousness. Or did it? Karl Marx had deployed the image of the mole a century before to invoke the revolutionary spirit. ‘The revolution is thoroughgoing … It does its work methodically … And when it has accomplished … its preliminary work, Europe will leap from its seat and exult: Well burrowed, old mole!’ (Marx 1978: 606).1 Far from confirming the consensus understanding of le Carré’s work as itself mole-like – destabilizing, subverting, exposing – this volume argues that his work is a repository – a reassertion – of British establishment ideology, a kind of literary ‘containment’ or repression. Where contrary ideas do erupt and faultlines reveal themselves, the novels repair the breach and compact the fictional ground, embedding the dominant ideology in a restabilized Cold-War consensus.

This is not in any way to denigrate these books. Le Carré’s Cold-War novels are among the finest cultural expressions of the Cold War: not just ‘better’ than other spy fiction, but on a par with George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949 [henceforth 1984]) or Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon (1940) as both Cold-War texts and prime examples of the political novel. Yet neither the academic mainstream nor the growing field of Cold-War studies award le Carré much attention, the majority of such work being either on ‘literary’ fiction or on American authors.2 Usually marginalized as ‘genre’ rather than literary fiction, le Carré’s novels deserve to be appreciated not for their intricate, warren-like plots – skilful as they are – but for the vividness with which they capture the mood of the Cold-War world: the character of its British power bloc, the establishment; the affective, emotional pull of ‘England’, the nation; and the fearful lurch inspired by the political enemy, communism, with its threat to the stability of the very ground upon which Cold-War Britain stood. And under all of this, occasional revealing glimpses of the national unconscious: contrary, contradictory, in conflict with itself – chewing its own tail.

Pitting East against West from 1947 to 1991, this war of ideologies without direct combat between its leading antagonists meant that spy fiction was – alongside news media – many Britons’ primary experience of the Cold War. Spies, ‘the infantry of our ideology’ (le Carré, in Bragg 1976, 90), were Britain’s unelected representatives, operating beyond public view and public accountability, acting on secret orders from shadowy officials. Britain’s intelligence services, MI5 and MI6, were not officially acknowledged until the Cold War was effectively over, while in 1963, the year that le Carré’s The Spy Who Came in from the Cold was published, Harold Macmillan’s Conservative government attempted to deny the defection of Philby, and so successfully covered up the treachery of Blunt that he was able to become Keeper of the Queen’s Pictures. In such a patrician and secretive society, le Carré’s work came to be seen as probing the nation’s political unconscious, particularly as le Carré – cover name for David Cornwell – was rumoured to have been part of the secret, subterranean world of espionage himself (Gardner 1982: 77; Yildiz and Durmus 2013: 56). It later transpired that le Carré worked for MI5 from 1958 to 1960 and for MI6 from 1960 to 1964 (Sisman 2016: 184–258). For all his insider knowledge, le Carré’s novels of the 1960s and 1970s reveal relatively little of the reality of the intelligence services – what, for instance, are the secrets which spies, real or fictional, give away? What le Carré’s Cold-War novels do achieve – subtly, subliminally, subtextually – is to give body and voice to consensus British Cold-War ideology. These novels gave the Cold War an ideological framework (communist expansionism and conspiracy; Western decency and defence), an iconography (Berlin Wall, tanks, barbed wire, prisons; versus venerable London institutions, verdant English landscapes, elegant country houses) and a mood (paranoid, secretive, anxious). To analyse how they do this is the project of this volume.

It is worth pausing to consider the sheer scope and scale of le Carré’s popularity – a popularity that marginalized him from acceptance by the literary establishment, while giving his vision the kind of cultural dissemination ‘literary’ authors can only dream about.3 The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963) was an international bestseller that put Ian Fleming’s sales in the shade, let alone Len Deighton’s. Beyond the closed circuit of spy fiction, compare The Spy to the same year’s James Tait Black Prize-winner, Gerda Charles’ A Slanting Light (1963). Which book is still read and discussed, the literary or the generic? Le Carré’s follow-up, The Looking Glass War (1965), was an automatic international bestseller just as The Spy’s hugely successful film adaptation was released. Then after a sabbatical from East–West conflict, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (1974) re-established le Carré as the Cold War’s preeminent chronicler, and returned him to the bestseller lists. Deighton’s own return to the Cold War, Spy Story, published the same year, has been largely forgotten. Thereafter le Carré was unstoppable: Tinker Tailor’s sequels The Honourable Schoolboy (1977) and Smiley’s People (1979) were international bestsellers, with iconic television dramas made of both Tinker Tailor (Irvin, 1979) and Smiley’s People (Langton, 1982). All told, this body of work represents a massive cultural intervention in the Cold War as it was occurring. All le Carré’s 1980s novels were bestsellers, being adapted for film or television, although, with the exception of A Perfect Spy (1986), neither novels nor adaptations have endured in the popular imagination the way his 1960s and 1970s fiction has. There is a particular potency and atmosphere to those central Cold-War years that le Carré captured with uncanny and evocative precision.

