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Hayward of the Dale
Mary Wellesley


 Mother Tongue: The Surprising History of Women's Words 
by  Jenni Nuttall.
 Virago, 292 pp., PS10.99, May, 978 0 349 01531 6



When  my daughter began to talk about her body and the bodies of others, I wondered what word we should use for female genitals. I had been taught the term 'front-bottom' as a child. Very little needs to be said here about how stupid this is. My husband and I opted instead for 'vulva'. It's functional, but it does sound strange in certain contexts. My daughter recently asked me if the Beatrix Potter frog, Jeremy Fisher, had a tail or a bottom. I wasn't sure and opted for bottom. Sensing that I was discussing a human animal, she asked if he had a vulva. I felt this would be a very personal question for Jeremy, but I went ahead and said that Jeremy Fisher does not have a vulva. (Letters should be addressed to the editors.) Would that she and I were instead drawing on the rich lexicon of earlier English words for female genitalia, words I've encountered reading Jenni Nuttall's Mother Tongue. One of the earliest terms for both the vagina and the womb is the Old English word cwitha. I shared this with my best girlfriends. They said it sounded like a lovely village in Wales, filled with men of melodious voice. This seemed apt.
The earliest history of English has its share of prejudice but also offers a world of nuance and possibility. The term 'girl' was originally gender-neutral, meaning simply 'young person': the first recorded use of the word in English comes from a poem of around 1300 which describes a crowd of 'gurles and men' thronging a London street. Similarly, 'Mrs' did not become fixed as the title of a married woman until the mid-19th century. Before that point, it meant something like 'boss lady', a female honorific, indicating authority. Some words that now feel firmly gendered originally had another meaning. 'Vagina' meant the scabbard of a sword. I could not hate this more. The idea that it is a protective casing for a phallic weapon feels like a betrayal of what the vagina can do. Anyone who has seen or experienced the vagina expanding to allow an infant's skull to pass through it can testify to its wonder.
'As women have slowly made progress towards equality,' Nuttall writes, 'we've paradoxically lost some of the most expressive and eloquent bits of English vocabulary for describing our lives and experiences.' This is not to say that the medieval past was a feminist golden age. Some of misogyny's most tired ideas appear in the earliest texts. Isidore of Seville, writing in the seventh century, suggested that the word 'woman' (mulier) was derived from mollities, meaning 'softness'. As Nuttall points out, mollities connotes 'weakness, voluptuousness and susceptibility'. Isidore was a poor etymologist who retrofitted all sorts of weird ideas into words and their origins. Not content with one set of sexist assumptions about women, he reached for another to tell us that the word femina (also meaning 'woman') derives from the Greek for 'the force of fire', because women are very 'passionate' and 'more libidinous than men'. Isidore would have it that women are inherently weak, but also horny, and used shonky etymology to enshrine a particular vision of the world; Nuttall, by contrast, sees a word's origins as an invitation to open up further meanings.
The word 'period' for menstruation only appears in the 17th century. It is a euphemistic word, suggesting a 'period of time'. Before its advent there was a plethora of alternatives, many of which are more descriptive. The Old English flewsa is related to Latin flux, or 'flowing'. In Middle English we have rennyng ('running'), but perhaps the best of all is 'flowers', which enters English via French after the Norman conquest. A variant of this word appears in several other languages. The Trotula, a widely circulated 12th-century collection of medical texts named after a female medical practitioner from Salerno and formerly attributed to her, was translated into 22 vernacular languages. As Monica H. Green has shown, in fourteen of these translations the Latin word menses - 'months' - is translated into the equivalent of 'flowers'. The text observes that just as trees cannot bear fruit without blossoming, so women cannot bear children without their 'flowers'. Although today we might blanch at this procreative determinism, it is a good deal better than many other terms, such as 'the curse', which my own mother used, apparently unthinkingly.
We should be wary of imagining that this more joyful terminology indicates a wholly positive attitude towards menstruation in the Middle Ages. The clerical text De secretis mulierum ('On the Secrets of Women') claims that if you plant the hairs of a menstruating woman in the earth, they will grow into a 'long, stout serpent'. But it is striking that the Trotula, which was thought to be female-authored, attributes no stigma or shame to menstruation.
We live in a far more squeamish culture. The roots of this run deep. In 1870, the American doctor Edward Clarke argued that girls needed to be educated differently from boys during adolescence: 'For the development and perfectation of the reproductive system ... force must be allowed to flow thither in an ample stream, and not diverted to the brain by the school'. (By which logic, graduate study would have rendered me infertile.) If you want to buy tampons in a shop, you are likely to find them in a section labelled 'feminine hygiene' or 'sanitary protection', as though, Nuttall writes, menstruation were 'somehow unhygienic or insanitary'. Menstruation is, of course, the shedding of the endometrium - cells that are, as the comedian and writer Sara Pascoe has put it, 'the purest imaginable', something so unpolluted it can nurture human life. Thomas Raynalde, writing five centuries ago, agreed: in his Womans Booke he states that menstrual blood is 'pure and holsum'. Perhaps if we were to reclaim some of this pre-modern terminology we might be able to change our relationship to menstrual blood.
If we reclaim 'flowers', then perhaps we can also reinstate some earlier words for female anatomy. In Helkiah Crooke's 1615 Mikrokosmographia, which the bishop of London tried to ban, the labia majora are described as 'wings' and the labia minora as 'nymphs'. 'Clitoris' is a Greek-derived word first used in the 17th century. It's rather pedestrian by comparison with some of its alternatives, such as the 14th-century regional dialect phrase 'kiker in the cunt'. The 'kiker' here isn't related to kicking but seems to mean 'tilter', possibly recalling the tilt of an erect penis, or it could just mean 'chickpea'. Another medieval term called it the 'hayward of the corpse's [body's] dale'. In this analogy, the vulva is the valley or pasture, and the clitoris is its overseer. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a hayward as an 'officer of a manor, township or parish, having charge of the fences and enclosures, esp. to keep cattle from breaking through from the common into enclosed fields'. It is hard not to enjoy the idea of the clitoris, the seat of pleasure, as the overseer protecting the dale from encroachment, especially from lumbering cattle. Nuttall also quotes some slang, including 'little man in the boat', 'bean', 'pearl' and 'lickerish allsort'. I'd hazard that some of these words were invented by men. In 1671, the midwife Jane Sharp, whose biography is almost completely obscure, published a plain-speaking Midwives Book in which she talked about the clitoris as the 'chief pleasure of love's delight', which I would like to endorse as a rare female-authored term, but it might be cumbersome to say in the throes of passion.
It's a shame that people now say 'orgasm' or 'climax', such dull-sounding words, where once we had the plosive 'pang of pleasure'. A 1655 text describes the mysterious 'female seed' pouring forth 'in that pang of Pleasure', with the 'womb skipping as it were for joy'. I fear this terminology is unlikely to catch on. Although I might privately think of my vagina as a cwitha, words are social creatures; I can't see myself saying it in public with a straight face. When past my due date with my second baby, I had a 'sweep' - a procedure in which a doctor pokes at your cervix in the hope of getting labour going. (This meaning of 'sweep' isn't, incidentally, listed by the OED, which gives 28 other senses of the word, including those relating to cricket, shipbuilding and artillery.) I remember being told that my cervix was already a bit open. A good sign. I saw my father not long afterwards and cheerfully told him that I was 'two centimetres already'. 'What does that mean?' he asked. A feeling of terror gripped me. I was going to have to say the word 'cervix' to my father, a man who might have been written by Trollope. 'Oh,' he replied, 'you mean ... the birth canal.' Relief washed over me - the canal, such a reassuring word, so redolent of 19th-century industrial infrastructure.
There is  a striking tension in Mother Tongue. Much of the key vocabulary we use today 'for aspects of women's bodies, lives and experiences' comes from the late 18th and 19th century. In this group we have words such as 'menopause', 'contraction' and 'cervix' as well as the verb 'to mother', meaning to raise children, implying that it is the mother's job to do so. We find new words such as 'housework' and 'home-making', indicative of the increasing separation of domestic and public spheres along gendered lines. And yet this was an era in which, as Nuttall writes, 'enslaved people demanded liberation, social reformers agitated for better conditions and political representation for the poor, and women had begun voicing their claims for equal treatment in society.' It is also here that we first find the words 'feminism' and 'feminist'.
In this period, Nuttall writes, 'certain parts of society dug in to resist change.' Language was often tidied up by lexicographers and literary texts cleansed. When an anonymous Georgian author published a modernised version of Chaucer's 'Miller's Tale', the words 'hole' and 'ers' were replaced with 'buttock' and 'bum', and Alison's verdant pubic hair, described by Chaucer as 'rough and long y-erd' ('long haired') was described as 'rougher than the down on ladies' cheeks'. At the same time that this version appeared, it became usual to assign the male pronoun to nouns of indeterminate gender. We still haven't shaken this off.
Much that was profane or unseemly was silently excluded from dictionaries during this period, so it's a nice irony that the first person in the OED is a woman with heavy menstrual bleeding. If you look up 'man', the Old English mann or mon is cited as the root. It means 'human', not 'male person', and the earliest illustrative quotation is taken from Bald's Leechbook, a tenth-century compendium of medical recipes. It suggests that in order to treat this 'mon', a doctor should put horse dung on a hate gleda ('a hot coal') and let it smoke between the patient's thighs, so thaet se mon swaete swithe - that is, so that the man sweats a lot. This is the original person who menstruates.
The expression 'mother tongue', lingua materna, was first used in the 12th century to distinguish the language you learned at home from Latin, the language of the learned fathers. In the 14th century, the translator John Trevisa wrote that nurses 'whilispith and semisouneth the wordis' ('mispronounce and semi-sound the words') to the child. Mother Tongue is alert to the relationship between words and mothering. In Making Babies, Anne Enright writes that 'all words happen in the space between you and your dear old Ma.' I spend a lot of time teaching my older child new words and trying to coax language out of my younger child, who has so far mastered 'bye-bye' but also - crucially - 'bum'. Genesis tells that Adam named the beasts of the field and the fowls of the air, but the real naming, the first definitions, lie in the hands of the primary carer, the speaker of the mother tongue.
I am the teacher of words and latterly the keeper of words. My daughter used to call an octopus an 'op-pus' and an elephant an 'emolent'. She quickly grew out of these, but I gathered them up to treasure them, as nobody else will. The babygros have been packed away, but I will always be able to summon those childish elisions. My mother remains a devoted keeper of her children's words. I know from her that we called eyebrows 'eyebrowns', ponytails 'tailpails' and radiators 'raidataiters'. Each generation holds these words in their care, ready to pass them on.
Seventeenth-century Bibles describe Eve as Adam's 'helpmeet', a 'sickly sweet description', as Nuttall writes, 'used for the ideal Protestant wife'. The origin of the word is a little obscure, but it was probably two words: Eve was 'a help meet for Adam' - 'meet' used here as an adjective, meaning 'fitting or suitable'. In the course of reprinting and reissuing, the words became blended. 'Helpmeet' sends a shiver down my spine, but in an Old English poem on the Book of Genesis, we find Eve described as a fultum, meaning 'help, solace, comfort' as well as 'military support' and 'armed reinforcements'. Reading this, I thought back to the first week of my daughter's life. I was low on sleep, my nipples were bruised by my baby's hungry attempts to feed and there were stitches in my vagina. I was struggling with the fierceness and rawness of the love I felt and had become fixated on my fear that she might come to harm. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw something horrible. My mother came and sent me for a nap. I couldn't sleep. I re-emerged, weeping, and told her I could not stop seeing ... what exactly? I couldn't describe it. She told me that she had felt the same with her first child, but not with the others (a further four of us). I knew then that it would pass. I was battered and bruised, at war with my own mind, but my mother was a fultum - 'solace, comfort' but also 'armed reinforcements'.
While I was writing this piece, I learned that Jenni Nuttall had died after a short illness. I had never met her, but I was bereft. I had shared many snippets of the book with friends, including the attempt by Parliament to ban 'acts of gross indecency between female persons' in 1921. The bill was quashed by the House of Lords, which feared that if the legislation were passed, the resulting court cases and publicity would draw attention to such practices. In other words, their lordships thought that ladies wouldn't know how to get it on with one another unless they told them how. It was, we agreed, Peak Mansplain.
Reading Mother Tongue, I delighted in the words for practices now long lost. East Anglian slang 'nidgeting' or 'nigiting' meant the custom of rushing around the community to gather the women needed at a birth. I was stopped in my tracks reading about Frances Hatton, a 17th-century viscountess who wished to breastfeed her child rather than send him to a wet nurse, but found herself in too much pain to continue feeding. She wrote to her husband that she feared she would 'never be cheerful again'. I remembered my own pain, the desperate urge to nourish my babies and how I had detested myself when I couldn't produce enough milk for them. Nuttall had given me the words I lacked. Her death is a great loss.
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The Shoah after Gaza
  Pankaj Mishra's essay is a tour de force (LRB, 21 March). However, I find one detail in it jarring: his use of the Hebrew term 'Shoah' to refer to the  Nazi genocide of Jews. The Nazi Judeocide was perpetrated in Europe; its victims were overwhelmingly European Jews, the vast majority of whom did not speak Hebrew and were not familiar with the  word.
  On the other hand, Hebrew, my native tongue, is the language spoken in one country, Israel, where the word shoah, meaning 'catastrophe', has long been used - with the definite article:  ha-shoah - to denote the Nazi genocide. Borrowing this term in a text in any other language carries a hidden but heavy ideological load.
  This borrowed usage of 'Shoah' has spread since Claude Lanzmann's film of that name appeared in 1985. The film is an impressive work of Zionist propaganda. Most people won't see its biases (not a  word about the Romany people and other groups who got the same treatment as Jews; not a word about the many brave non-Jews who risked their lives helping Jews to survive). Lanzmann's choice of this  title was one element of his ideological strategy. The more commonly used term 'Holocaust' was felt to be too general. A new term had to be introduced to the world. Lanzmann's ingenious idea was to  make a subliminal terminological connection between the genocide of Jews and the state of Israel. It is part of the hasbarah justification of the Zionist colonisation project as  compensation for Jewish victimhood.


Moshe Machover

				London NW6
			

  Pankaj Mishra seems to suggest that it is unreasonable for Jews to see the Shoah as a Jewish tragedy that could reasonably change the way they think about communal solidarity, national sovereignty  or Zionism. There is a certain arrogance in requiring Jews - or any other group of history's victims, for that matter - to feel a certain way about their communal past, to shed any sense of  particularity, and to become universalised representatives for any number of enlightened abstractions, somehow always chosen by other people. The appropriate lessons of the Shoah, Mishra writes,  are 'respect for freedom, tolerance for the otherness of beliefs and ways of life; solidarity with human suffering; and a sense of moral responsibility for the weak and persecuted'. Those are fine  lessons to which any group should aspire, but Jews are also real people with real fears, real concerns and real experiences. They are not avatars, and they are not metaphors in someone else's  morality play.


James McAuley

				London W1
			


Better without Humans
  Rebecca Solnit begins her piece on San Francisco with an eerie picture of driverless cars, telling the story of a Cruise autonomous vehicle which dragged and crushed a woman who had just been hit  by another, human-driven, car (LRB, 8 February).
  In 2021, 42,915 people died in car crashes in the United States. Of those, 13,384 people were killed as a result of drunk driving. Distracted driving - a category that includes things like texting  while driving, eating, fiddling with a stereo and talking to passengers - claimed 3522 lives. Fully autonomous cars are still not deployed very widely, so it's hard to get an accurate count of the  number of deaths they have caused (between one and eleven in total, depending on the way 'autonomous' is defined), but the limited data we do have indicates that the number of deaths per mile  driven is far, far lower than for human-driven cars.
  There is something horrible about the robot car accident, but we need to disentangle our response from the actual numbers. How many humans were dragged how far by cars driven by other humans? Why  shouldn't this appal us just as much? Human drivers kill millions globally. Self-driving cars seem likely to kill fewer. Solnit expresses a justified scepticism of corporate incentives and makes  the accurate observation that San Francisco is increasingly socially divided, then concludes that Silicon Valley's techno-optimism is bankrupt and that the things it creates are fundamentally bad.  Driverless cars will make us safer. They will reduce the number of premature deaths, the amount of time people spend commuting, and the need for parking lots (meaning more housing, more public  spaces). Many valuable innovations can be made even in a highly imperfect social, economic and political system.


Avital Balwit

				San Francisco
			


Which came first?
'We need to explain why Shakespeare was so interested in Henry VI, this insubstantial late medieval monarch,' Barbara Everett writes (Letters, 21 March). One answer would be theatrical rivalry. As Ros Knutson showed in The Repertory of Shakespeare's Company, 1594-1613 (1991), between 1590 and 1594 there was a healthy rivalry between the London companies for plays about the Wars of the Roses. The Queen's men, Strange's, Pembroke's and Sussex's men each had their own contenders. Shakespeare wrote Henry VI Part 2 and Part 3 for Pembroke's men. Scholars have long argued that the play Henslowe called harey the vi, acted by Strange's men on 3 March 1592, was an attempt to cash in on that vogue, and that it represents an early version of Henry VI Part 1, revised by Shakespeare at some point after 1594.
As for the question 'Which came first?', Penny McCarthy is disturbed that I 'assert' that Part 1 was written a year later than the other two parts, as if I were making some new claim. It was first made many years ago by several major scholars (E.K. Chambers, John Dover Wilson, W.W. Greg), and has recently been endorsed by Martin Wiggins in British Drama 1533-1642: A Catalogue. The evidence is partly biographical, but nonetheless valid. We know that the second and third parts were in existence by the summer of 1592, if not earlier, because a pamphlet written by Robert Greene just before his death on 3 September included a mocking misquotation from Part 3. If Shakespeare had written Part 1 by 3 March, he could hardly have written Parts 2 and 3 in time for them to be acted and known by 3 September, not least because the theatres were closed owing to the plague between 23 June and Michaelmas. In addition to this external evidence, Part 1 reveals knowledge of characters and events from Parts 2 and 3, but they are ignorant of Part 1. To give one example, Talbot, the hero of Part 1, is never mentioned there, not even in a list of those who had shed their blood in France.
In my letter of 7 March I described Henry VI Part 1 as a stand-alone play by three authors, Nashe, Kyd and Shakespeare, whose contributions can be differentiated by verbal analysis. McCarthy disputes the value of 'stylistics' in authorship studies and queries 'the reliability of the database' that I have used. I have not been using stylistics, but a method that has long shown its value in identifying authors, their tendency to repeat distinctive phrases. All language users have their preferred phrases, linguistic 'chunks' that are repeated more frequently than individual words. Early modern dramatists, working for theatrical companies in a highly competitive environment, might be involved, singly or jointly, in writing several plays during the short performing season, and inevitably repeated themselves. This has been known since the 1880s, but scholars limited to reading and noting could never be sure that their figures were accurate.


