PAGE  
3

Dr Denis MacShane MP
An Oration to Welcome Him as Fellow of Birkbeck College, 9 March 2005.
President, Master, Distinguished Governors, Graduates and Guests

In 1939, a Polish army officer named Jan Matyjaszek was shot and wounded fighting the Nazis. He returned to his village. As the war drew to an end, and the Red Army approached, he plunged his hands into buckets of soil. This was because it had become known that, if you had cracked and dirty hands, you would be identified as a worker and be allowed to survive, while those with the smooth hands of the officer class were shot. Matyjaszek passed the test, and left Poland shortly afterwards, travelling via Romania and France to Scotland. There he met and married a young girl from Donegal named Isobel MacShane, who gave birth in 1948 to a son they named Josef Denis. 

Today we welcome him as Fellow of Birkbeck College. Denis Matyjaszek went from Glasgow to study at Merton College Oxford. From there he joined the BBC as a trainee, eventually becoming a producer. It was at this point that somebody gently intimated to him that there might be easier names for viewers and announcers to pronounce than Matyjaszek, and he agreed to adopt his mother’s maiden name. He continued working at the BBC until 1977, when he became President of the National Union of Journalists. 
On the election of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government in 1979, he went, as he has put it, into exile. In 1980, he became Policy Director of the International Metalworkers Federation in Geneva, and spent nearly a decade travelling and supporting pro-democracy union movements in Poland, South Africa, Brazil and Korea. During a period in which they were under sustained assault, he became a leading force in the modernisation of trade unions, He brought to bear in particular an international perspective that had grown weaker over the course of the twentieth century, arguing that unions should find ways of learning from each other’s experience in different countries, and should take advantage of new technologies to work on horizontal network-building between works employed in the same country or similar industries across different countries, to replace the traditional, monocultural hierarchies of labour organisation. During this period, he helped to coordinate the campaign for a 35-hour week in industry. 
His Polish background gave him a particular interest in the political struggles of that country, and he spent time in Poland working with the Solidarity movement (some years later he would memorably describe the Lech Walesa he came to know then as a mixture of Arthur Scargill and Mother Teresa). This was to lead to the writing of his book Solidarity: Poland’s Independent Trade Union (1981). Indeed, the 1980s unleashed something of a writing blitz for Denis MacShane: his biography of Francois Mitterrand appeared in the following year, and a book on South African unions written with Martin Plant and David Ward in 1984. During this time, he also became a regular contributor of Fabian society pamphlets: the one entitled French Lessons For Labour of 1986 gives a premonition of the pedagogic role that he would later have.
But the other product of the 1980s was the PhD that he undertook in the Economics Department at Birkbeck, and finally completed in 1990, entitled Metal Workers and the Origins of the Cold War: The International Labour Movement 1945-1947. He has spoken of the importance to him of the intellectual home provided, during Labour’s lost decade, not only by the Economics department but also by the Politics and Sociology department. When the history of the Labour Party’s fall and rise between 1979 and 1994 comes to be fully written, it may be a surprise for some to discover how important a part was played in it by Gower Street and the tenacity and political imagination that were kept alight by figures such as Ben Pimlott (who anticipated my role here as College Orator) and Paul Hirst.
In 1992, he founded the European Policy Institute, and served as its director until 1994, when he was elected MP for Rotherham, a seat he retains. He served as Parliamentary Private Secretary to Foreign Office ministers from 1997 to 2001 and was appointed Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs in June 2001, becoming Minister for Europe in October 2002. As such his job has been to make the case for Britain’s participation in the European Union, a cause which he has embraced with energy, and an unusual, not to say unexampled fervour. 
He is a robust and resourceful defender of membership in the European Union. This has brought him up against some stubborn resistances, since, as he has put it, the letters E and U in combination seem to constitute a kind of irritable vowel disease, which cause otherwise rational persons to behave in erratic and spasmodic ways. He loses no opportunity to emphasise the economic benefits to be gained from membership of Europe, but his Europeanism goes further: he sees the technological revolution creating a ‘dynamic network of connected countries, cities and citizens’, and sees cultural and educational relations as just as important. He has voiced concern that ‘Europe's most prestigious universities are losing their influence, power and money, and losing out to American and Asian universities. Science, higher education and economic growth are all behind America, and Europe is experiencing a brain drain because it isn't funding its scientists and other academics.’
He has been alert to the historical ties between Britain and Europe. In a speech he gave in October 2004, celebrating a hundred years of the Entente Cordiale, he pointed to the thousand-year long intertwining of Britain and Europe, quoting, for example, Victor Hugo, who found refuge in Britain, and who said ‘There has never been an antipathy between France and England … France is the adversary of England as the better is the enemy of the good’. Even when Anglo-French relations have gone through rocky periods, he has been able to find cause for optimism. He has described them as ‘a marriage in which two partners often think of killing each other, aren't quite sure of the meaning of the word 'fidelity', but never contemplate divorce.’ But his vision of Europe is larger and historically longer than that of many. With his Polish ancestry, he had particular cause to rejoice at the return of Poland, among nine other new entrants (one might say returning belongers) to Europe in 2004.