Few could have predicted, therefore, that le Carré’s work would continue to have such currency long after the Cold War. Instead, his new work found new audiences – notably the BBC’s The Night Manager (Bier, 2016) – while his 1960s and 1970s work became a treasury of Cold-War heritage. For while Carré had a post-Cold-War lull in the 1990s, The Constant Gardener (2001) inaugurated a new surge in his popularity. The date is hardly coincidental. Since 9/11 and the War on Terror, the West has been, as it was during the Cold War, on a permanent war footing, with the state granted emergency powers and promulgating a similar paranoia among the citizenry (Field 2005: 2), and – as of 2017 – even the threat of nuclear war revived. Consequently the iconography, keywords and embedded ideology of Cold-War culture have acquired new relevance. In Absolute Friends (2003), le Carré linked a War on Terror narrative to a Cold-War narrative, and in both this novel and in the press proved to be a far more caustic critic of the War on Terror than of the Cold War (see: le Carré 2003). Meanwhile, Tomas Alfredson’s film adaptation of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (2011) was only one of the less politically aware of a spate of Cold-War heritage films, including The Legend of Rita (Schlondorff, 2000), Goodbye Lenin (Becker, 2002), The Lives of Others (Donnersmark, 2006) and Bridge of Spies (Spielberg, 2015). There is also an Alfredson adaptation of Smiley’s People perennially forthcoming.

Similarly, since 2001, there has been an upsurge of Cold-War heritage fiction, revisiting that era’s locations, mood and motifs – for example, William Boyd’s Restless (2006), Charles Cumming’s Trinity Six (2011) and Ian McEwan’s Sweet Tooth (2012).4 Now le Carré himself has added to the canon with A Legacy of Spies (2017), a new George Smiley novel fifty-six years after the first and twenty-six years after the last, anxiously revisiting the Cold-War past. Additionally, there has been a crop of Cold-War heritage television dramas: The Americans (2013–18), The Game (2015) and Deutschland 83 (2015); while that ultimate Cold-War location, Berlin, has become a War on Terror spy drama location (Homeland S05, 2015; Berlin Station, 2016). Le Carré’s fingerprints are visible on much of the above (especially Restless, Trinity Six, The Game and Bridge of Spies), while both the British Spooks (2002–11) and the American Homeland (2011–19) often reference le Carré directly: and not just by deploying his jargon – scalphunter, babysitter, ‘turning’ for double agency etc. Homeland creator Alex Gansa stated: ‘Saul [Berenson]’s character is a direct descendent of … George Smiley … He became the paternal, grounding moral center of the intelligence universe for us’ (VanDerWerff 2012). Moreover, Homeland borrowed part of The Spy’s plot in 2013 (S03 E04-6) and regularly quotes le Carré passages verbatim in its depiction of the defence of a ‘civilized’ way of life against the aggression of an alien, murderous ‘other’: the home and the land against an ‘adversary culture’ (Rubin 2012: 5), Western freedom against foreign unfreedom, democracy against totalitarianism.5 Far from being a misuse of le Carré, these binaries are also the structuring principles of his Cold-War work.

Where newspapers are thrown away and yesterday’s news is eclipsed by current events, le Carré’s Cold-War novels are re-read, reissued in new editions, re-reviewed, adapted for television, re-adapted into films, hommaged, referenced and reassessed again. Within this, a critical consensus has, for over fifty years, declared three things: that le Carré’s Cold-War fiction depicts a moral equivalence between East and West; that it critiques the behaviour of a cynical and ruthless British state and that it offers a nostalgic depiction of Britain in decline. This is the surface and, thanks to the filter of reviews and scholarship, the familiar, as well as being suspiciously close to the author’s own account (le Carré, in Dean 1974, 306; see: Barthes 1977). The spy novel is an intrinsically conspiratorial form and so critics should be no more content with turning over the topsoil than George Smiley would be. The critic should be both detective and analyst, grubbing like Marx’s mole, digging down deep, exposing the subterranean structures upon which the familiar ground rests. For if Fleming stays close to that surface (is it any surprise Hugo Drax turns out to be the villain of 1955’s Moonraker?), le Carré is the absolute master at showing that surfaces are misleading – that there is another surface below, and another below that. Indeed Smiley is himself compared to a mole in the very first novel in which he appears, Call for the Dead (le Carré 1964a: 13) – myopic, but compensating with other, heightened senses – before le Carré developed darker plans for that subterranean creature. Equally, in terms of deceptive surfaces, we might think of the Russian dolls within dolls to which the communist mole, Haydon is compared in Tinker Tailor (le Carré 1999a: 381) and which formed the iconic credit sequence of the novel’s revered 1979 BBC adaptation. In both these images, the idea of the unconscious is insinuatingly implicit. However, le Carré’s use of the colloquial ‘subconscious’ rather than the Freudian ‘unconscious’ for Haydon’s words (le Carré 1999a: 379) is telling. Distrust of the state is not the same as a thoroughgoing ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ (Ricoeur 1970: 32), which in both Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud comprehends actions as governed by unconscious structural causes. This volume will analyse the novels’ ideological implications, and also employ a more immanent approach, following the novels’ own logic to reveal ‘the unconscious of the text’ (Macherey 1978: 92), what Alan Sinfield (1992) calls ‘faultlines’: textual anomalies that reveal contradictions within consensus thinking – in what we might term the national ego.6