Brian Vickers

				London NW6
			


Too Difficult for Women
  Ferdinand Mount can make even a list read interestingly, the list in question being the aberrant decisions and restrictions visited on women and the 'lower orders' by the nobs who ran and (mostly)  still run national and international sports bodies (LRB, 22 February). In mentioning that no women's Olympic event longer than 800 metres was run until  1972, Mount misses a trick. There was a women's 800 metres in the 1928 Olympic Games, but the Olympic committee dropped the event until 1960 on the grounds that it was too difficult for women,  despite the pictorial and indeed film evidence to the contrary. One of the nine finalists, all of whom finished the race, had overbalanced and fallen as she was trying to outlean a competitor. She  got up almost immediately.
  There is a photo of an exhausted Daley Thompson at the conclusion of the final event in the 1984 Olympic decathlon, the 1500 metres. He is clearly knackered, but has stayed on his feet to survey  the human wreckage around him. Every one of his competitors is flat out on the track. No one suggested that the decathlon be discontinued.


Pat Butcher

				London NW2
			


I adjure you, egg
  Tom Johnson mentions John Dixson, arraigned in 1448 for using a psalter and key to identify thieves (LRB, 21 March). I recently came across an account of  a court case in Shropshire in which a woman accused her neighbour of stealing a sheet. The woman had placed a key on the Bible and gone round the street until the key spontaneously rotated to point  out the accused neighbour's house. Speaking her name out loud caused the Bible and key to shake so violently they fell out of the accuser's hands. The chief magistrate was astonished that such  ignorance and superstition existed in the parish and dismissed the case. This was in 1879.


Joe Oldaker

				Nuneaton, Warwickshire
			


Unquenchable
  Lorraine Daston, writing about Linnaeus, mentions his correspondence with people around the world who would send him specimens and observations (LRB, 22  February). When Linnaeus was 67 he wrote to Lady Anne Monson, who was sixty:
    I have long been trying to smother a passion which proved unquenchable, and which has now burst into flame. So far as I am aware, Nature has never produced a woman who is your equal ... Should I be    so happy as to find my love for you reciprocated, then I ask but one favour ... that I may be permitted to join with you in the production of just one little daughter to bear witness of our love, a    little Monsonia, through which your fame would live for ever in the Kingdom of Flora.  

  He was seeking her permission to name a genus of plants after her. She said yes. It's in the geranium family.


Arthur M. Shapiro

				Davis, California
			


Flung into the Stars
  Ange Mlinko, writing about Jo Ann Beard, concludes with a mention of Annie Dillard, a 'distant supernova in a sub-zero vacuum' and suggests that Dillard's subject is the 'sublime', rather than  'other people' (LRB, 21 March). She doesn't mention Dillard's novel The Living (1992), a complex frontier story about the settlement of Puget  Sound in the late 19th century. It's brimming with all kinds of 'other people', including a monstrous villain called Burl Obenchain, who lives in a tree trunk with a puncheon floor; Hump Talem,  chief of the Nooksack; and Tommy Cahoon, a scalped Pullman conductor. It's true, though, that it does end with the words: 'He judged the instant and let go; he flung himself loose into the stars.'


Penny Collier

				Bonsall, Derbyshire
			


Sgraffito
  Nicholas Penny, writing about graffiti, mentions some of the applications of the technique of sgraffito in the fine arts and pottery making (LRB, 7  March). Sgraffito is also the term for the decoration of the facades of buildings in the canton of Graubunden in south-eastern Switzerland, particularly in the Lower and Upper Engadine  valleys, Bergell and Val Mustair. These designs - geometric patterns, rosettes, ribbons and mythological figures - may cover part or the whole of a facade, and surround doors and windows, corners  etc. They are etched into the surface plaster by a knife or stylus so that the colour of a deeper layer shows through.


John Potts

				Zurich
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Zzzzzzz
Mike Jay


 Mapping the Darkness: The Visionary Scientists Who Unlocked the Mysteries of Sleep 
by  Kenneth Miller.
 Oneworld, 330 pp., PS18.99, October 2023, 978 0 86154 516 2



Why  do we sleep? The habit is pretty much universal among animals, though it takes a wide variety of forms. Many hibernate; a dolphin sleeps with half its brain at a time, so it can keep surfacing for air; Arctic reindeer continue ruminating while in non-REM sleep; and the Antarctic chinstrap penguin, we learned last year, fits thousands of four-second 'microsleeps' into the course of a day. Yet there is still no scientific consensus on exactly what function sleep fulfils, why it's so universal, or why it's important enough to outweigh the obvious evolutionary disadvantage of rendering animals temporarily defenceless against danger.
 It was this trouble making sense of sleep in Darwinian terms which, in Kenneth Miller's account, marginalised the topic of sleep in medical science until the 20th century. There was rather more investigation of these questions earlier than he implies, especially in Germany, but it's a striking fact that a hundred years ago there wasn't a single full-time medical specialist in the subject anywhere. Across the life sciences in the 19th century, sleep was generally considered to be a vestige of our deep evolutionary past with no present value. Given its obvious disadvantages so far as economic productivity is concerned, there was much speculation that modern medicine would discover a way to reduce the need for it, or even eliminate it altogether. Sleep science, once it emerged, followed the shifting currents of 20th-century physiology and biomedicine. Each new paradigm brought fresh discoveries, created new mysteries and adjusted the focus of research, yet the fundamental questions remain unanswered.
 Research was driven from the beginning by practical considerations. During the Progressive Era in the United States of the early 20th century, the expanding domains of public health and statistical analysis revealed that sleep deprivation was an endemic problem among the working populations of the industrial world. In 1909 the engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor introduced the principle of 'time and motion' studies to analyse labour productivity. The British psychologist William McDougall and the young W.H.R. Rivers devised laboratory tests to measure fatigue, which correlated with reduced hours of sleep and revealed rates of chronic insomnia far higher than anticipated.
 The causes of sleeplessness were obvious and largely intractable: the spread of electric lighting had cut into the hours of darkness and made it possible to extend workers' shifts beyond the interval between dawn and dusk. Labouring to the rhythms of the factory and the economic machine, rather than nature or the human body, led to a state of exhaustion and burnout which the US neurologist George Miller Beard diagnosed as 'neurasthenia'. Beard defined the condition as a depletion of nervous energy and explained it by analogy to an electrical current: when a circuit is overloaded with light bulbs, it eventually reaches a point where 'the amount of force is insufficient to keep all the lamps actively burning.'
 By the 1920s, after the discovery of hormones such as adrenaline, explanations for brain activity shifted from the electrical towards the chemical. The discovery that lactic acid accumulates in exhausted muscles prompted the theory that certain glandular secretions, or 'hypnotoxins', might build up over time when there was insufficient sleep to process or absorb them. The French physician Henri Pieron, who published a detailed monograph on sleep in 1913, deprived dogs of sleep for long periods before injecting their blood, pureed brains and cerebrospinal fluid into other dogs; he noted that some subsequently became sleepy, but he was unable to identify the chemicals that might be implicated. In 1916 the mysterious epidemic of encephalitis lethargica or 'sleepy sickness', which left sufferers in a permanently comatose state and, post mortem, with distinctive brain tissue damage, suggested to some that there might be a dedicated 'sleep centre' in the brain.
 These and other hypotheses, including Ivan Pavlov's claim that sleep was an inhibitory response designed to protect nerve cells from overwork and deterioration, inspired the first of the scientists around whom Miller structures his history. Nathaniel Kleitman had escaped a Russian pogrom on the eve of the Great War and was studying physiology at the University of Chicago when, in 1922, he decided to specialise in the study of sleep. In 1925 he set up the first sleep laboratory, obtaining a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation on the promise of discovering cures for common sleep disorders including insomnia and narcolepsy. Kleitman too used dogs for his experiments, since they were thought to sleep in ways similar to humans: he removed the cortical layer of their brains and noted that their sleep patterns became jumbled as a result. He also ran human trials, charting his subjects' physical movements, temperature and depth of sleep over the course of the night.
 The experiment that brought sleep science to global attention was one that Kleitman performed on himself. In 1938 he and a graduate student, Bruce Richardson, descended into the depths of the Mammoth Cave in Kentucky, where they spent the next 32 days a quarter of a mile from the nearest chink of daylight, maintaining an artificial sleep-wake cycle of 28 hours. They kept time with alarm clocks, took their temperatures regularly, grew beards, stashed chamber pots in the cave recesses, ate fried chicken and smoked cigarettes, all on a rigid timetable of nineteen hours awake followed by nine asleep.
 They emerged a month later to be greeted by a scrum of film crews and reporters who had assembled to watch them take their first steps into the light and quiz them about their experience. Kleitman told them that the experiment had been a perfect success and that he had slept wonderfully. In fact the results were inconclusive: Richardson had adapted his sleep patterns to the 28-hour cycle within two weeks but Kleitman had been unable to do it. His subsequent book, a 638-page monograph titled Sleep and Wakefulness as Alternating Phases in the Cycle of Existence, became the bible of the new field, but his work didn't much impress the Rockefeller Foundation: it withdrew his funding, pronouncing his findings 'negligible without being false or useless'. Other scientists maintained that sleep was a trivial function, comparable in significance to vestigial organs such as wisdom teeth, tonsils or the appendix. At Columbia University, the psychologist H.L. Hollingworth proposed that if we simply reduced the time we spent sleeping by five minutes every two months, it should be possible to stop sleeping altogether within sixteen years.
 The first real scientific breakthrough came with the invention of technology that transposed the activity of the brain into visible data. In 1924 the German psychiatrist Hans Berger, who had spent years trying to measure electrical activity in exposed dogs' brains, placed electrodes on the scalp of a student whose skull had been cut away to remove a brain tumour and succeeded in tracing the oscillations of the brain's electric activity with a galvanometer. Berger's electroencephalogram, or EEG, created what he called 'a kind of brain mirror', which revealed two distinct, alternating brainwave frequencies he named alpha and beta waves.
 After a long process of refinement and many experiments, including on Albert Einstein, Berger reported in 1938 that the sleeping brain went through several different cycles, not just alpha and beta but also a slower wavelength he named delta which characterised deep sleep. Kleitman and his new assistant, Eugene Aserinsky, used the EEG to investigate narcolepsy and to study the phenomenon of rapid eye movement in certain phases of sleep. The wandering of eyes under their lids had typically been seen as a sign that a fitful sleeper was on the point of waking, but Kleitman and Aserinsky showed that REM was different: it was a recurring phase of the sleep cycle, which indicated heightened cortical activity and that the sleeper was dreaming. Sleep, it turned out, was not one state but two, as different from each other as sleep is from waking.
 The discovery of the REM state brought dreaming into the purview of physiology for the first time. Kleitman's latest recruit, William Dement, who joined his Chicago team in 1952, was fascinated by Freud's theory that dreams might function as a safety valve for libidinal energy that otherwise risked erupting into waking life as psychosis. The discovery of REM supported Freud's contention that sleep was not simply oblivion but a state of intense cerebral activity, in which the day's activity was digested and reconfigured by preconscious or subliminal stimuli.
 The 19th century may have produced little scientific work on sleep, but there was a vast and sprawling pre-Freudian literature on dreams, much of it entangled with other mental phenomena - hallucinations, delusions, hypnagogia, dissociation, clairvoyance - that were considered to be forms of 'dreaming while awake'. Dement and others hoped to demonstrate that dreams were related to Freud's 'subsidiary and unnoticed' impressions of waking life by showing their subjects slides and subliminal messages before sleep. But clear connections to dream content were elusive. By the late 1950s the reputation of their research suffered by association with the debunked claims about subliminal messaging in The Hidden Persuaders, Vance Packard's sensational expose of covert advertising techniques. By this time, too, the biophysical turn in psychiatry was drawing sleep research away from psychoanalytic theory and towards the frontiers being opened up by drugs and neurotransmitters.
 In 1959 Peter Tripp, a radio DJ in New York, decided to stay awake for two hundred hours to raise money for charity. Tripp set himself up in a glass booth in Times Square, monitored by sleep researchers, where he rapped and span records for two days and nights before his mental state began to unravel. He developed a disturbing thousand-yard stare, became angry and profane, hallucinated crawling bugs on his clothes and by the 170-hour mark was accusing the sleep scientists of poisoning his food and framing him for unspecified crimes. In the end he fled the experiment with several doctors in pursuit. When he did finally manage to sleep, he was wired up to Dement's EEG machine and had one of the longest REM phases ever recorded. Dement theorised that Tripp had been suffering from a build-up of 'REM pressure', an update on the notion of hypnotoxins, but his paranoia and disordered thinking weren't replicated in other trial subjects. It emerged later that Tripp had spent the last sixty hours of the experiment dosing himself with Ritalin, and his experience was perhaps more plausibly explained as acute drug-induced psychosis. It also resulted in a long-term personality change: he began to believe that he was not Peter Tripp but an impostor, and he and his wife divorced.
 This highly publicised tragic episode marked an end to the tradition of heroic self-experiment that had begun with Kleitman's descent into the Mammoth Cave, and hastened the shift to laboratory-based neuroscience. In 1963 Dement moved to California and set up the Stanford Sleep Research Centre, which would become the model for the modern sleep clinic. Its site in Menlo Park Veterans' Administration Hospital, where Ken Kesey had recently been a volunteer in psychedelic trials and researched One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest, was a focus for the civil rights movement, and Dement, a jazz musician in his spare time, became aligned with its progressive currents and acted as adviser to the Stanford Black Students' Union.
 The centre's initial focus was on REM sleep, its role in narcolepsy and the changes in brain chemistry involved in it. Dement's theory was that its biological value peaked in newborn babies, diminishing after infancy. But new frontiers in brain research were opening rapidly. Links were established between sleep and levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin and, most significant, the circadian sleep cycle was found to be set by a genetic mechanism and regulated by secretions from the pineal gland. Circadian rhythms, or the 'biological clock', ran slightly longer than a terrestrial day, and varied between individuals. The well-worn observation that there were 'morning people' and 'night people' now had scientific validation.
 The Stanford Centre expanded its networks of funding and influence by cultivating a focus on sleep disorders, the same strategy that Kleitman had deployed to attract Rockefeller money in the 1930s. A new discipline of 'sleep medicine' emerged, focused on insomnia, narcolepsy, apnoea and other breathing disorders; 'parasomnias' such as sleepwalking and night terrors; and the development of sleep medications. The big breakthrough for the new field came from Australia's first sleep laboratory, set up in 1979 by the physician and inventor Colin Sullivan and announced in 1981 in an article for the Lancet, 'Reversal of Obstructive Sleep Apnoea by Continuous Positive Airway Pressure Applied through the Nares'. Sullivan's CPAP device, as it became known, changed the perception of apnoea: it was no longer thought of as an obscure condition mostly afflicting obese elderly men but as a widespread and treatable disorder, which affects an estimated 24 per cent of adult men and 9 per cent of women. It also brought sleep medicine to the consumer market: sales of CPAP machines took off rapidly and helped launch the concept of 'sleep hygiene', transforming sleep doctoring into a lucrative medical specialism.
 Another crucial step in unlocking new sources of funding was the growth of public health and epidemiology. The last of Miller's sleep science heroes, Mary Carskadon, who began as Dement's teaching assistant, directed a series of large population studies to investigate the role of sleep cycles and sleep deprivation in a wide range of social and medical contexts. She showed that the likelihood of fatal accidents peaked between midnight and 6 a.m., the point in the circadian cycle when alertness levels are lowest and unintended microsleeps most common. In the 1990s she also demonstrated that the biological clocks of adolescents are such that, in the early morning, 'the students may be at school, but their brains are at home on their pillows.' Like many sleep studies, Carskadon's research marshalled scientific data in support of a long-recognised phenomenon, but the obvious solution she proposed - starting school later - gained little traction. We are, it seems, too wedded to our accustomed schedules for work and childcare.
 Over recent decades, the physiology of sleep has become ever more complex, and the treatment of its disorders is now a major component of the medical business sector. There are more than 2500 sleep clinics in the US alone; in 2020 the size of the 'sleep economy' was estimated at $432 billion; this year it is expected to climb above $500 billion. That includes $25 billion for CPAP machines and $9 billion for 'ambience optimisation' products such as white-noise headphones and blackout curtains. There are now more than eighty diagnosable sleep disorders, affecting an estimated one in three of the global population. All this is hailed by Miller as the triumph of sleep science, though it could also be taken as evidence of the opposite: there are so many options because there is still so little scientific clarity. There is no cure for any of the disorders - insomnia, narcolepsy, apnoea - that sleep science was originally intended to address; nor is there a sleeping pill that works without suppressing natural circadian rhythms and brainwave cycles or inducing dependency.
 'The most basic questions' about sleep, Miller concludes, 'still lack definite answers.' In Why We Sleep (2017), the bestselling guide to 21st-century sleep hygiene, Matthew Walker dismisses his own title in the opening pages: it has turned out to be 'the wrong question'. But waving it away isn't the same as answering it. Sleep, he goes on to say, has no single purpose but fulfils 'a rich litany of functions' and 'dispenses a multitude of health-ensuring benefits'. The range of physiological processes influenced by sleep is vast, which means the number of potentially beneficial interventions is nearly infinite. There are countless tips, techniques and habits that can improve sleep, many of them buttressed by scientific evidence and enthusiastic media coverage: at the beginning of this year, the Wall Street Journal splashed a feature on an academic study proving that people who suffer from cold feet sleep better if they wear socks. Yet beneath the imprimatur of science, the larger picture more closely resembles the Hippocratic medicine of the pre-scientific era: a teeming marketplace of pills, herbal supplements, diets, exercise, medical devices, apps and mind cures, with remedies to suit every customer, temperament and wallet. Meanwhile, studies generate more and more evidence that sleep disorders have a genetic component, which suggests that the reach of lifestyle therapeutics must be limited.
 There is much more consensus on the question of why we don't sleep. Modern life has mounted what Miller describes as 'an ongoing, and ever escalating, assault on sleep': our always-on work culture, with its shifts and double jobs, ubiquitous sound and light pollution, and the blue light from screens and digital devices which throws our circadian rhythms into confusion. The ever expanding market for sleep optimisation is a response to this ever escalating assault, but consumer and lifestyle remedies remain least available to those who need them most: working people, particularly those who are also parenting, in low-quality housing and noisy urban environments across the globe. It's hard not to notice that all these modern anxieties and pressures are essentially no different from those that led to the birth of sleep science more than a hundred years ago, in the glare of the electric light.
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Poem
Clapham in March
T.J. Clark