To get the measure of Denis MacShane, one has to be prepared to follow him around Europe, phrase-book and dictionaries to hand. True to his cosmopolitan nature and outlook, he writes not just for British magazines and newspapers, but also for American and European, taking pleasure, for example,  in reassuring his French readers that the anti-French campaigns of popular British newspapers are not to be taken at all seriously; we only use them to "emballer nos fish and chips". He has hinted darkly at a hard disk crammed with unpublished articles. He has insisted on the importance of reading other national literatures, and been puzzled that in the age of globalisation, English speakers can sometimes seem more insular and monolingual than ever, deploring the decline in the teaching of foreign languages in Britain. In September, he launched a New European Film Season at the Barbican. In 2002, he marked 30 years of membership of the European Union with a rendering of Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s ‘Optimistiches Liedchen’, at Westminster Underground Station. 
Vormittags wimmelt es auf den Straßen von Personen, die ohne gezücktes Messer hin- und herlaufen, seelenruhig, auf der Suche nach Milch und Radieschen. Wie im tiefsten Frieden. Ein herrlicher Anblick.  
In the mornings, the streets teem with people hurrying here and there, daggerless, soul-quiet, in search of milk or radishes. As though deeply at peace. A marvellous sight.
A life as energetic as Denis MacShane’s requires stamina, and he has always been among the less sedentary of those with seats in Parliament. While working in Geneva, he was also able to develop his love of skiing. After a meeting with a union official from South Africa or Korea, he would fling on a tracksuit, drive for half an hour or so into the mountains and leave politics behind on the piste or in the forest. In April 2000, he ran his first marathon, wearing a singlet in the black and red stripes of Dennis the Menace. My sources do not reveal his time on that occasion, though in 2003 when he ran it again, he finished in a creditable 19, 173rd place, with a time of 5 hrs 12 minutes. He has remarked in the house on the similarities between running marathons and negotiating reform of the Common Agricultural Policy.

Denis MacShane is a political thinker and former of ideas as well as a negotiator and maker of policy His capacity for cross-country skiing between academic and more vernacular discourse is nicely captured in the reply he gave to the Guardian when asked. for a thumbnail sketch of the ideas of Derrida on the occasion of the great man’s death some months ago:
The core of Derrida's thinking is that every text contains multiple meanings. To read is neither to know nor to understand, but to begin a process of exploration that is essential to comprehend oneself and society. This is, however, the sort of pretentious bullshit language a minister for Europe can only use when speaking French.

Perhaps his greatest achievement has been, not to in articulating the necessity for British people to become European, but in reminding them how European they already are. We are proud to salute a writer and politician who has carried forward the internationalism that has become so much a feature of Birkbeck, and delighted to welcome him back as Fellow of Birkbeck.