The enemy

This volume explores, first, the presentation of the Cold-War enemy; an enemy that was not, as in previous wars, a country, but an ideology: communism. The critical consensus is that le Carré is even-handed in his treatment of East and West, presenting each side as morally equivalent: for example, ‘the agents for liberal humanism and Communism are interchangeable’ (Bold 1988: 17), or ‘in the war of ideologies between the Soviet Union and the West, le Carré is saying “a plague on both your houses”’ (Rothberg 1987: 62, and see also: Grella 1967: 136; Ambrosetti 1973: 111; Noland 1980: 54; Brady 1985: 286; Lewis 1985: 77; Homberger 1986: 52; O’Neill 1987: 187; Wolfe 1987: 82; Bradbury 1990: 135; Beene 1991: 1; Symons 1992: 281–282; Halperin 1998: 220; Hoffman 2001: 75–76; Hindersmann 2005: 27; Hammond 2013: 94; Lassner 2016: 177).

This volume will argue that le Carré offers a trenchant condemnation of communism, in a characterization almost as Manichaean as that of his proclaimed polar opposite, Fleming. Manichaeism is a division into a moral schema of good versus evil: in Western Cold-War discourse the Soviets occupied the evil role, with communism not just the enemy of Britain, America, or even the West, but the ‘enemy of humanity’ (Medovoi 2012: 164). US president Dwight Eisenhower’s Cold-War declaration that ‘the forces of good and evil are massed and armed … as rarely before in history’ (Field 2005: 4) is a clear example of this tendency, which was just as much part of British post-war foreign secretary Ernest Bevin’s rhetoric (Kynaston 2007: 134). Communism, in Western Cold-War discourse and in le Carré’s fiction, is defined not by a political philosophy or an economic system but by domestic repression, international expansionism and murderous brutality on both fronts. As US defence secretary Robert McNamara said in 1962: ‘world Communism[’s] political tactics are terror, extortion, and assassination’ (in Field 2005: 1).

Alan Nadel draws an analogy between the West’s Cold-War geopolitical strategy of ‘containment’ of communism and ‘a rhetorical strategy that functioned to foreclose dissent, pre-empt dialogue and preclude contradiction’ in ordinary society (1995: 14). The British government pushed an identical Cold-War narrative to that of America, naturalizing Western liberalism as common-sensical and Eastern Bloc communism as pathological, with even British newsreels taking ‘a stridently anti-Soviet tone’ (Shaw 2001: 32). It is therefore useful to suggest ways of moving beyond this Manichean framework, beginning with a definition of the Cold-War enemy that remains so hazy in both le Carré’s work and British ideology. Communism aims to create a non-capitalist economic system, a non-hierarchical social system and a non-imperialist political system. Despite its real-world distortions, communism is a political philosophy centred on the greater good, and should be regarded as a humanism (Bottomore 1985: 215; Alderson and Spencer 2017). Dedicated to the redistribution of wealth, communism was fundamentally opposed to capitalism, and, committed to the levelling of class, it represented an existential threat to the landed and capitalist classes alike. Consequently the 1917 Russian Revolution struck fear into the political establishment of both the United States and Britain, who both sent forces to invade the Soviet Union in 1918–20 (Hobsbawm 1995: 63; Willett 2003). The USSR was believed to possess an ideology of expansionism, ‘encroaching upon the interests of a peaceful and stable world’, as US ideologue, George Kennan put it in his Cold-War defining ‘Long Telegram’ (1947: 581). A Western historiographical Cold-War consensus was built upon this understanding (May 1989: 4).