The island on Eagle Pond is a ruin. The trunk of a long dead tree
Arches in agony into the water,
Not so much hollow as disemboweled.
Six clumps of municipal daffodils struggle for life on earth
Sterilised by goose shit and particulates.
The A24 has no mercy.
South London is not all like this, I hasten to add. Ten minutes walk down Crescent Lane,
Past the Catholic primary with its cuddly Virgin, you round a corner and come across
A temple facing a Stonehenge of LCC flats.
The flats are decaying. Care workers move quickly from door to door.
Above the temple columns a line from Virgil:
HIC VER ASSIDUUM ATQUE ALIENIS MENSIBUS AESTAS.
'Here is persistent spring,' I translate (the temple was originally a greenhouse, 
The poet was thinking of Italy), 'and in months where it should not be, summer.'
'Assiduous' is good.
Drizzle sets in as I write the word 'summer' and the city strikes up a tune:
A howling of jumbos comes from the sky, a squawk from a squad car, and naturally one side
Of a passionate phone conversation I don't want to be part of - 'She was like . . .'
                              'I was like . . .' 'Here's the thing . . .'
The speaker pushing by me, inconsolable.
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The Call of the Weird
Michael Ledger-Lomas
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Andrew Lang  was in Oxford when he first encountered the living dead. One autumn night in 1869, he passed John Conington, professor of Latin, staring silently at Corpus Christi College. Nothing odd about a distracted don, except that Lang soon learned that Conington had, at that moment, been breathing his last in Boston, Lincolnshire. Years later, he discussed this 'real or sham J.C.' with members of the Society for Psychical Research who wished to include his experience in a treatise called Phantasms of the Living. Lang's short note, addressed from the Savile Club, was genially inconclusive about what he had seen. He was, he admitted, bad with faces, but the lamp light in Oriel Lane had given him 'a very good view' and Conington was 'not easily mistaken ... I know no one in Oxford who was at all like him' - he was renowned, even in good health, for his greenish complexion. This was enough for the SPR. Even if it were a case of mistaken identity, the 'coincidence' of the 'illusion' with Conington's death pangs remained an 'inexpugnable fact'. When read alongside other records of last gasp apparitions, the case suggested that we could rescue something of ourselves from our perishing bodies.
Supernormal experiences were a delicate question in the late 19th century, especially when they bore on such wobbly tenets of Christianity as immortality. Educated elites increasingly wished to strip religion of its supernatural excrescences and make it a sound pillar of society. The development of both anthropology and psychiatry encouraged them to explain away unearthly visions, ghosts or demons as relics of primitive thought or symptoms of mental illness. Yet the reductionism of these new disciplines was as brittle as it was ambitious, and Lang became their ardent critic. Like the SPR, whose president he later became, he sought evidence to challenge or at least stretch scientific naturalism's pinched vision of reality. In a voluminous grimoire of ghost stories he published in 1897, he confessed that he was in a 'balance of doubt' about their truth. John Sloan's new biography of Lang explores his attempts to frame and hold that balance. It reconstructs the development of a professional gadfly, who skipped across the hardening boundaries of literature, anthropology and history to insist on the strange origins of religion.
Lang liked to say that his childhood steeped in the fairy-ridden folklore of the Scottish Borders explained his call to the weird. Sloan shows that it owed more to his frictional relationship with academic institutions. In 1864, he won a Snell Exhibition, which had sent many brilliant students - not least Adam Smith - from Glasgow University to Balliol College, Oxford. The high churchmanship of Oxford often unsettled the Presbyterian certainties of the Balliol Scotch; Archibald Campbell Tait, an exhibitioner of a previous generation, even ended up as the archbishop of Canterbury. As a Scottish Episcopalian, Lang had no Calvinism to shed, but he opposed the efforts of Oxford's rising liberals to tidy up Christianity. He found Benjamin Jowett's Hegelised Plato a poor substitute for St Paul and skipped Matthew Arnold's poetry lectures because they clashed with cricket matches. All the same, he thrived. He won a fellowship at Merton. He translated French roundelays and befriended Walter Pater. It was a world in which everybody seemed to know everybody: Lang's friend Charlotte Green was the wife of the philosopher T.H. Green and the sister of John Addington Symonds, the historian of the Renaissance.
But his social successes hid intellectual frustrations. Lang wanted to use his fellowship to make a name for himself in the history of religion. Another friend, the anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor, had convinced him that myths originated independently around the world in the thought processes of 'savage' peoples. Such speculations contradicted the theories of Friedrich Max Muller, the comparative philologist who then dominated Oxford. Muller argued that mythology originated in the spiritual insights of the Aryans of ancient India. Over time their grand words for high thoughts were distorted into the names of divine beings, which were further garbled as they spread across the world. Lang began to sense that Muller was, like George Eliot's Casaubon, trapped in a futile search for a key to all mythologies. But he couldn't say so openly, and so decided to leave Oxford, giving as the reason his impending marriage.
He moved to Kensington, where he became a journalist and began his lifelong battle to achieve financial security. Even brilliant writers, Lang observed, earned only a quarter of what a barrister did - a ratio it would be depressing to revisit today. Sloan's terse summaries just about prevent the sheer mass of Lang's publications from capsizing the biography. Volumes of verse (generally good). Novels (generally not good). A prose translation of Homer (durable). Lives of a Tory statesman and of Walter Scott's biographer (solid). Revisionist histories of Scotland (unpopular in Scotland). He only dropped his pen to whack golf balls, flick fishing rods or browse the bookstalls by the Seine (Henry James thought that Lang was too 'insular and innocent' to appreciate Paris). But he could only afford to be interested in a topic for the time it took to dash off an article about it. As Oxonian contemporaries racked up professorships, he became an aged smatterer, his only titles honorifics.
Sloan vividly illustrates Lang's grousing that 'if I could have made a living out of it, I might have been a great anthropologist.' His writings on anthropology and religion were enriched but also chequered by his effort to stay afloat financially by specialising in everything. His first few books on the subject established him as Tylor's bulldog. Lang argued that philological efforts to trace all myths back to a single fountainhead failed to work at a global scale. In Australia - where Lang had settler relatives who sent him boomerangs - Indigenous Australians who seemed to have no plausible contact with Muller's Aryans still had gods of their own. Mythology evolved independently everywhere due to the universal phenomenon that Tylor called animism. Indigenous peoples, who had not yet formed a sharp distinction between sleeping and waking, explained dreams as the activity of a soul that could detach itself from the body. This encouraged them to ascribe souls to things and animals. Hierarchies gradually emerged: a republic of spirits became an aristocracy of gods and finally the absolute monarchy of one supreme being.
The evolution of religion could be glimpsed in such folkloric customs as blessing someone when they sneezed, which captured the notion that sneezing expelled spirits from the body. In 1877 Lang helped found the Folklore Society to explore such 'survivals'. Its name suggests a kind of ethnonationalism, but he and his colleagues were seeking materials for a universal theory of religion, not the racial essence of their folk. In a review of W.B. Yeats he remarked that there was nothing unique about the beings lurking in the Celtic Twilight: 'The great Celtic phantasmagoria is the world's phantasmagoria.' Sloan evokes the guilt that shrouded Lang's interest in the primitive vestiges of the British world: his maternal grandfather had been a land agent for the duke of Sutherland, who 'improved' the Highlands by forcing out its uneconomic crofters. When rambling in Glen Urquhart, Lang saw 'smoke hanging in the wet air' above one of the last cottages to be burned down in an eviction.
The detection of 'savages beneath our white skins' exhilarated him. He preferred H. Rider Haggard and Robert Louis Stevenson to Henry James, because their romances seemed to have a primitive gusto. Although Lang co-wrote a fantasy novel with Haggard, his most effective literary use of anthropology came in the form of The Blue Fairy Book and the other 'coloured' anthologies he and his wife, Nora, edited for Longman. These books presented fairy tales as 'first made by men who were childlike for their own amusement', in societies yet to discover writing or reason. Children were their ideal readers because they, too, were adept at 'living in fantasy', instinctively accepting that talking animals or invisible friends had a kind of reality. Although Lang has often been seen as a cheerleader for boy's own stories of imperial adventure, these books owed everything to a team of women writers, headed by Nora, who translated and retold the tales with unseen artistry. Lang's belief that all peoples resembled one another in their childhood also insulated him against Eurocentrism: believing that 'black, white and yellow people are fond of just the same kind of adventures,' he introduced his readers to Chinese, Japanese and Arabic tales.
Censorious colleagues at the Folklore Society said Lang had jumbled up genuinely ancient tales with the work of Jonathan Swift and the French fabulists, whose fairies and giants were merely their own inventions. Yet this was a literary not a scientific venture, one less interested in curating immemorial fragments than in showing readers what it was like to think with primeval abandon. To open The Blue Fairy Book is to plunge into beautifully austere narratives that invert or suspend normality. Cats and wolves speak and dwarfs traverse huge distances in boots that are seven leagues long. Nothing needs to be explained in a world where anything can be real. Bluebeard's blue beard, which causes his future wife to loathe him, is simply that, not a symbol to be decoded. The illustrations, which embed meditative damsels in the haunted thickets of Burne-Jones and the sinister bestiaries of Wagner's Ring, deepen the oneiric mood.
One of the best accounts we have of the malevolent power of Lang's volumes is A.S. Byatt's novel The Children's Book, in which Olive Wellwood pays her rackety family's bills by publishing stories whose ever more tangled and subterranean plots track, without revealing, the family's incestuous secrets. The adults who make her a literary celebrity yearn for the mental freedoms of childhood. Her son Tom feels trapped in 'Tom Underground', the story written to entertain him as a child; after the success of its stage adaptation, he drowns himself at Dungeness. Lang's tales similarly have the amoral force of nightmares: they calmly dwell on kinds of cruelty and violence that Victorian society repressed or exported to its margins. An ogre hoping to feast off children slits the throats of his own offspring. 'The Jew' who seizes a wonder-working brass ring is 'tied to the tail of a savage mule loaded with nuts' and 'broken into as many pieces as there were nuts upon the mule's back'.
The preface to The Yellow Fairy Book of 1894 drolly reassured children that 'smoke and schoolmasters' had long since frightened fairies away from England. Yet Lang had by this time begun to doubt that supernatural experiences were diminishing as modernity advanced. In the age of Lourdes (a place of pilgrimage only since 1858), miracles were as 'common as blackberries'. The founders of the SPR hoped to find convincing proof for anthropologists and other men of science that mediums could enter into contact with the dead. As the historical anthropologist Efram Sera-Shriar has written, Tylor gamely attended seances, but came away from them convinced that the followers of mediums were deluded in the same way 'savages' were. Lang accepted his 'barbaric parallels' but flipped their charge. If so many of his educated contemporaries thought the energies of the spirit world no less real than electricity, then perhaps the 'hallucinations' of past ages were founded on truths, not error. They dimly captured powers that were supernormal, rather than supernatural, because they proceeded from an 'X region of our nature', which science had yet to investigate.
Whereas historians of religion today enlist anthropologists to make sense of their sources, Lang invoked the 'science of the history of religion' to rebuke the anthropologists. A radical antiquarian, he insisted that the truth claims of historical attestations to the supernatural be sifted on their merits, not struck out for failing to pass modern standards of rationality. 'Cock Lane and Common Sense', the title essay of the 1894 book that announced his rebellion against Tylor, encapsulates his method. The Hanoverian investigators of an eerie tapping heard in a London house - Dr Johnson among them - satisfied themselves that the landlord's daughter had faked it. Yet the scratches she made under observation produced different sounds to those heard by early witnesses, which resembled those attested in many other times and places. Could we say that a murdered woman haunted Cock Lane? No. But nor did the surviving evidence allow us to dismiss the happenings there as delusions. An address to the SPR on the 'Voices of Jeanne d'Arc' is another bravura display of Lang's hermeneutic of non-suspicion. It was easy to assume that because the saints spoke to Joan, she had been hysterical, or superstitious, or both. But the chroniclers described Joan as cheerful and robust; she listened to her voices calmly. They were counsellors, not an inner compulsion.
Had Joan heard from the saints as she - or John Henry Newman - would have understood that term? Lang did not much care. The price he exacted for preserving the outre phenomena of religious history was their transference from theology to an expanded but recognisably scientific psychology. Sloan finds no glimmers of personal piety in Lang's life. Yet whether or not he believed in the Christian God, he bridled at His slapdash detractors, the worst of whom was the anthropologist James George Frazer, a Presbyterian atheist. Although T.S. Eliot used Frazer's The Golden Bough as a grab bag of incantations to destabilise the modern mind, its argument was punishingly rationalist. Before religion there had been magic, with which peoples protected their crops. When it failed, they transferred their faith to vegetable deities, whose sacrificial deaths mimicked the rhythms of the seasons. The resurrected Christ was just the most successful of these slain gods, the details of His Passion deriving from the ritual deaths of Persian and Babylonian kings, which the Jewish festival of Purim supposedly recalled when it marked the killing of the royal official Haman. Lang delighted in poking holes in Frazer's account of the Crucifixion. Christ was not Haman and Calvary had nothing to do with Babylon. It wasn't just Frazer's scholarship that was shaky, Lang believed; his foundational assumptions were, too. Magic was not the stepmother of religion, but often its sibling: the witchcraft trials of the early modern era suggested that magical beliefs often thrive in periods of intense religious excitement.
Lang styled himself an 'outcast from the church anthropological', but its members did not so much anathematise as patronise him. Frazer commented after Lang's death that he should have stuck to 'pure literature'. Towards the end of his life, Lang succumbed to melancholy. When he saw a black cat run across his study, he dismissed it as 'obviously hallucinatory' and probably a symptom of macular degeneration, but couldn't help greeting it as the old portent of doom in his family, which was no stranger to insanity. Shortly before his death at the age of 68 in 1912, he raved to Nora that they should move to America because 'awful calamities were about to befall Europe.' A few years later, soldiers were said to have seen angels in the sky over Flanders and civilians flocked to seances to speak to their beloved dead.
Popular enthusiasm  for the angels of Mons came as a reverse for the psychiatrists who for decades had tried to establish distinctions between sane and insane beliefs. In Troubled by Faith, Owen Davies considers their ambitious attempts to eliminate religious claims to supernatural experience by pathologising them. 'Psychiatrists' is a pardonable anachronism for professionals who were generally called asylum physicians. Their intellectual confidence reflected the steady rise in the number of asylums, which housed a hundred thousand patients in Britain by the turn of the 20th century. Davies makes a convincing, though limited, case for the significance of asylums to debates about religion and the supernatural. They were never the total institutions imagined by Foucault, the outcrops of a vast discursive shift in the policing of minds. It was difficult to end up in an asylum, unless your relatives agreed to do the paperwork to send you there. A majority of those who were committed stayed for less than a year and were rarely subjected to ambitious therapies. A consistently small proportion of inmates were classed as insane on religious grounds, much lower than those admitted for alcoholism. Yet British psychiatrists still had a big enough caseload to write voluminously on religious insanity.
They leaned heavily on anti-clerical French theorists, who had developed a taxonomy of pathologies to challenge the jurisdiction of the Church over cases of demonic possession. Jean-Etienne Esquirol's concept of religious monomania, which explained the way beliefs gripped otherwise healthy victims, became the basis for many boutique diagnoses. Think you're the messiah? It's a nasty case of theomania. Put your faith in spiritualist mediums? You've succumbed to mediomania or spiritualistic madness. So great was the proliferation of such conditions that by the late 19th century international psychiatric conferences dedicated themselves to reducing their number. There were also shifts in fashion: monomania began to disappear as Charcot's theory of 'hysteria' established itself as a totalising explanation for everything from hallucinations to demonic possession.
It was one thing to develop a theoretical understanding of how and why people's talk of spirits or witches made them mad, another to get lawyers to accept it. From the bench, judges sneered at 'experts in madness'. Even a display of the wildest of beliefs would not necessarily help a criminal defendant dodge the 1843 M'Naghten rules, which cleared him only if he did not 'know the nature and quality of the act he was doing; or if he did know it, that he did not know he was doing what was wrong'. The effort to make certain beliefs symptomatic of insanity also foundered during the contestation of wills. Many lawyers urged that a testator's belief in witchcraft or mediums did not make them so irrational that they could not dispose of their property. Great minds once believed in witches, while the growing popularity of seances suggested that a belief in spiritualism was mistaken but still reasonable.
No wonder many psychiatrists preferred to apply their science to the dead rather than the living. Davies talks of a 'golden age of retrospective diagnoses', which involved patients as various as Socrates, Jesus and John Wesley. The early modern witchcraft trials were a popular hunting ground. A belief in sorcery had once seemed a hallmark of ignorance; now it became a pathology. Psychiatrists wondered if witches should have been sent to the asylum, not the stake. It was perhaps harder to medicalise their persecutors. Could demonomania grip an entire society? Some psychiatrists argued weakly that witch-hunters suffered from an 'insane opinion', without being 'individually insane'. Although the interest in viewing such phenomena as mass possession or religious revivals as expressions of bespoke pathologies faded over time, Davies neatly shows that psychoanalysts would in turn collapse the past with the present. Freud read demonological treatises as guides not to madness but neurosis: they charted movements of hysteria and sexual repression as ordinary as their discussion by early modern believers had been lurid.
The second half of Davies's book contrasts the strident reductionism of the psychiatrists with the voices of their patients, who speak to us faintly through asylum records but with powerful directness in their surviving letters. These sources reveal complex connections between religious belief and insanity. A denomination's dogmas might generate certain varieties of supernatural experience. The acrid sectarianism of Presbyterianism explains one man's faith that he was 'elected to destroy all those who did not belong to the established Church of Scotland'. But madness was an ecumenical matter. All denominations saw angels. A Jewish Mancunian believed that the freemasons were stealing his semen, a Belfast Presbyterian that spiritualists had forced his semen up into his neck. Mad talk also shows us how ineffectual were efforts by churches to discipline the religious imagination of the people with Bibles and catechisms. Inmates tailored scripture to their compulsions with a magic literalism, as in the case of Margaret Joynt, a young woman who said she had the Star of Bethlehem in her eye. Then again, the hermeneutics of many churches were no less weird: Joynt belonged to the Catholic Apostolic Church, whose founders claimed to have the gift of speaking in tongues. It was the context rather than the content of Joynt's speech that made her claim a question of mental health rather than theology: shortly after her release from the asylum, she killed herself by drinking carbolic acid.
It wasn't a belief in the supernatural that marked someone out as insane, but the judgment of the authorities that this belief was held with harmful vehemence. One inmate who proclaimed himself to be Jesus was actually committed for striking a cab horse with an axe. Doctors wouldn't call you mad if you saw the ghost of a loved one, but they might if, over time, the ghost kept saying the wrong thing or refused to disappear. A vision could also become a pathological hallucination if it happened in the wrong place. Mary Lavery, who saw the Virgin Mary outside a Manchester railway station in 1892, ended up in Prestwich asylum - but in ultramontane France, she might have emulated Bernadette Soubirous and become a saint.
Religion and madness developed parallel responses to the psychic stresses of modernity. Churches metabolised the technological innovation of capitalist society, turning railroads and telegraphs into instruments of evangelisation or metaphors for spirituality. Asylum inmates were equally resourceful, explaining that hydraulic tubes or telephones were conduits for the telepathic malevolence of demons or Jesuits. Theologians mimicked rationality in their defence of faith against it. The inmates Davies discusses did no less - the doctor of a man who said he had put Satan in a bottle admitted he 'argues tolerably well upon his absurd premises'. It was easier for the mad, as for the religious, to describe the coherence of their system than to convince others of its correspondence with reality. One inmate ended his letter explaining how demons abuse electricity with the plea: 'don't imagine I am insane because I write this from a lunatic asylum.'
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Double-Time Seabird
Michael Hofmann


The Islander: A Biography of Halldor Laxness 
by  Halldor Gudmundsson, translated by Philip Roughton.
 MacLehose, 486 pp., PS25, September 2023, 978 1 5294 3373 9



If geography  isn't destiny, it comes close. Consider Iceland, at the apex of the North Atlantic. From there, one leg of a pair of dividers drops south to the Scandinavian ports and Scotland, and then to the rest of what one thinks of as Europe. The other leg gives prime access, through a little-used window in the Hudson Bay, to Canada and the United States. That's it, that's the menu: south-east or south-west. Europe is the nearer of the two.
A second factor is the tiny population in conditions that are presumed to be hostile to advanced or civilised life. Iceland welcomed its first permanent settler just over a thousand years ago. Over time, it was the property of Norway, then Denmark; it voted for independence from the Danish crown in 1944. It now has a population of a third of a million. Iceland has its own flag-carrying airline, a prosperous knowledge economy based on biotech and finance, an outstanding education system and a scandalously high life expectancy. The Icelandic genome has been substantially transcribed. The country benefits from the perverse or late-stage tourist industry that specialises in taking visitors to bleak and unpopulated places.
As Halldor Gudmundsson tells us in his excellent biography of Halldor Laxness (born Halldor Gudjonsson - he changed his surname to Laxness after the farm where he grew up), things were once rather different. In one of his brisk, dumbfounding asides, where little crystals of information seem to break from the supersaturated solution of his prose, Gudmundsson tells us that 'Iceland experienced as many changes in the 20th century as other Western societies did in three hundred years.' That century tallies rather closely with Laxness's lifetime, 1902-98.
If anything, Gudmundsson is understating it. At the time Laxness was born, the population of Reykjavik was around seven thousand. It had two policemen. Its culture, such as it was, had been contracted out to expats living in Saskatchewan or Denmark. Novels were called - admiringly or deprecatingly? - 'Danish novels'. They didn't start appearing much before 1850. Publishing, as it was elsewhere in the 18th century and before, was in the hands of printers and booksellers. 'The first true novel of Reykjavik', according to Gudmundsson, was in 1908 (Einar H. Kvaran's Higher Power); the first ever exhibition of art by an Icelandic painter was in 1900. There was no national theatre or opera or philharmonic or university. There was barely even agriculture. Iceland's outward-facing inhabitants fished for a living; many were so-called 'dry-stocksmen'. (Laxness's father was one such.) Owning neither land nor livestock, they lived from the sale of their labour in turf-walled crofts. Like Bjartur, the shepherd settler-hero of the great Laxness novel Independent People (1934-35), fish was most of what they ate, and if not fish as we know it, then lumpfish or stockfish or torsk or 'refuse fish' or coalfish. Tobacco was chewed or sniffed. Coffee was an unlikely staple. The prosperous ones bought or owned shares in a boat.
No Icelandic writer - it seems ridiculous even to say so - could live by his pen. At best, he could switch to Danish; early on, Laxness tried this. All his life, he was much more involved with translations of his work than most writers. He was an obsessive, a struggler, a megalomaniac. 'It is unlucky for a writer to be born in a tiny isolated country, condemned to a language that no one understands,' he wrote. 'But one day I hope that the stones in Iceland will speak to the whole world through me.' And: 'I absolutely cannot stand constricted circumstances - nothing but the huge world can fuel my writer's talent.' He's like the youngest son in a fairy tale who successfully converts the world to the language of birds. Or fish.
Like the inhabitants of other small and remote countries, the Icelander has the choice to go or stay. Laxness did both. He was a cosmopolitan and a homebody. He yo-yoed. He stayed in Iceland and he left. The Gullfoss, a passenger ship that trafficked between Iceland, Europe and America, seems to pop up every few pages in this biography; it must have felt like a second home to him. As a young man he was gone for years at a time, to Europe in the late 1910s, to the US a decade later. He starved and bludged his way around Icelandic diasporas on two continents: the Icelandic wife of a millionaire in Brighton, the community of so-called 'Western Icelanders' in Winnipeg, a pair of Icelandic nurses in Los Angeles, concentrations of Icelanders in Denmark and Sweden, smatterings of Icelanders in Sicily and Berlin. Later, when he could afford it, he would leave with considerable regularity, twice a year, spring and autumn, like a double-time seabird, writing most of his books abroad, and preferring to experience publication at a distance. Family too (he married twice and had four children) he preferred from a distance. Not in a theoretical or principled way, with each spouse the guardian of the other's solitude, but as a practical arrangement. In his absences, his wives did his accounts and ran his house. He found he could write better alone, and nothing - for almost the whole of his exceedingly long life - was as important to him as writing. He would leave to write a book, come home with it written, leave next when it was due to appear. It was a life of few incidents and no overall programme or aesthetic, but vicissitudes and huge endeavour: a writer's life. A successful writer's life - one of the few. There was a Jaguar in his drive. A heated house. Children he barely knew. He succeeded in bending the world to his will.
Genius, perhaps even talent, tends not to survive in accounts of it. Genius from peripheral and exotic backgrounds is even more difficult. There is no way for us outsiders to watch its progress, no familiar pyramid or ladder that means anything to us. It is like a design sketch or architectural drawing submitted without any indication of scale. For a long time, at home and abroad, Laxness was an Icelander among Icelanders with their cosy first names and - to most of us - near indistinguishable patronymics. An identity parade. The friend, the patron, the employer, the rival, the enemy. It's only in the latter half of his biography that he seems to enter the known world, meets Jorge Amado, meets Brecht, exchanges letters and postcards with Hemingway and Pasternak. Even in Gudmundsson's biography, in translation and to English readers, he maintains a kind of invisibility. Success or failure? Original or derivative? Contented or driven? Vital or past-it? It's hard to be sure. The separateness of the language and the discreteness of the personnel leave the issues obscure. All this makes for an uncommonly interesting (and relativising) read.
Anyone from a small country can do anything, or they think they can (until they can't), which is half the battle. There's no reason not to. The objectives are so far distant that in a way they are not serious. The world is familiar - or it is so far beyond the horizon that it barely exists. Laxness as an infant had polio. 'The surgeon general Gudmundur Bjornson saved his life when he was three.' Of course he did. Laxness got into the Technical College in Reykjavik because his father knew Iceland's chief engineer, Jon Thorlaksson, who later became prime minister. Is that coincidence or just probability? A year later, aged seventeen, he gave up on education. And why wouldn't he? For a time, he went by his middle name, Kiljan. Kiljan Laxness: doubly confected, he could have been one of the good guys from anywhere. Then he came close to joining the Catholic Church; a little later he flirted with communism. Most likely, he was never seriously in danger of becoming either Catholic or communist, but it would have been a mistake to challenge him. He certainly walked the talk: he carried momentum, all the momentum of a small country. Before America set him straight, he considered 'it was better to have the support of a small nation than everything inherent in the idiocy of a huge nation.' (America got wind of this attitude, got very sniffy and never quite forgave him.) He was a pendulum, and there was no inertia or experience anywhere capable of damping the oscillation.
Laxness went to Hollywood at the age of 25, intending to write ten films and make 'millions of dollars'. As good a plan as any, except that he was just learning English, his films were silent, and it was 1927. Even signing his name 'Hall d'Or' didn't help. In 1955 he won the Nobel Prize and became, Gudmundsson writes, 'the first Icelandic celebrity' - a Grossschriftsteller like Thomas Mann, someone who 'was becoming a kind of cultural president of the nation', and whose travels 'had started to take on the air of state visits'. For a couple of years, it seemed to be his life's work to avoid accepting an invitation to Bulgaria.
No wonder half the photographs one sees of him show a man laughing uproariously. He had the kind of face, like Rilke's, that took decades to compose, that looked more plausible in age than youth. Baldness and an RAF moustache settled it. One would address him as 'squire'. Martial but retired. Ghillied tweed and brogues. Dental work. An Icelandic friend described him in youth:
a nearly average-sized man of height, very thin and exceptionally erect; his hair was blond but not thick, his forehead high, his eyebrows pale, his nose quite large and his lower lip somewhat jutting. His eyes were especially beautiful, light blue and sparkling and radiating an attentive thoughtfulness, goodwill and humour. His hands were particularly beautiful and long and his fingers slender, and would have suited a pianist no less than a writer. He was trim, joyful of expression, not pretty, but exceptional in many ways, with an engaging personality.

And a Swedish newspaper, in middle age (Nobel time):
Laxness is a charmer. Nothing can make him angry. But as an interviewee he is afflicted by the unpleasant fault of never speaking about himself. He is a special blend of manliness and pretence, of audacity and diplomacy. There is something of the Anglo-Saxon in him.

In the 1970s and 1980s - and his seventies and eighties - his books queued up to be filmed.
Laxness was certainly diligent and he must have been an unusually good linguist and reader. He claimed to have read all the sagas by the age of eleven. Then it was time to internationalise himself. He learned enough Danish, Latin, English, Russian, German, French and Italian to read or get by in, and in most cases rather more. By turns, he put himself through Brandes and Tolstoy; Dostoevsky and Strindberg; Tagore; Bourget and Proust; Freud, Jung and Adler; Joyce and Hemingway. 'If there was one 20th-century novelist Halldor respected all his life,' Gudmundsson writes, 'it was Hemingway.' In an early grant application (Laxness was not quite 23), he claimed to have written six long novels by the age of twenty and destroyed five of them. He wrote poems when young and plays when old, essays and memoirs of various stripes all along. By turns, polemical, mild, droll, wise, ironic. (None of these, I think, have appeared in English, which, true to form, is interested only in echt novel novels. Danish novels.) He summarises himself - early, but it remained true: 'I have pursued writing since my childhood and have had only one goal my whole life: to become an Icelandic writer.'
The reader is made aware of opinionatedness, self-confidence, indomitability, mercuriality, application, aggression. Qualities not attractive in themselves, and often put to the service of poorer ends. Gudmundsson frequently mentions Laxness's charm. He asked a lot of his mother, his wives and his friends. (The one paid job he had in his life was as a receptionist for an Icelandic radio station and he didn't keep it for long.) Something about him would have agreed that rules were for other people.
Rules  are for other people's novels, too. Laxness, not so much. He wrote book after book after book. All sorts. More than twenty novels, a couple of dozen volumes of essays and memoirs, a dozen books of stories, poems and plays. Despite recent republications and the efforts of Philip Roughton (the Iceland-based translator who has also translated this biography) to bring out new books and retranslations in English, most of Laxness remains inaccessible. Probably he's too inconsistent and circumstantial and spur-of-the-moment for anything like a 'Laxness Reader' to be a viable proposition. In a sense, he's still a writer who doesn't yet fully exist, a kind of Borgesian phantom. The Islander is off on its own, a biography with a finesse and a detailed appreciation that, while we are grateful for it, we can't really follow.
Laxness's short books - The Atom Station and Fish Can Sing, for example - don't show him at his best, and the long ones can get away from him. (Many were published in separate parts, and Laxness didn't look back at what he had written already.) He tests the ability of epic to contain. He has a propensity to muddy the waters, to throw in a love story, a satirical element, another generation, the supernatural, a secondary intention, a layer of derision. A wonderful set-up - provincial girl comes in service to posh political family, boy raised by grandparents in the old style - is too readily lost sight of and becomes diluted and estranged. A great scene is followed by something bizarre and disconcerting. The books are ghost trains. Entertainments, sometimes failed entertainments. There is something a little monstrous about them: a tail, a claw, a head. Some teeth.
Independent People is just as mongrelly as the others, but for some reason it works. One symphony, the rest cattywampus. Here too, there is a supernatural element, the suggestion of an ancient curse; and one weirdly cartoonish scene, where Bjartur throws himself on the back of a passing reindeer and gallops off down the icy Glacier River in midwinter. Odd that such a thing doesn't derail the book, but it doesn't. It's a tall tale, with the elasticity of epic, a witty, impersonal 'folk' presentation, and the grinding rural poverty of an obsessed shepherd. The decades pass, fortunes fluctuate (Iceland did well out of the First World War, staying neutral and supplying proteins to the combatants), bust follows boom, and we are back where we started. Sheep are a mistake, Bjartur's neo-feudal neighbour says; foxes are where the action is. It makes Knut Hamsun's Growth of the Soil look like a meliorist fabliau, the banal acquisition of knick-knacks, a kind of Norwegian Family Robinson, animated chiefly by its inveterate suspicion of women. Independent People by contrast is remarkably unconsoled and unconsoling, a book full of deaths and calamities and unhappy persistence, a book with real rain in it, and real cold and real turf smoke.
It also happens to be one of the best translations I have ever read. Little is known about the translator, J.A. Thompson, who was born in 1910, studied Nordic languages and English at Leeds, worked briefly as a schoolteacher in Akureyri in 1931-32, and translated nothing else. Laxness worked with him on the translation in Dewsbury in 1936, and later poked fun at Thompson's preferred mode of convalescence: 'The first thing he did after finishing the work was buy himself an apron, a brush and a bucket, and go and wash the steps of a certain fifth-class hotel in London; he thought such work a holiday after having translated Halldor Laxness for Sir Stanley [Unwin], and never wanted to see another book after that.' All I can say is, he deserved his black and white tiles. He has both autonomy and tact. His translation is full of character, marvellously pointed but in touch with timelessness, relished but without striving for effect. We are in the world of Briggflatts, of Patrick Kavanagh's 'The Great Hunger' or Robert Flaherty's Man of Aran. Let me quote two descriptions from the novel, one of an interior, the other of a meal taken outdoors. In the first, Bjartur's son has been tapping on the roof and squeaking, to get his grandmother to wake up.
Mumbling away to herself, the old woman gathered her strength, and after one or two fruitless efforts to rise, managed finally to scramble out of bed with all the gasps and groans which always accompanied that task. She put on her sackcloth skirt and her short coat. Then the search for the matches began. It always ended with the matches being found. In the uncertain light of the wall lamp he saw her bending bareheaded over the range, saw her mahogany rune-carved skin and her protruding cheek bones, her sunken mouth and scraggy neck, her thin wisps of grey hair - and was afraid of her, and felt that morning would not come until she had tied her woollen shawl round her head. Presently she tied her woollen shawl round her head.
Dinner in the meadow was like all true joy, sweetest in anticipation. The salt torsk and the rye bread, the thin porridge and the sour blood pudding, the interminable rain that streamed down into these dishes while they were busy eating - a more rigid menu could not have been found anywhere. The fish gave off a vigorous odour in the rain, and the smell hung in the nostrils for hours afterwards, in the clothes, on the hands. Never did the children long so much for food as when they stood up from their meal under the hayrick.