This consensus elides various valid questions. Was the USSR any more messianic about its ideology than was the United States (Reynolds 1994a: 134)? Can the Stalinization of Eastern Europe be seen as a reaction to the Marshall Plan (1947) and the Truman doctrine (advocating the forceful ‘containment’ of communism)? Was the Warsaw pact of Eastern Bloc states (1955) an act of communist expansion or a defensive response to the perceived threat of the Western formation of NATO (1949)? Did communism intend to ‘bury’ the West as per Khrushchev’s famous 1956 threat (Walker 1994: 6) or the West to bury communism as existential threat to capitalism? Was the 1962 Cuban missile crisis an act of pure hostility by the Soviets, or a response to the United States’ rarely mentioned missiles in Turkey (Isaacs and Downing 2008: 185)? Were the geopolitical tensions in Berlin the result of communist intransigence or legitimate Soviet paranoia, having been bloodily invaded three times via the Eastern European corridor (Reynolds 1994a: 132)? Is there a useful distinction to be made between Stalinism and the post-Stalin Eastern Bloc? Does it, in fact, matter, what the ‘reality’ of the Eastern Bloc was: in terms of liberal ideology, was what it represented not the crucial thing? A rejection of capitalism and liberalism. Should we, in all this, follow the leftist ‘revisionist’ school of William Appleman Williams and Walter LaFeber, or the conservative, post-revisionist school of John Lewis Gaddis and Christopher Andrew, which largely reasserts the Cold-War consensus? Such questions will be asked throughout this volume: not to defend miserable, despotic Eastern Bloc regimes but to suggest how the West’s good/evil, friend/enemy, same/other binaries distorted its presentation of both West and East, and how these Manichean binaries were deployed to distort the aims of the British domestic left.

‘Othering’ is a useful concept for analysing depictions of communism in British culture. Deriving from Frantz Fanon’s account of imperialist denigration of the colonized (2004), ‘othering’ represents the alien as both inferior and threatening (‘them’), and in so doing, defines a superior, reassuring ‘us’ (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 158). The Cold-War British ‘self’ was entirely compatible with imperial attitudes, effectively replacing the concept of ‘race’ with that of ‘ideology’ as the defining facet of the alien’s otherness (Medovoi 2012: 167). Representing the communist ‘other’ as an existential threat to the British way of life, five of these six novels feature a communist incursion into British institutions (Call for the Dead, Tinker Tailor, Honourable Schoolboy) or into British territory (The Looking Glass War, Smiley’s People). If Britain is only defending its peaceable citizenry against communist aggression and is thus, as le Carré’s spymaster Control claims, ‘defensive’ (1964b: 20), then West and East are hardly morally equivalent. With le Carré’s few depictions of the East defined by drab landscapes, fortified, patrolled borders and a pervasive paranoia, as against Britain’s lovingly, even mythically depicted landscapes (Oxford, Cornwall, the Quantocks, central London), where the paranoia is a rational response to real external threats, le Carré hardly provides a balanced picture of East and West.

Where, for example, in le Carré’s Cold-War novels do we find a good communist? Again, it is not to defend the Soviet KGB or the East German Stasi to point out the manipulation involved in le Carré’s presentation of communist characters that, variously, do not ever admit to being communist (Elsa Fennan, Call for the Dead); commit cold-blooded murders of their allies (Dieter Frey, Call for the Dead); espouse Stalinism a decade after Stalin’s death (Jens Fiedler, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold); swap communism for liberalism (Liz Gold, The Spy); never proclaim a communist motive for a lifetime spying on their own country (Bill Haydon, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy); and never speak throughout an entire trilogy named after them (Karla, Tinker Tailor).7 Sympathetic as some of these characters are, they remain enemy, an alien ‘them’ as opposed to the familiar, national ‘us’. Liberalism is normative; communism aberrant.

This study is intended as a contribution to what Alan Wald celebrated as the ‘new voices … arising as a critical counterweight to the liberal anti-communist and neo-conservative political writers who dominate a potent journalistic and academic industry about post-Second World War [history]’ (2014: 1017). This volume opens up an important new avenue of debate in understandings of the cultural history of anti-communism. Moreover, with few of these new voices on the Cold War being British – and those that are not addressing British writing (Grausam 2011) – this volume provides a crucial insight into British anti-communism. In histories and Cold-War studies it can sometimes seem that the Cold War was primarily America’s concern (see: Northedge 1974; Frankel 1975). In this formulation, Britain, enfeebled by decolonization and war costs and in need of buoyant America’s financial and political support (revealed via the 1956 bungle of Suez), was coerced into America’s anti-communist preoccupation in Korea, the Congo and so on, when its primary international concern was managing the British Empire. Insofar as le Carré scholars engage with history, the end of Empire tends to take priority over the Cold War. This volume
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