The suspenseful yet familiar slowing (and resolving) of the first passage, and the scotching of experience in the second are both masterly. The work not of one, but two great masters.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n07/michael-hofmann/double-time-seabird



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vol. 46 No. 7 * 4 April 2024

Is it even good?
Brandon Taylor reads Zola



When  I agreed to write about Les Rougon-Macquart, Emile Zola's cycle of twenty novels, published between 1871 and 1893, I imagined it would take six months, after which I would write an amusing little essay about how we should all read more Zola.* This is not what happened. It took me two years. In that time, I had two books published, wrote another two books, moved from Iowa City to New York, taught myself film photography, became a professor of creative writing and an acquiring editor for a small press, adapted one of my novels for film, wrote a pilot for television, went on antidepressants, increased my dosage of antidepressants, stopped drinking coffee after 3 p.m., resumed tennis and table tennis lessons, and had my glasses prescription increased twice.
Les Rougon-Macquart encompasses almost every area of social life, from the rural bourgeoisie (The Fortune of the Rougons, The Conquest of Plassans, The Bright Side of Life) to the working poor (Germinal, The Assommoir, Earth) to the heights of government power (His Excellency Eugene Rougon) to the markets and commerce of Paris (The Belly of Paris, Money, The Kill, The Ladies' Paradise, La Bete humaine) to the art world (The Masterpiece, Nana) to the theatres of war (La Debacle), and everything in between. At times, it feels as if nothing that exists is outside Zola's intimate knowledge. He seems familiar with every screw and bolt in the machines that lower men into mines and the trains that carry passengers from Le Havre to Paris, every nuance of the inner workings of the French parliament, every change of fashion on the boulevards. Then there is the size of the cycle itself, twenty novels filled with events and with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of characters, many of whom reappear, creating a taut network of narrative relations. I planned to summarise the books and describe this network, but had to stop when I realised that this in itself would result in a book-length account.
Zola began writing the cycle with clear intentions. In a document titled 'Notes sur la marche generale de l'oeuvre', he identified his subject as 'une famille centrale sur laquelle agissent au moins deux familles'. That is, a central family and at least two collateral branches that would span the breadth of society, 'dans toutes les classes'. He would follow the fortunes of this extended family through the years of the Second Empire - between 1852 and 1870 - and his exploration would demonstrate his conviction as a naturalist writer that an individual is subject to the natural laws that govern the physical world. In his manifesto 'The Experimental Novel', Zola declared that 'a like determinism will govern the stones of the roadway and the brain of man.' In the same essay, he wrote that 'determinism dominates everything. It is scientific investigation, it is experimental reasoning, which combats one by one the hypotheses of the idealists, and which replaces purely imaginary novels by novels of observation and experiment.'
For Zola, a person's psychology and appetites were determined by the biological (the hereditary) and the social (milieu and environment). The objective of the experimental novelist is
to possess a knowledge of the ... phenomena inherent in man, to show the machinery of his intellectual and sensory manifestations, under the influences of heredity and environment, such as physiology shall give them to us, and then finally to exhibit man living in social conditions produced by himself, which he modifies daily, and in the heart of which he himself experiences a continual transformation.

His ambitions as a writer were vast and moral:
To be the master of good and evil, to regulate life, to regulate society, to solve in time all the problems of socialism, above all, to give justice a solid foundation by solving through experiment the questions of criminality - is not this being the most useful and the most moral workers in the human workshop?

Zola thought that if he could work out in his novels the exact combination of biology and environment that gave rise to all the evils in society - crime, disease, poverty, violence - he could save the world. This extra-literary dimension is what moves his naturalism beyond pessimistic determinism. The actions and circumstances of man may be understood as a product of his biology and social environment, but through careful study of these forces we can choose to act in ways that counter them. Therefore, Zola's naturalism not only holds that one can shape and change one's fate, but that it is a moral necessity to do so, at least in the extra-literary dimension that is life. For his characters, things are a bit bleaker.
This lowering of man from the Romantic or idealised hero of his own story to the mundane victim of the universe and its cold indifference is not unique to naturalism. (Or literature: consider the discourse about the term 'content creator' and the accompanying anxieties about the devaluing of art and artists.) In some ways, naturalism is the perfect vehicle for expressing the alienation we feel after being commodified under capitalism. If you ignore the eugenicist undertones of the idea that class is biologically determined, and squint a little, you can understand why naturalism has been making a sneaky comeback.
I say this because I detect strong naturalist tendencies in my fellow millennial novelists, particularly those who write novels largely concerned with the theme of identity. This isn't new: there was a genre called Black Naturalism which encompassed such writers as Richard Wright, Ann Petry and Paul Laurence Dunbar. The Black Naturalists found naturalism a ready-made mode for representing life under white supremacy. For many Black Americans, there was always a boundary in sight, setting a limit on how prosperous they could be, how happy, how free. I can put this in a slightly different way: not long ago, I was browsing Instagram and came across a celebration of the first Black woman neurosurgeon, Alexa Irene Canady, who began her career in the 1980s. Do you know how insanely racist your country has to be for someone becoming a particular kind of doctor to be judged remarkable enough to be worthy of celebration, decades after the fact, by their entire race and its allies? The dynamic of the 'first one' is familiar to many under-represented groups. In America, on college campuses, we even have a term to describe people who are the first in their family to get a university education: First-Gen. The first woman to lead a major American publisher. The first out trans woman elected to Congress. All such celebrations are really reaffirmations of the deterministic structures that run through our civilisation.
The novel of female complaint, ascendant over the last decade or so, is another example of the existence of naturalist undercurrents in contemporary literature. The narrator of Rachel Cusk's Outline trilogy feels so strongly that her life has been overdetermined by her gender that she has literalised it by erasing herself from her own story. Every time a young woman in a novel sits down and thinks very hard about gender and what she is and is not allowed to do, I think of Zola. Perhaps this is why Nana bored me. 'Ah,' I thought, 'another terrible woman who feels she's mediocre at her job wanting to devour men and take a nap.' It's all just Zola, all the way down.
I'm starting to think that the Sebaldian turn in contemporary literature, which people keep trying to justify as a loss of faith in storytelling convention, in its falseness or whatever, really just reflects the feeling that their lives have been determined by forces outside their scope. The effort of imagining a person sufficiently free to exercise agency within a traditional plot is beyond their powers to such an extent that they've resorted to dramatising the act of imagination itself. How does one write about race, class, gender, sexuality, or any of the large forces that affect a life, without giving them totalising authority over one's self?
The unacknowledged debt to naturalism and the silent faith in determinism feel like the deep spiritual background to the novels produced by my generation. In some respects, we live in an era of unprecedented freedoms and scientific information, and yet the myths we make for ourselves have never been smaller or more restrictive. Is this really the best we can do at this moment: adopt the debunked pseudoscience of what Angus Wilson, in his excellent study of Zola, called a 'fourth-rate cultural superstructure'? We seem to have moved from believing in a genetic basis for identity to a socially determined one. This doesn't represent a rejection of Zola's naturalism, but a change in emphasis.
Zola believed in the overwhelming determinist force of what he calls 'l'effet hereditaire', referring both to the simple fact of inherited traits but also to the ways in which they are combined. He sought to dramatise this in the depiction of his 'famille centrale'. Over the cycle, drama arises because children inherit the faults and virtues of their parents, which drive them to behave in ways that put them in conflict with the rest of their families. For the Rougons and their relatives, the Mourets and Macquarts, the traits inherited and combined are mania, obsessive neurosis, some form of epilepsy, egoism and greed. Adelaide Fouque is the progenitor of the entire Rougon-Macquart clan. She has always suffered from periods of mental illness and instability. She marries a gardener called Rougon who, being a peasant, is coarse and motivated by base urges. They have a son, Pierre. Later, she takes a lover, a vagrant and criminal called Macquart, with whom she has two children, Antoine and Ursule. The birth of these children allows Zola to begin his experiment in the effects of heredity.
Of Pierre, Zola writes: 'He embodied the first phase of that evolution of temperaments which ultimately brings about the amelioration or degeneration of a race.' He then elaborates on what he sees as the admixture of what almost amount to two races, the bourgeois and the peasant: 'Although he was still a peasant, his skin was less coarse, his features less heavy, his intellect greater and more flexible. In him the defects of his father and mother had reacted on each other in a positive manner.' Antoine Macquart takes after his father in his 'love of vagrancy, his tendency to drunkenness and his brutish fits of anger' but resembles his mother in 'his total lack of discipline, in his egotism, like that of a sensual woman ... which disposed him to accept any bed of infamy provided he could sprawl on it at his ease and sleep warmly in it'. Ursule takes more after their mother, and is described as 'whimsical, and [displaying] at times the shyness, the melancholy and the sudden outbursts of an outcast'.
Pierre's peasant genes have made him more robust than his mother, and he turns his strength against her as he sets about getting rid of his siblings so that he can attach her wealth to himself. Antoine is conscripted into military service (Pierre refuses to pay for a proxy, against their mother's wishes) and Ursule is married off to a bourgeois merchant. This sets a pattern for their descendants. Pierre marries a vicious woman called Felicite whose greed and status consciousness combine with his own inherited egotism to produce a family characterised by possessiveness and cunning. Ursule's children and her descendants, who take more strongly after Adelaide, are feverish exquisites whose bourgeois upbringing leads them to express their manias in socially sanctioned forms, such as commerce, religion or patriotism - though it also finds an outlet, for the men especially, in promiscuity. For Antoine's descendants, forced to grow up in squalor having been deprived of their inheritance as a result of Pierre's scheming, the underlying traits manifest as alcoholism, violence, wanton sensuality and vagrancy. Meanwhile a marriage between two first cousins, Marthe Rougon and Francois Mouret, strengthens the trait of obsessive neurosis. Their son Serge becomes a zealous priest given to visions and ecstasies (in The Sin of Abbe Mouret) while their daughter, Desiree, becomes obsessed with animals and suffers from bouts of madness. Their other son, Octave, moves to Paris and develops a fixation with chasing women (in Pot Luck), later channelling his neurosis into the establishment of a department store that will eventually attract the entire city (in The Ladies' Paradise). It is this third, sublimated family line that survives.
Zola's hypothesis about the combination of traits that characterise the Rougon-Macquart and their relatives was that the family line would end either in the sublime or in utter stupidity, but his treatment of his material is rough and would give comfort to the most depraved eugenicist because it makes class an output of biological destiny. Though he says that Les Rougon-Macquart is concerned with a single family, his theories are not represented solely by its members. He is interested more broadly in the inheritance of appetites and the ways these appetites manifest in relation to class and environment. Peasants always have a crude, animal intelligence. The nobility are intelligent but indolent. The poor behave like brutes, driven by emotion. The rich are cunning and morally dubious. Everywhere, Zola sees biological destiny.
We  might assume that, given such an elaborate design, Zola published his books in a preordained and logical sequence. But this would be to credit him with superhuman powers of prediction and artistic control. Like Balzac, he tried retrospectively to organise his books into a pattern that did justice to his conception. In his 1899 biography of Zola, Ernest Alfred Vizetelly (the son of Zola's English publisher, and the translator of many of his books) provides the order in which, he says, Zola intended the books to be read, 'if the series is to be judged as a whole':
Publication Order
The Fortune of the Rougons (1871)
The Kill (1872)
The Belly of Paris (1873)
The Conquest of Plassans (1874)
The Sin of Abbe Mouret (1875)
His Excellency Eugene Rougon (1876)
The Assommoir (1877)
A Love Story (1878)
Nana (1880)
Pot Luck (1882)
The Ladies' Paradise (1883)
The Bright Side of Life (1884)
Germinal (1885)
The Masterpiece (1886)
Earth (1887)
The Dream (1888)
La Bete humaine (1890)
Money (1891)
La Debacle (1892)
Doctor Pascal (1893)
Recommended Order
The Fortune of the Rougons (1871)
His Excellency Eugene Rougon (1876)
The Kill (1872)
Money (1891)
The Dream (1888)
The Conquest of Plassans (1874)
Pot Luck (1882)
The Ladies' Paradise (1883)
The Sin of Abbe Mouret (1875)
A Love Story (1878)
The Belly of Paris (1873)
The Bright Side of Life (1884)
The Assommoir (1877)
The Masterpiece (1886)
La Bete humaine (1890)
Germinal (1885)
Nana (1880)
Earth (1887)
La Debacle (1892)
Doctor Pascal (1893)
Having followed Vizetelly's advice, I agree that to take the books in their publication order is to blunt their cumulative effect - one misses out on a subliminal flow. It is also constantly to wonder didn't I meet you somewhere once? You encounter the characters in the wrong order, as in a bad dream, and lose sight of important connections. The sequence starts to seem random. Vizetelly's order arranges the novels into a fluid narrative: we begin in the country amid the romance of rural life in Plassans on the very night of the coup which will pave the way for the Second Empire. From there, we watch as the cruel, legitimate branch of the family, the Rougons, amass power and influence first in their rural foothold and later in Paris. Then we have the novels of the middle-class collateral branch, the Mourets, whom we follow from the country into Paris and its environs. And from the bourgeois branch of the family we pass finally to the illegitimate Macquart line, whose representatives work close to the land or in positions of servitude in the cities. These novels of work and labour - miners, laundrywomen, farmers, soldiers and servants - lead up to the defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War and the end of the Second Empire. And then we have the final novel in the series, bringing us once more back to the country, to Plassans, to rural life and a doomed coupling between two relatives, shortly after the empire's end, with a great summing up. This arrangement allows us to move down through the social classes as we move across the family tree, turning genetic relations into narrative connections that coalesce into a broader story about France.
I would make one change to Vizetelly's sequence. Nana, which comes after Germinal in his recommended order, should instead come after The Masterpiece and before La Bete humaine. If Nana comes after Germinal, we leave the rural landscape of a miners' strike to return to the hothouse of the Parisian theatre. And then we depart once more, in Earth, for the country, to sow crops alongside Nana's uncle, Jean, who will subsequently stand at the barricades in La Debacle. This is inharmonious. The Masterpiece, which follows Claude Lantier, Nana's half-brother, is set mostly in the Parisian art world and is a far more suitable lead-in for Nana. This also allows La Bete humaine, with its virtuoso descriptions of trains and movement, to transport us from Paris to the mining villages of Germinal and then to the fields of Earth.
Iwrote  that it took me two years to write this piece, which gives the impression of a leisurely stroll through ten novels a year, when in fact for most of that time I was fighting for my life against three particular novels. Probably not the ones you're imagining. No, it wasn't Germinal or La Debacle, both of which I dispatched fairly easily. It wasn't Earth - which is perhaps the great unsung masterpiece of the series, depending on your capacity for melodrama. Nor was it the endless list of a novel that is The Ladies' Paradise or the slippery and pungent The Assommoir. No, I lost a year in total to The Sin of Abbe Mouret, The Dream and Nana.
Anyone who has read Les Rougon-Macquart might wonder how I could have had such difficulty with these three books. After all, they are among the shorter novels in the series. The Sin of Abbe Mouret and especially The Dream are loose on plot and high on vibes. The Dream deals with an unruly girl called Angelique whose intense fantasies run both to the religious and the carnal. When she finally achieves her wish of marrying a local boy, she expires from happiness. She simply cannot go on living. Before she dies, the reader is treated to many rhapsodies. The book insists so firmly and so intensely on its own feelings that the reader is totally shut out. It's more a fable than a novel.
The Sin of Abbe Mouret is similar, telling the story of a young priest who is so in love with the Virgin that he hates women. The intensity of his devotion to the mother of God causes him to shiver and shake at the very idea of a woman's unclean mortal form. He has an epileptic fit (a hereditary trait) and develops amnesia. He then spends the long middle section of the novel recovering in the arms of a feral girl-child who takes him into a secret wild Eden that Zola describes with recursive frenzy. Eventually, the priest remembers that he is a priest and hates women, but only after they have consummated their union, and then the girl dies because she misses him. The novel is silly and insistent in the same desperate key as The Dream. I think I spent three months unable to pick up a book while reading The Dream, and I spent about six months utterly incapacitated by The Sin of Abbe Mouret. Then I was fine, moving along at a reasonable clip, enjoying life again, and I passed from the brilliance of Germinal to Nana, which is the favourite of some friends of mine. Oh good, I thought, now it's all the masterpieces in a row.
Wrong. Nana and Germinal are the novels on which Zola's current Anglophone reputation rests. If you know Zola, it's probably because you've heard of Germinal or Nana. People talk about Nana as if it's a piece of naughty genius, behind whose swagged curtains a secret profundity lurks. It tells the story of Anna Coupeau, also known as Nana, who runs away from home at the end of The Assommoir and becomes first a prostitute and then an actress and then a kind of prostitute again. The novel deals with the suffocating world of theatre politics, but is more concerned with the traffic into and out of Nana's bedchamber. It insists again and again that her appetite is not for love. She doesn't even particularly like men. She just wants to consume them. She is a man-eater of the purest type. She will swallow fortune, home and fame. I found it very boring, and the moral impossible to bear. Perhaps Nana seems like a brilliant novel if you haven't read Germinal or La Debacle or even Pot Luck. For me, it ranks among the middling entries in Les Rougon-Macquart. I wasn't moved. I was ready for it to be over when Nana finally died of some horrible disease all alone, already forgotten by the men who once loved her.
You will probably never read all twenty of Les Rougon-Macquart. I know that. You know that. Let us accept this truth between us. If I had to send you on your way with some minimally sufficient quantity of Zola, let me propose the following, which to me are the greatest examples of Zola's art: The Assommoir, Germinal, Earth, La Debacle.
In The Assommoir, we encounter Gervaise, a disabled laundrywoman, who has just been abandoned by her lover Lantier. She toils to support herself and her children while facing the humiliation of knowing that her lover has taken up with a rival. There is an unforgettable scene in which she beats the sister of Lantier's new lover while singing a washerwoman's song. Eventually, she marries a roofer, Coupeau; they have a daughter, and things seem precariously close to working out. Then Coupeau has an accident and starts drinking, and the family slowly comes under the weight of terrible alcoholism and poverty. Soon, Gervaise is sending her mother-in-law, Maman Coupeau, to pawn everything in the house in order to pay for food, because no one is working and because they are drinking all their money away:
Maman Coupeau was always to be seen ambling along the pavements with parcels tucked under her apron, heading for the pawn shop in the rue Polonceau. She walked with her shoulders hunched, wearing the self-righteous, oily expression of a devout churchgoer on her way to mass: for she didn't dislike the task, scratching around for money amused her, and haggling with old clothes dealers was right up the street of an old gossip like her. The assistants in the rue Polonceau knew her well; they called her Mother 'Four Francs' because she always asked for four francs when they offered her three, for parcels the size of a knob of butter. Gervaise would have borrowed on the house itself; her mania for pawning things was so great she'd have shaved her head if they'd been willing to lend her something on her hair. It was too easy, how could you resist going there for cash when you needed a four-pound loaf. The whole caboodle found its way to uncle, their linen, their clothes, even the tools and furniture. At first, if she had a good week, she'd take the opportunity to redeem her stuff, although back it'd go the following week. But later she got that she didn't give a damn and just let things go, and sold the pawn tickets.

My mother once pawned my Nintendo 64 in order to buy more booze. She pawned everything in the house that wasn't furniture: televisions, phones, my Game Boy, her wedding rings, jewellery my father had bought her, the shoes she had bought me for school. It all went. The Assommoir is the most accurate, brutal depiction of the reality of alcoholism I have ever read, capturing too the strange, evil joviality that warps all the relationships in such a household. I found the book eerie and painful, and I wept at the end when Gervaise started to show physical symptoms similar to those I saw in my mother and father: the clumsiness, the persistent lack of memory, the tremors at all hours of the day.
There's another stunning sequence deep into the novel. Gervaise has been wandering the streets begging for almost 24 hours. She is tired, hungry, cold, but also experiencing alcohol withdrawal:
Then she found she'd been automatically reading the posters stuck on the parapet. They were in every colour. A pretty little blue one offered a reward of fifty francs for a lost dog. Now there was an animal that must have been loved!
Slowly, Gervaise set off again. Gaslights were being lit as the foggy, smoke-laden darkness fell; and the long avenues that had been gradually disappearing into the engulfing blackness were re-emerging aglow with light, stretching out and streaking through the night as far as the dimly shadowed horizon. You could feel a great breath of life as the neighbourhood staked out its increased size with cordons of little flames, under the huge moonless sky. It was now that the line of bars, sleazy dancehalls and bawdy-houses stretching from end to end of the boulevards blazed brightly, lighting up the good cheer of the first drinks and the first dances. The fortnightly payday filled the pavement with jostling groups of idlers looking for a good time. There was a feeling in the air that made you think of binges, terrific binges, but nothing nasty yet, just getting a bit lit up, nothing more. In the small cafes people were sitting stuffing; through the lighted windows you could see them eating their supper, their mouths full, laughing without even bothering to swallow.

The passage recalls an earlier scene when Gervaise and Coupeau throw a party, and she notices men flowing by in the street after a change of shifts. There's a moment when she spots a beggar man. Here, at the end of the novel, the roles have been reversed, and it's Gervaise who is moving like a spectre through the streets, laughing quietly and inwardly at her own jokes, just wishing she had ten sous. There are people who might say that it's too much, too bleak. That it's poverty porn. I don't think so. In fact, the moments when Gervaise begins to beg and is turned away because people believe she will only waste the money, or when she submits herself to inspection because her sister-in-law thinks she might be guilty of theft, seemed to me as far from titillation as you can imagine. The book is so deeply and thoroughly observed, so honest about the desperation of alcoholism and poverty. I was stunned to see so many scenes from my own life depicted in this 19th-century French novel. I can easily understand why The Assommoir turned Zola into a superstar. He is at his finest and his most unsparing.
Germinal follows Gervaise's son Etienne, who has come to a mining town in rural France to cause a little trouble. He is broke, and he doesn't know a soul. He eventually gets a job at a mine and takes a bed with one of the mining families. His first encounter with the machinery establishes the tone and theme that will define the novel. The mine isn't an inert lump of soil, but a living, devouring thing:
He liked to think he was tough, and yet he felt an unpleasant sensation grip him by the throat, amid all these rumbling tubs, the dull thudding of the signal rapper, the stifled bellowing of the loudhailers, and the unceasing flight of the cables nearby, as they were wound and unwound at full speed by the drums driven by the engine. The cages slid up to the surface and then fell smoothly back down again like some nocturnal beast, swallowing more and more men, drinking them down the dark abyss of its throat.

The conditions described in the mining village are brutal - there's no other word for it. Eventually, the miners go on strike, spurred on by Etienne, who has adopted socialist politics. Some of my favourite moments occur when Etienne and the miners argue about socialism and the tension between theory and practice, gradualism and anarchy.
Etienne waxed lyrical. His whole rebellious temperament tempted him to embrace the struggle of labour against capital, in the first flush of his ignorant enthusiasm. It was the Workers' International Association, the famous 'International', that had just been founded in London. Wasn't it a superb achievement, to have launched this campaign through which justice would at last triumph? With no more frontiers, the workers of the whole world would rise up and unite, to make sure that the worker kept the fruits of his labour ... In another six months they would have conquered the earth, and they would impose new laws on the bosses, if they tried to turn nasty.
'Rubbish!' Souvarine repeated. 'Your Karl Marx still believes in letting natural forces take their course. No politics, no conspiracies, am I right? Everything out in the open, and nothing to fight for but wage rises ... To hell with you and your gradual evolution! Set fire to every town and city, cut the populace to shreds, raze everything to the ground, and when there's nothing left of this whole, vile world, maybe a better one will grow up in its place.'

The long middle section of the novel, which describes the grinding poverty that sets in with the strike, is among the greatest passages in literature. Not for its rhetorical heights, but because of the cold, hard light Zola shines on the bind these people find themselves in, and on the evil tactics of the owners. It all comes to a violent and bloody climax as soldiers break the strike with gunfire and many die before the miners are forced back to work. And that's not even the ending. It's a novel of tremendous force and great beauty, desolate and bare and maddening.
Earth  and La Debacle follow Jean Macquart, a former soldier who has become a farmhand. The action of Earth mostly concerns a family of landowners, the Fouans, whose intense resentment of one another threatens to set the book on fire. At the start, old Fouan is about to divide his land between his children, because he can no longer work as he once did. It doesn't go well:
Haltingly, in broken sentences full of digressions and asides, he explained his reasons. But something he did not say, though it came through in the emotion he could barely conceal, was his immense grief, his deep resentment and heartache at giving up this land which he had so coveted before his father's death and then cultivated with a passion that can only be described as lust, and added to, with a little strip of earth here and there at the cost of the most squalid avarice. Each single piece of land represented months of a bread-and-cheese existence, whole winters without a fire, summers of endless toil in the scorching heat, with no respite beyond a few mouthfuls of water. He had loved his land like a woman who might kill you and for whom a man will commit murder. No love for wife or children, nothing human: just the land! And now he had grown old and, like his father before him, would have to hand over this mistress to his sons, furious at his own impotence.

Poor Jean gets dragged into their family conflict, but finds a bit of sweetness: he falls in love with a young woman and they marry. But tragedy strikes when the family conflict boils over and Jean's wife is raped by her brother-in-law while her sister restrains her, and is then murdered. Her death is excruciatingly detailed. At moments, you wish Zola would look away, to give these people a little peace and privacy. But he is undeterred. His narration doesn't spare the reader because to do so would be immoral, because false.
The other major theme of Earth is the impact of automation and technology on agriculture and on agrarian society. The differences between the bourgeoisie and the workers in rural France are tracked in arguments over whether the farmers should send their children to school. The poor farmers see no point, viewing education as an interference and a threat to their way of life, while the wealthier members of the community see it as a means of advancement. One of my favourite moments is a long soliloquy that uses the figure Jacques Bonhomme as a French everyman, mostly as a stand-in for the farmer, who has been exploited and had his earnings taken away:
So, when his suffering became unbearable, Jacques Bonhomme would rise in revolt. He had centuries of fear and submission behind him, his shoulders had become hardened to blows, his soul so crushed that he did not realise his own servility. You could beat him senseless, starve him, and rob him of everything, before he would abandon his caution and stupidity, his mind filled with all sorts of muddled ideas which he could not properly understand; and this would go on until one supreme injustice, one last pang of suffering, threw him at his master's throat like an infuriated domestic animal who had been beaten once too often.

Earth could be taken as a magnificent depiction of the way of life among rural Black people in the American South in the late 20th century. I was struck again and again by the shared concerns: land ownership, crop yields, unpredictable weather, wild hunger, not enough money soon enough and the viciousness of family squabbles. It is an unvarnished portrait of rural life. There are no heroes - just wolves in waiting.
La Debacle is Zola's chronicle of the mistakes and foolishness that led to the end of the Second Empire. The first section is mostly just Jean and his men marching to various places, only to be told to turn around and go the other way. This has some basis in fact - the French army was horribly organised during the Franco-Prussian War, and the mobilisation was ineffective, to say the least. This section is long and perhaps confusing. But once the siege of Paris sets in, you're never quite the same. Here, a soldier has just had a close call with some shells and climbed up to get a higher view:
The fighting was taking place to the north of the town, and the German batteries on La Marfee and at Frenois were sending their fire right over the houses to sweep across the Plateau d'Algerie; and he even watched the flight of the shells with interest, and the immense curves of light-coloured smoke which they left above Sedan, like invisible birds leaving fine trails of grey feathers. At first, it seemed obvious to him that the shells which had crashed through the roofs around him had been missiles which had strayed off course. They were not yet bombarding the town.

The comfort is shortlived. A moment later, 'it gave him the melancholy impression of enormity and yet, at the same time, childishness. What good was it now, confronted by these cannon, whose missiles flew so effortlessly from one edge of the sky to the other?' The shelling gets underway, supervised by the king of Prussia, whom Zola slyly leaves as something of a cipher even as the narration circles him:
With a single word, the king asked a question. He wanted to know every particle of this human dust under his command on the giant chessboard, he wanted to hold it in the palm of his hand. To his right, a flight of swallows, taking fright at the noise of the cannon, wheeled and went climbing high into the sky, vanishing south.

The conditions on the ground are bleak. Zola captures the surreal horror of watching your home be destroyed by an enemy for reasons that have absolutely nothing to do with you:
'Ah! Well then, Francoise,' he said, 'I'd like to embrace your little Auguste ... But he's not as poorly as all that, just give him another couple of days, and he'll be out of danger ... Keep your spirits up, and above all get back inside quick, and keep yourself out of sight.'
Finally, the two men left.
'Goodbye, Francoise.'
'Goodbye, gentlemen.'
And at that very moment, there was a terrifying crash. It was a shell, which destroyed the chimney on Weiss's house, then fell onto the pavement, where it exploded with such a bang that all the windows nearby were shattered. Thick dust and heavy smoke at first obscured their vision. Then the front of the building reappeared, gutted; and there lay Francoise, sprawled across the threshold, dead, her body broken and her head all mangled, a human rag, all red and horrible.
Weiss hurled himself over to her. All he could do was swear, stammering, 'Bloody hell! Bloody hell!'

Jean and his fellow soldiers, outmatched and outmanoeuvred, do everything they can just to survive:
Maurice and Jean had been lucky enough to come upon a hedge, behind which they could gallop along without being seen. Even so, a bullet still managed to pierce a hole in the side of one of their comrades' heads, and he fell down, getting tangled up in their legs.
They had to kick him aside. But the dead no longer counted, there were too many of them. A glimpse of a wounded man, screaming and using both hands to stop his entrails from falling out, a horse which was still hanging on, its hindquarters blown apart, all this horrifying agony, all the horror of the battlefield, ended up no longer having any effect on them. The only thing that bothered them was the midday sun beating down, boring into their shoulders.

I read La Debacle while bombs fell on Gaza. I turned from videos, photographs and news reports of catastrophic devastation to read about similar suffering in Alsace in 1870. I went from pictures of children bleeding in streets, including one who was holding his little shoe while people tried to get the dust of his destroyed home out of his hair, to reading about men, women and children getting blown apart by shells. I went from reports of innocent civilians being deprived of food, water and shelter to the depiction of captured men forced to stab one another over loaves of bread. I will never forget Zola's descriptions of horses going mad from hunger, or the way men shot and ate them, only to be shot in turn by the Prussians because they were supposed to be starving. La Debacle was an overwhelming novel to read during an overwhelming time because it shows with arresting clarity how indefensible the human scheme of conquest is. The novel made me think of something from Earth, the long litany of taxes extracted from the ordinary people of the land:
There were centuries of bloodshed, centuries during which the flatlands, as they were called, resounded with a ceaseless cry of pain, of women raped, children battered, and men hanged. Then, when there was respite from war, the king's tax collectors were sufficient torment for the poor wretches on the land, because the number and burden of the taxes was nothing compared with the brutal and capricious methods of collecting them.

The real cost of the Franco-Prussian War was not extracted from Napoleon III's coffers, but from the bodies and the fields of his people. It was paid by the soldiers and the civilians who had to watch as their homes and loved ones and comrades were killed in front of them. In some ways, life in the West increasingly seems like a project whereby we seek to prevent our governments from picking our pockets and using their ill-gotten fortunes to ruin the lives of other people in our name.
For me 
, these four books - The Assommoir, Germinal, Earth and La Debacle - represent the essence of Zola's moral argument against war, convention, the petty gods of the bourgeoisie and the complacency of material comfort. For Zola, the greatest moral act is to bear witness. Sometimes when I read novels set in the past, a contemporary smugness sets in. But when the past comes uncomfortably close to the events you're living through - another example would be my reading of The Fortune of the Rougons, about Napoleon III's coup d'etat, months after the assault on the Capitol - you realise how new so many of our institutions and customs are, and how fragile.
But what moved me most in these novels was not the extra-literary moral dimension necessitated by Zola's naturalism. It was his literary skill, sometimes most apparent in the novels' quieter moments. The description of the sky over Paris on a chilly night, or how loud the silence can be when you're hungry and alone and no one is coming to save you, or the carefully described change in the light in The Bright Side of Life, when Pauline, a young woman brought up by thieves, watches her last chance at romantic love pass out of her hands. Zola is a poet of such silences. There is, too, the tautness of his dramatic structures. There are no loose ends. Everything comes back, in ways both surprising and not, and one has the sense of a master machinist, who has measured his mark exactly. It could be argued that it's at times too neat. That sometimes it all comes together a little too well. That it's all pitched rather melodramatically. Zola, for all of his scientific analogising, was something of a romantic at heart; he paints with the same soaring heroism that makes Eugene Boudin's beach scenes brim with feeling but that can be perverted by lesser hands into triteness.
When I finished Les Rougon-Macquart, I stacked the books up and took a picture. I posted this picture to social media. 'Is it even good?' an online stranger asked me. There was a bratty heat to the question, implying as it did that the size of the cycle was somehow an overcompensation on the part of both Zola and me. I tried to think of something funny to say, but just got depressed. If I had answered yes, what would it have meant? That the novels were uniformly excellent? That each gave the same impression with the same intensity? Or would it mean that if I averaged my experience of all the novels (leaving aside the question of how a person would do such a thing), the output would be some positive value indicating worthiness? The question can't provide a suitable framework for discussing something like Les Rougon-Macquart, whose aim is to capture in panorama the pleiotropic nature of life, the complex matrix of relations that is existence. Les Rougon-Macquart resists reduction, and in the face of the scale of the series, asking 'Is it even good?' is like asking if the sun is heavy.
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Acrumpled  hundred-rupee banknote falls from a man's pocket. The camera shows Gandhi's face on the note. A young girl picks the money up, and asks her mother what she should do with it. Her mother says she can get herself chocolate, buy a doll or give it back. The girl hands the note back to the man who dropped it. Against a background of sentimental music, a voice announces: 'If every mother gives her child a pinch of honesty every day, the nation will become honest too.' Then the mother says to camera: 'After all, we've eaten the nation's salt.' Launched in 2012 in the wake of mass protests against state corruption in India, the advertisement was part of a campaign for Tata salt, which was described as 'desh ka namak' or 'the nation's salt'.
 In Tata: The Global Corporation That Built Indian Capitalism, Mircea Raianu writes that during the Mughal period the eating of salt functioned as a 'ritual of incorporation', binding conquered subjects to the emperor. Salt also connects the citizen to the nation because of the part it played in the struggle for emancipation from colonial rule. In 1930 Gandhi led a protest against the British salt tax, in a march that ended at Dandi on the Arabian Sea, where people made their own salt by evaporation and then ate it. We are meant to relive that act of protest with each pinch of Tata salt. The slippage between salt and nation, between Tata and India, speaks not just to Tata's central place in the development of Indian capitalism but also to the way in which the corporation has variously come to represent progress, the evils of capitalism, and even the state itself.
 Incorporating more than a hundred companies operating throughout the world, the Tata group sells gold jewellery, tea, clothes, health insurance, mobile phones and artificial intelligence, and consultancy services to governments and businesses. It produces cars, steel, electricity and chemicals, and runs airlines as well as luxury and budget hotels. The Tata adverts I grew up watching seemed to be doing something more ambitious than selling clothes or groceries: they represented values to live by, a guide in how to be a good Indian citizen. 'What is good for India is good for Tata' it says on the group's website. The Tatas aim not to profit, but to serve.
 Charting the development of the Tata conglomerate from its origins in 19th-century trade to its primacy in the manufacturing, service and trade sectors in postcolonial India, Raianu paints a more ambiguous portrait. The business was started by Nusserwanji Tata, the son of a revenue clerk in Bombay. He was a Parsi - Zoroastrians whose ancestors migrated to India from the Persian Gulf more than a thousand years ago to escape conversion to Islam. The Parsis dominated shipbuilding in India in the 18th century and formed successful trading alliances with British firms, becoming key players in the trade between India, Britain and China. Nusserwanji's fortunes were made by his work as a contractor during the Anglo-Persian War of 1856-57, when British troops and ships raised by the government of India occupied the Persian port of Bushehr at great expense. James Outram, who lends his name to many neighbourhoods in India, led the British forces. He returned to India to quell the uprising known as the Indian Mutiny - or, depending on your choice of historian, the First Indian War of Independence.
 As Indian rebels tried and failed to reinstate the last Mughal emperor, and control of the government of India passed from the East India Company to the British crown, Nusserwanji brought his son, Jamsetji, into the family business. They opened branches in Hong Kong and Shanghai, exporting Indian cotton and opium to China, and taking tea, silk and gold back to India. It was a risky way to operate: Indian merchants depended on bills of exchange, promissory notes, to cash their profits. These bills were part of a system of speculative credit which connected Britain and its colonies. The reliance on bills of exchange led, in Marx's analysis, to commodities 'overflooding the markets'. When Bombay was hit by financial crisis, the Tatas had to suspend the China trade (they returned to it some years later), but another colonial war soon came to the rescue. In 1868, Nusserwanji Tata won a contract to supply General Robert Napier's expeditionary forces in Abyssinia: Napier was leading an expedition against Emperor Tewodros II, who had asked for help quelling internal revolt and, receiving none, had taken hostage the British consul and a group of Europeans. Rescuing the hostages entailed building a port, laying down a railway line and transporting thousands of men and animals from India to Ethiopia. Raianu notes that the Tatas' involvement in the opium trade has often been criticised, but not their central place in 'a 19th-century version of the military-industrial complex revealing the nexus of Indian capital and imperial power'.
 War profiteering is left out of Peter Casey's 'authorised' history of the Tata conglomerate, The Story of Tata: 1868-2021. According to this version, in 1868 Jamsetji Tata merely 'brought industry to India'. Unlike Raianu's historically situated account, Casey's book elevates Tata to mythical status (it is dedicated to the keepers and protectors of the 'Tata flame'). What it lacks in historical detail is made up for in colour photos and 'exclusive' interviews with members of the family and their confidants. Much of the literature on Tata is like this, written by senior executives in the company, or by writers who are devoted to it. Last year, waiting for a flight at Mumbai airport, I counted at least six titles in the airport bookstore, each telling the story of the company's successes.
 Tata's first industrial enterprises were cotton mills. In 1877, the year Queen Victoria was proclaimed empress of India, Jamsetji founded the Empress Mills in Nagpur. The company's next mill, opened nine years later in Bombay, was called Swadeshi. The name was supposed to show Jamsetji's support for the new Indian National Congress party, which had a political programme intended to combat the drain of wealth from India to Britain. Swadeshi, which means 'of one's country', encouraged production and consumption in India and the boycott of imported goods. By this time, capitalist expansion was also coming into conflict with imperial policy, which was to preserve India as a captive market for British manufacturing. However, as Raianu shows, this wasn't a simple opposition. The Swadeshi mill produced cloth for China with cotton imported from Egypt, so of necessity participated in imperial networks of trade and commerce.
 After Jamsetji's death in 1904, control of the Tata holdings passed to his sons, Dorabji and Ratanji, and his cousin Ratanji Dadabhoy Tata (R.D.), who dealt mainly with international trade. Towards the end of his life, Jamsetji had concentrated on gathering capital to build India's first iron and steel plant, and a hydroelectric plant to supply energy to the firm's cotton mills. Neither project was finished during his lifetime. When the Tata Iron and Steel Company (Tisco) was established in 1907, all of its shareholders were Indian and much of the capital was supplied by the rulers of India's princely states - which seemed to be in adherence to swadeshi principles. The first plant, located about 250 kilometres from Calcutta, was in a densely forested region that was home to India's Adivasi (indigenous, or tribal) population.
 Though the plant is often presented as a triumph of swadeshi, in acquiring land to establish Tisco and Jamshedpur - named in honour of Jamsetji - the Tatas exploited colonial laws. The Land Acquisition Act of 1894 facilitated compulsory dispossession in favour of private companies if they served a 'public purpose'. Over the years, Tisco was landowner, landlord and municipal authority in Jamshedpur, buying up entire villages, charging rents at a profit, and providing patchy services. The ostensibly swadeshi Tisco plant resembled a colonial state, and this wasn't entirely by accident. After Jamsetji's death, B.J. Padshah, whom Raianu describes as his 'right-hand man', advised the Tata heirs to 'plant your industrial empire with the organising precision of the Roman, not the fever of the Arab'. And it wasn't just that empire provided an apt metaphor for the Tatas' aspirations. Their fortunes were directly connected to the British Empire. When R.D.'s speculations risked the finances and reputation of the Tatas, another war came to the rescue. All of Tisco's steel production was placed in service of the British colonies during the First World War, guaranteeing the company's financial future.
 Suggestions for improving the working or living conditions of the workers at the plant were often rejected on the grounds that the Adivasi had peculiar habits, temperaments and physiological characteristics. This racist colonial attitude was most apparent in the treatment of Adivasi women, who made up a sixth of the workforce. The company provided housing for just eight thousand of its fifty thousand workers and many of the women travelled in from villages miles away. They would stay overnight at the plant, bathing in waste-water from the blast furnaces. In the recollection of a timekeeper in Tisco's brick department, cited by Raianu, it was commonplace for supervisors to touch women's bodies without their consent.
 Casey describes 'the Tata Way' as a 'practical alternative to Marxism', quoting Ratan Tata, its chairman until 2012: 'Marx's vision was to take from the rich to feed the poor. Jamsetji's vision was to make the poor rich.' Fine sentiments weren't enough to stop workers at Tisco, in 1920, going on strike to protest about workplace injuries, racial discrimination and compulsory overtime. When one group of strikers attempted to block a train carrying labourers to the plant, the town administrator asked the police to open fire. Five people died, 21 were injured. A much bigger strike followed in 1928, with workers organising across caste and community divisions. The women employees were particularly militant, combating strike-breakers with 'brooms, stones and bodily refuse'. The Tatas' practical alternative to Marxism, in this instance, was to remove women from the workforce.
 It's true that the company saw itself as committed to the uplift of the nation and its less fortunate citizens, but the charitable philosophy of Tata was informed by Jamsetji's ideas of 'constructive philanthropy', which was intended to 'lift the best and most gifted' members of society out of poverty, rather than prop up the 'weakest and most helpless'. When Dorabji and Ratanji died, they left their shares in the Tata companies in trusts, an unusual arrangement for an Indian business, which enabled the family to claim that its wealth was held in trust for the nation. This was, of course, a simplification. Constructive philanthropy laid bare that some were more deserving of charity than others, and Adivasi workers didn't even count as citizens, much less as citizens who could be classed as gifted. The Tata Institute of Social Sciences, founded in 1936, concerned itself with industrial relations at a time when there were strikes in Bombay textile mills and militant trade unions were gaining in popularity. The scientific institutes endowed by the Tata trusts had greater autonomy, but the trusts' role in setting them up meant that the Tatas had licence to meddle, as they had a habit of doing, especially when the spectre of communism loomed, as it did when the nuclear physicist Homi J. Bhabha wanted to travel to the Soviet Union, or the mathematician and Marxist historian D.D. Kosambi mounted an anti-war critique of atomic research.
 In the years before the Second World War, the Tatas had to manage the competing pressures exerted by the colonial state, the nationalist movement, striking workers and others who accused them of subverting the war effort. In 1942 a strike was called in support of the Quit India movement, organised by the Indian National Congress, and foremen at Tisco said they wouldn't manufacture 'steel which would be turned into bullets and then used against their countrymen'. A report issued by the Indian Federation of Labour suggested that Tata's middle management had colluded with the strike and pressured workers into participating. The IFL, whose Jamshedpur branch was led by Maneck Homi, a firebrand leader during the 1928 strike, was linked with the Radical Democratic Party founded by M.N. Roy, a swadeshi radical and former Comintern member. Roy believed that the anti-colonial struggle should be part of the global fight against fascism and was worried that the Quit India movement would entrench the rule of aristocrats and capitalists, leaving the nation in the hands of stockholders and profiteers.
 The leadership of Tata had passed in the late 1930s to R.D.'s son, Jehangir Ratanji Dadabhoy Tata. The dapper, cosmopolitan J.R.D. was the driving force behind the Bombay Plan, an economic blueprint drawn up by eight Indian industrialists once it became clear that colonial rule was coming to an end. It advocated an ambitious investment plan and state ownership of essential industries, and emphasised the patriotic duty of industrialists. In response, M.N. Roy put forward a People's Plan, advocating land reform and the modernisation of agriculture. The Tatas were worried about land reform, and J.R.D. lobbied the Constituent Assembly, then drafting the Indian constitution, against the abolition of large holdings without compensation to landowners. The right to private property was duly enshrined in the constitution. The consequences of the failure of the new Indian state to enact radical land reform persist to this day in the form of widespread rural poverty.
 Neither the Bombay Plan nor the People's Plan was carried out. The new state wanted control over economic planning, and in response the Tatas pursued a twofold strategy, trying to raise capital independently in the US and proposing 'joint enterprises' with the state, offering expertise in return for investment in an effort to get 'state support without state discipline'. They weren't getting very far with their American connections until a new state-owned steel plant was built at Bhilai with Soviet money and expertise. A fever of Cold War anxiety broke out, and US capital finally began to flow. This enabled J.R.D. to expand Tata's own steel production at Tisco, with the help of a loan from the World Bank. The company continued to object to state regulation and planning, but when Indira Gandhi suspended constitutional freedoms in 1975 for a two-year period known as the 'emergency', the Tatas and Gandhi's Congress administration made common cause against communists and trade unionists. J.R.D. was, it turned out, willing to support authoritarianism, at least when it protected the interests of capitalists.
Raianu's  book ends in the 1970s. The Tata group is still today India's largest conglomerate, though since the liberalisation of the Indian economy in the 1990s, the Tatas' plans have continued to meet opposition. In 1996, when the group attempted to open a second steel plant in Orissa, once again on Adivasi land, there were protests against its coercive methods of land acquisition, forcing it to use a different site. Ten years later, there were similar protests about the new site too. This time the police fired on protesters, killing twelve Adivasis and injuring many more. That same year, 2006, the Tatas tried to acquire another site, at Singur in West Bengal, to build a factory to manufacture a low-cost car, the Nano. The government planned to acquire the farmland on behalf of the group under the Land Acquisition Act, the same law that had facilitated the building of Jamshedpur. After sustained protests, the Tatas eventually decided instead to open the factory in Gujarat, whose then chief minister, Narendra Modi, extended an eager welcome.
 Even as it was having difficulties expanding in India, Tata was making large global acquisitions, including in 2007 the Anglo-Dutch steel manufacturer Corus. The deal left Tata overstretched. Its domestic steel production operation had full access to Indian iron ore mines, but now that it was engaged in international steel production, and faced competition from China in particular, it had to compete for raw materials in a volatile global market. The group began to sell off smaller Corus operations, though it did try to hold on to the works at Port Talbot in South Wales (the Tatas had made a lot of their reputation as ethical capitalists when taking over Port Talbot). All this took place under the chairmanship of J.R.D.'s successor, Ratan Tata, who described his philosophy as 'evolution rather than revolution'.
 When Ratan Tata retired in 2012, the task of managing the Nano and Corus projects fell to the new chairman, Cyrus Mistry. But Mistry's decision to downsize and consolidate as a way of dealing with the group's troubles was unpopular with Ratan, who was now in charge of the Tata trusts, which held 66 per cent of the shares in the company. 'Although legally prohibited from interfering with the operation of the group,' Raianu writes, 'the trustees began to exert behind-the-scenes pressure,' and Mistry was finally dismissed in 2016. It became clear that the trusts, which the Tatas had long maintained were only there to serve the public good, had a vested interest in the running of the group as a whole. The rounds of legal action that followed Mistry's dismissal caused severe damage to the Tata brand. The Nano wasn't a success in the Indian market, and has been discontinued. In January this year Tata announced the closure of two blast furnaces at Port Talbot, a decision that will result in three thousand job losses and means that the UK will be the only G20 country that doesn't make steel from raw materials.
 Yet whatever trouble Tata got into over the Mistry controversy, it pales in comparison to recent scandals surrounding India's other prominent capitalists. The Adani Group, which has risen to prominence under the patronage of Narendra Modi, has faced accusations of tax evasion, fraud and bribery. Similar charges have been brought against the Ambanis, who own Reliance Industries. The Tatas became successful in a political and economic milieu in which they had to position themselves in relation to anti-colonial nationalism and communism. In their charitable work, commitment to workers' welfare and endowment of educational institutions, the Tatas were both making a case for capitalism and warding off the threat posed by labour organisers. Later Indian capitalists haven't had to worry about such things. As the Port Talbot story shows, Tata always in the end bends to the demands of capital. But what the company does have, which its more recent rivals do not, is a historical consciousness to which the excesses of capital appear shameful. Commenting on Antilia, the 27-storey private residence of the Ambani family in Mumbai, complete with helipads, hanging gardens, a spa and swimming pool, a snow room, a garage for 168 cars and accommodation for six hundred staff, Ratan Tata said: 'It makes me wonder why someone would do that ... That's what revolutions are made of.'
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The  words 'market' and 'capitalism' are frequently used as if they were synonymous. Especially where someone is defending the 'free market', it is generally understood that they are also making an argument for 'capitalism'. Yet the two terms can also denote very different sets of institutions and logics. According to the taxonomy developed by the economic historian Fernand Braudel, they may even be opposed to each other.
 In Braudel's analogy, long phases of economic history are layered one on top of another like the storeys of a house. At the bottom is 'material life', an opaque world of basic consumption, production and reproduction. Above this sits 'economic life', the world of markets, in which people encounter one another as equals in relations of exchange, but also as potential competitors. Markets are characterised by transparency: prices are public, and all relevant activity is visible to everyone. And because of competition, profits are minimal, little more than a 'wage' for the seller. Sitting on top of 'economic life' is 'capitalism'. This, as Braudel sees it, is the zone of the 'antimarket': a world of opacity, monopoly, concentration of power and wealth, and the kinds of exceptional profit that can be achieved only by escaping the norms of 'economic life'. Market traders engage with one another at a designated time and place, abiding by shared rules (think of a town square on market day); capitalists exploit their unrivalled control over time and space in order to impose their rules on everyone else (think of Wall Street). Buyers and sellers on eBay are participating in a market; eBay Inc. is participating in capitalism. Capitalism, in Braudel's words, is 'where the great predators roam and the law of the jungle operates'.
 On this account, 'economic life' was already established in early modern societies, but 'capitalism' triumphed late, becoming fully dominant only in the 19th century, once it had conscripted the state as its ally. A range of legal, financial and managerial constructs emerged to protect capitalists - and their profits - from the kinds of equality and competition that continued to constrain the petite bourgeoisie and local traders. 'Intellectual property', limited liability, a 'lender of last resort', colonial expansion and new techniques of disciplining the working class created conditions apt for extraction and exploitation, not mere exchange. The moral and political virtues of markets, as they had appeared to the likes of Adam Smith, were overwhelmed in the capitalist era of Rockefeller and Ford.
 Why then have 'capitalism' and 'markets' so often been conflated? One explanation is that capitalism undoubtedly requires markets. But they are peculiar ones, which smuggle in forms of inequality under the veneer of free exchange. According to Marxists, the one market that capitalism cannot do without is the labour market, the institution which magically turns innate human powers into a thing to be bought and sold like apples and oranges. Others, influenced more by Keynes, emphasise the dependence of capitalism on financial markets, in which pieces of paper (bonds, equities, derivatives etc) change hands on the expectation that they will rise or fall in value in the future. Neither of these is a normal market. What both of them make possible is for a class of people - capitalists - to get rich without doing very much, in the first case by underpaying their workers, and in the second by tinkering with balance sheets. Markets for labour and financial assets might appear to be like markets for bread or socks, but they belong firmly in - and indeed enable - the murky, hierarchical world of 'capitalism', not the transparent, egalitarian space of 'economic life'.
 A second explanation for the conflation is that capitalism, unlike the existence of markets, is extremely difficult to justify on its own terms. A simple market transaction has the social value of bringing strangers together for some mutual benefit, with neither having got the better of the other. 'Fair trade' is a contemporary appeal to this principle. But by what moral logic does the owner of company shares, a piece of real estate or a care home have the right to become 10 or 15 per cent richer over the course of a year, despite not having expended any effort or ingenuity increasing the value of the 'asset' concerned? Liberal economists would respond by distinguishing profits that reflect productivity enhancements (and are therefore good) from those that reflect market power (and are therefore bad), but in practice the distinction is extremely hard to draw, and even harder to police. The most vigorous defenders of capitalism will typically accept the charge that it is monopolistic, exploitative and opaque, but will also claim that these conditions are required in order that a heroic minority, namely entrepreneurs, can emerge and thrive. This story just about holds together when we're talking about such rare cases as Steve Jobs, but falls apart when it comes into contact with the ordinary reality of MBA-wielding CEOs and asset managers who earn a hundred times the average wage and call it their 'compensation'.
 Liberal ideology has tended to duck the problem of capitalism altogether, opting instead to imagine that 'economic life' (i.e. competitive egalitarian markets) still rules the roost. This myopia is manifest in the economics curricula of major universities, which despite the best efforts of various campaigns and the Soros-funded Institute for New Economic Thinking have continued to exclude theories which emphasise power, uncertainty, monopoly and instability, and clung to an orthodoxy in which economic activity is chiefly determined by prices and incentives. Politicians, meanwhile, cleave to liberal fairy tales about making work pay, social mobility and ownership for all, which are increasingly divorced from a reality of in-work poverty, unearned wealth and spiralling rents. And financial services masquerade as just another 'sector' among many, selling their wares in a marketplace like humble shopkeepers.
 Brett Christophers, in The Price Is Wrong, adds to this list a potentially more drastic symptom: a failure on the part of policymakers to understand the energy transition on which the future of the planet hinges. The operating assumption of energy economists over the years has been that the key obstacle to the growth of renewable energy is its higher cost, which renders it unable to compete against fossil fuels in the energy market, and hence reliant on government subsidy. It was a moment of great excitement, therefore, when in 2015 the International Energy Agency reported that, finally, renewable technologies (primarily solar and wind farms) were 'no longer cost outliers' relative to gas, coal, oil and nuclear power generation. According to policy orthodoxy, that should have been a turning point. It should have been the moment when governments could withdraw their subsidies for the renewables sector and stand back as the price mechanism worked its magic. If coal, gas and oil were now the less price-competitive option, the laws of supply and demand would suggest that they would soon be left for dead. But none of this has happened. Why?
 In a word, profitability. As Wael Sawan, the CEO of Shell, put it only last year, 'Our shareholders deserve to see us going after strong returns. If we cannot achieve the double-digit returns in a business, we need to question very hard whether we should continue in that business. Absolutely we want to go for lower and lower and lower carbon, but it has to be profitable.' Companies such as Shell expect to make at least 15 per cent returns on their investments in fossil fuels, but only 5-8 per cent returns on their investments in renewables. The appeal of fossil fuels, from the vantage point of the 'antimarket', is that they continue to offer the kinds of monopoly rent that the far more competitive, more marketised industry of renewables does not. This, as Christophers sees it, is the awkward reality that the paradigm of market economics has hidden from view. He shares the fear expressed by the New Yorker cartoon in which a man explains to three children sitting by some future campfire: 'Yes, the planet got destroyed. But for a beautiful moment in time we created a lot of value for shareholders.'
 Decarbonisation must be carried out on many fronts, but electricity generation is arguably the most important of them. In 2019, 37.5 per cent of global CO2 emissions resulted from electricity generation, the remainder from activities such as transportation, industrial production and heating. The decarbonisation of these activities depends heavily on the promise of electrification (cars, for example), so the need to transform electricity generation is clearly the priority.
 The challenge is daunting. In 2022, 61 per cent of the global electricity supply came from fossil fuels, the majority from coal, compared to just 12 per cent from wind and solar combined. To keep pace with rising demand, new coal-fuelled power stations are being built all the time - an average of two per week are approved in China alone. The IEA's plan to reach net zero by 2050 involves a rise in the contribution of wind and solar to 68 per cent, and the virtual eradication of fossil fuels in electricity generation, with the remainder made up by other renewables such as hydropower and bioenergy, as well as nuclear. Given that global electricity demand is likely to double over the same period (thanks especially to the electrification of other technologies), the task would appear almost impossible. But to the extent that there is any hope at all of preventing a rise in global temperatures of two or more degrees, it hangs on the rolling out of new wind and solar farms at extraordinary speed.
 Whether or not that can be achieved depends on the capacity of existing political and economic institutions to facilitate it. The economics and regulation of electricity generation are extremely complicated, but a few germane elements can be identified, each of which has a bearing on the prospects for rapid decarbonisation. First, there is the regulatory environment that has become the norm across most of the global North since the 1980s. Policymakers, influenced by the revival of neoclassical economics and free-market ideologies, have set about restructuring their energy sectors in the hope that market competition will drive down prices, benefit consumers, and force producers to invest in superior technologies and services in order to sustain their market share and profitability. This is a win-win vision of 'economic life', in which markets are sovereign, transparency reigns and nobody gets to bully anybody else.
 In pursuit of this dream, regulators have begun to unbundle the various parts of the energy sector (splitting wholesale from retail) so as to reduce monopoly power, and to install market mechanisms in the rest. As a result, electricity generation has become a business that operates in a highly competitive and volatile market. The main 'customers' in this market are electricity retailers. The wholesale price of electricity is affected by a range of factors, including financial speculation and the difficulties of predicting where and when electricity will be needed. Further volatility is injected by the fluctuating price of fossil fuels (especially evident since the invasion of Ukraine), though this represents an inbuilt hedge for non-renewables: if electricity prices slump, that's partly because the cost of fuel has slumped as well, so profit margins hold up - renewables do not enjoy that benefit.
 Then there are the material idiosyncrasies of how electricity is actually generated. Wind and solar farms have comparatively high upfront construction costs, but comparatively low running costs, since their power source is free. The upfront costs may not be recovered for ten or twenty years. This schedule, plus the fact that renewables are still something of a novelty, makes such projects unusually vulnerable to the whims and sentiments of investors. 'Financing represents the ultimate chokepoint,' Christophers writes, 'the point at which renewables development most often becomes permanently blocked.' Investors aren't choosing between 'clean' and 'dirty' electricity generation, but judging opportunities across a wide range of asset classes. Capitalists' sole concern, as Marx observed, is how to turn money into more money, and it's not clear that renewables are a very good vehicle for doing this, regardless of how cheap they are to run.
 The problem, from the perspective of investors, is 'bankability'. Investors want as much certainty as possible regarding future returns on their investments, or else they require a hefty premium for accepting additional uncertainty. The challenge for the renewables sector is how to persuade investors that they can make reliably high returns in a market with highly volatile prices, low barriers to entry and nothing to stabilise revenues. The very policies that were introduced to bring electricity costs down - marketisation and competition - have made the financial sector wary. Whenever renewables appear to be doing well, new providers rush in, driving down prices, and therefore profits, until investors get cold feet all over again.
 What investors crave is price stability, or predictability at least. Risk is one thing, but fundamental uncertainty is another. Industries characterised by a high degree of concentration, longstanding monopoly power and government support are far easier to incorporate into financial models, because there are fewer unknowns. Judged in terms of decarbonisation, the most successful policies reviewed in The Price Is Wrong are not those which reduce the price of electricity, which would be in the interest of consumers, but those which stabilise it for the benefit of investors. Meanwhile, the extraction and burning of fossil fuels remains a more dependable way of making the kind of returns that Wall Street and the City have come to expect as their due. This is an industry with more dominant players, much higher barriers to entry, and which was largely established (and financed) long before the vogue for marketisation took hold.
 Despite the exuberance over the falling costs of solar and wind power, Christophers doubts 'whether a single example of a substantive and truly zero-support' renewables facility 'actually exists, anywhere in the world'. What's especially galling is that, to the extent renewable electricity remains hooked on subsidies, this isn't money that is ending up in savings for consumers, but in the profits of developers and the portfolios of asset managers. Paradoxically, the ideology that promoted free markets and a culture of enterprise (against conglomeration and monopoly) has enforced this sector's reliance on the state. The lesson Christophers draws is that electricity 'was and is not a suitable object for marketisation and profit generation in the first place'. Ecologically speaking, neoliberalism could scarcely have come at a worse time.
 What can be done? It is clearly no good hoping that electricity markets will drive the energy transition, when it's financial markets that are calling the shots. The option that has come to the fore in recent years, led by the Biden administration, is the one euphemistically called 'de-risking', which in practice means topping up and guaranteeing the returns that investors have come to expect using tax credits and other subsidies. The Inflation Reduction Act, signed by Biden in the summer of 2022, promises a giant $369 billion of these incentives over a ten-year period. This at least faces up to the fact that much of the power to shape the future is in the hands of asset managers and banks, and it is their calculations (and not those of consumers) that will decide whether or not the planet burns. There is no economic reason why a 15 per cent return on investment should be considered 'normal', and there is nothing objectively bad about a project that pays 6 per cent instead. The problem, as Christophers makes plain, is that investors get to choose which of these two numbers they prefer, and no government is likely to force BlackRock to make less money anytime soon. Where 'de-risking' continues to fall short is in moving from 'carrots' to 'sticks': there are precious few conditions imposed on the beneficiaries of green tax credits, let alone adequate penalties for those continuing to invest in fossil fuels.
 The more ambitious, if politically unpalatable, option is a wholehearted Green New Deal, in which the state takes vast amounts of cost and risk onto its own balance sheet. Once it is accepted that electricity does not behave like a typical commodity, and that the urgency of decarbonisation exceeds all narrow cost-benefit calculations, then it makes sense to abandon reliance on markets altogether. Something akin to a wartime mobilisation might then take place, in which the state stretches its financial credibility to the absolute limit to invest in renewables at the pace that the climate emergency demands. Just so long as nobody expects this to make money for the state in the process, as Keir Starmer's proposed Great British Energy project assumes it will be able to do.
Christophers's  The Price Is Wrong might be seen as the third part of a trilogy, following Rentier Capitalism (2020) and Our Lives in Their Portfolios (2023). What links these books is an effort to understand profit in the wake of Thatcher and Reagan, and to challenge the terms on which privatisation and marketisation have been sold. The mechanics of the electricity sector have some things in common with other cases that Christophers has picked through in recent years, including housing, public service outsourcing, care homes, land and infrastructure.
 In all these cases, the goods on which society depends have been privatised in the name of encouraging market competition, but with results that look nothing at all like a 'free' market, and with predictable beneficiaries. These goods haven't just been privatised, but 'assetised', in the sense that they have been packaged up, quantified and managed in ways that suit the calculations and interests of financiers. (The difference in the case of renewable energy is how unusually treacherous the assetisation project has been, to the point where it has often proved impossible to get the necessary turbines and solar panels built in the first place.) The financial sector deals in the language of risk, but it seeks out situations in which profitability is effectively guaranteed, a certain level of return baked in. Sectors with minimal competition or which the state cannot abandon altogether fit the bill perfectly. The derogatory term for this is 'rent-seeking', which is supposed to be an unusual and illegitimate mode of profit, but the disquieting implication of Christophers's recent work is that this is simply how capitalism - at least in its current guise - likes to work.
 The effects of this economic settlement are all around us, in the spiralling wealth of financial elites, the dilapidated public realm, unaffordable housing and continued investment in technologies - such as coal-powered generators - that harm us. Attributing all of this to 'the market', as if nobody designed it and there are no centres of power within it, prolongs the failure to understand it. Capitalism, unlike markets, has command centres. Capitalism, unlike markets, shrouds itself in complexity. On the other hand, the implication of The Price Is Wrong is that, contrary to its own subtitle, some version of state capitalism could save the planet, and indeed might be our best hope. But too many policymakers still have a mental block when it comes to abandoning the liberal ideal, in which the market gets us there without having to plan anything.
 Keynes famously hoped for the 'euthanasia of the rentier'. He was a liberal first and foremost, but was also uncommonly alert to the threat that capitalism posed to liberal ideals. The Price Is Wrong illustrates a central problem of capitalism from the Keynesian perspective, which is that it features not one price system, but two. There is the price of goods (such as a megawatt of electricity) which is set by supply and demand today, and there is the price of financial assets (such as the right to a windfarm's revenue stream) which is set by expectations for tomorrow. Those expectations are determined by sentiment, convention, politics and culture. All of these are malleable, but adjusting them requires centralised authorities willing to step up and shape them. The myths of the 'free market' and 'entrepreneurship' have been a gift to rentiers, enabling inordinately high profits to be presented as an accurate reflection of innovation and courage, rather than a political settlement that nobody dares challenge. There is no shortage of financial capital available to support the energy transition, just a debilitating insistence on the rewards demanded for doing so.
 Capitalism in this nakedly 'antimarket' form is beyond justification. At various points since the global financial crisis, leaders on the political left have attempted to point this out. Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders used their respective platforms to name and denounce a system that extracts without promising anything in return. Ed Miliband hung his 2011 Labour Party Conference speech on a Braudelian distinction between economic 'predators' and 'producers', which proved too much for Britain's predator-aligned newspapers, and too nuanced to survive very long in the Westminster hubbub. He remains the last outpost of this kind of critical thinking in the shadow cabinet (following Starmer's U-turn on his PS28 billion a year decarbonisation spending commitment, a Conservative Party website led with the taunt 'Where's Ed?'), and the one front-bench politician who is receptive to analyses such as Christophers's, which continue to be funnelled in his direction by the post-Corbynite think tank Common Wealth.
 One curiosity of this critique is how much it owes to Keynes, and how little to Marx. It is precisely the lack of industrial exploitation of labour, and the absence of technological innovation, that are considered the central defects of contemporary capitalism. Instead, capitalism appears dominated by financial expertise, which floods and reconfigures everything from housebuilding to universities, public infrastructure investment to healthcare. The productive economy stagnates, while profits are wrung out of every available social and public utility by alliances of elite legal and financial services firms, sweating assets and expanding property rights. Liberal economists and pundits have latched on to the idea that Western capitalism is beset by 'secular stagnation', but Christophers goes further in setting out the way capitalism still manages to thrive despite the absence of productivity gains or prosperity.
 Perhaps there is some hope to be found in the ingenuity of those who find the antimarket intolerable, and fashion their own escape routes. Academic publishing, for example, is one of the most egregious rent-grabs around. Scholars, editors and reviewers work for free, so that large copyright-protected conglomerates can charge libraries several thousand pounds a year for digital access to journals they can't do without. The profit margins of the big scientific publishers run as high as 40 per cent, enough to make the boss of Shell blush. Hence the enthusiasm for projects such as the not-for-profit Open Library of Humanities, set up by Birkbeck academics in 2013, which now publishes 33 open access journals per year. When it's capitalism that's the problem, and not markets, the only alternative is post-capitalism.
 But the central fact of the climate crisis is that there is very little time, and the scale of the political challenge increases with each passing day. The importance of acting as swiftly as possible scrambles our usual political and moral coordinates, forcing us to look beyond the political and economic solutions we might usually hope for, and more favourably on those which are considered 'realistic'. Waiting for solutions to emerge in a bottom-up fashion, whether from activists or from markets, is not sufficient. Only the state has the power, the money and the coordinating capacity to direct capital investment at sufficient scale and speed towards the renewables sector. In practice, the distinction between a 'de-risking' state (which tops up private sector profits) and a Green New Deal (which builds new public infrastructure) may be less clear-cut than it appears on paper. The priority, as it has been now for decades, is to go as big and as soon as possible.
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In February 2015 Shamima Begum and two friends left East London for Syria, where they joined Islamic State. Soon after they arrived, they were married to IS fighters. At the time, senior police, the courts and even the Home Office saw them as victims of grooming and trafficking. As late as January 2019, the Home Office claimed to 'consider minors, assessed to have been radicalised, as vulnerable victims'. A month later, the Times ran a story on Begum, who was by this time nineteen, pregnant and living in a Syrian refugee camp. (The fate of her two friends, Amira Abase and Kadiza Sultana, isn't clear. Sultana is thought to have been killed in an air strike in 2016; Abase may also be dead.) Begum told the Times that she wanted to return to the UK to have her baby, but the government decided to make this impossible by stripping her of her citizenship. Amendments to the 1981 British Nationality Act give the home secretary - then Sajid Javid - the power to deprive someone of their citizenship so long as it is judged 'conducive to the public good' and doesn't result in the person becoming stateless (the government argued that Begum qualified for Bangladeshi citizenship through her parents). The Special Immigration Appeals Commission (SIAC) endorsed the decision a year ago and the Court of Appeal upheld it on 23 February, agreeing that, aged fifteen, Begum 'had made a calculated decision to travel to Syria'. Unless the judgment is overturned by the Supreme Court or the European Court of Human Rights, Begum will remain, stateless, in the al-Roj camp in Syria.
On the same day Begum's appeal was dismissed, Ibrahima Bah, a young Senegalese man, was sentenced to nine and a half years for gross negligence manslaughter and facilitating illegal entry to the UK after being held criminally responsible for the drowning in December 2022 of at least four people (the bodies of five others were never found) after a dinghy collapsed in the Channel. The judge accepted that Bah, whose age is a matter of dispute but who was definitely a teenager at the time of the crossing, had been coerced and threatened into agreeing to steer the 'death trap' dinghy. Survivors from the dinghy described his efforts to save the people on the boat. He was sentenced all the same. Bah and Begum were both classed as adult perpetrators by the judicial and prosecutorial authorities, and in both cases politicians played a significant role in the decision to do so. Such interventions have proved difficult to challenge. As the SIAC noted in February 2023, 'certain national security questions are simply not justiciable.' Begum has not been permitted to attend any UK court hearings: Javid said the risk to national security would be too great and the Supreme Court ruled in February 2021 that the home secretary's view was final. The job of the SIAC was merely to decide whether the decision to deprive her of citizenship was 'lawful'. It was a tick-box exercise. There was a 'credible suspicion' that Begum had been trafficked for sexual exploitation. That had been considered. She was a child at the time. Considered. The decision would render her de facto stateless. Considered. The conditions at the prison camp amounted to inhuman treatment. Considered. Public sector equality duty and the impact of the decision on community relations had to be taken into account. Done. National security. For the home secretary to decide. Appeal dismissed.
The Court of Appeal, whose role was to check that the SIAC had not erred in law, agreed. Begum might have been a victim of trafficking, but 2015 was a long time ago. The home secretary owed her no duty of protection or investigation, and his assessment - that national security factors outweighed her putative victimhood - was not for the court to make. Nowhere in either judgment is a description of the factors that indicate Begum posed, and continues to pose, a risk to the UK's national security.
The extraordinary deference to the home secretary's evaluation suggests that, as far as national security is concerned, the courts have abandoned their role of holding the executive to account. This is in part the consequence of recent government legislation, which has reduced the power of the courts and the scope of appeals, and has particularly affected nationality, immigration and asylum law. The last decade has seen the imposition of statutory minimum and mandatory sentences (Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022); the retrospective validation of unlawful decisions, such as no-notice deprivation of citizenship (Nationality and Borders Act 2022); the unilateral rewriting of international obligations to remove the possibility of judicial interpretation (Nationality and Borders Act); the banning of domestic courts from making interim orders preventing the removal of 'inadmissible' asylum seekers (Illegal Migration Act 2023); the introduction of the right of ministers to ignore interim orders from the European Court of Human Rights (Illegal Migration Act); and the imposition of statutory presumptions, such as 'Rwanda is safe' (Safety of Rwanda Bill, which may soon become law despite the best efforts of the House of Lords).
The higher courts are generally deferential to ministers' views of national security, but in Begum's case the court appears to have given Javid carte blanche in his decision-making, no matter the cost to a British-born woman who at nineteen had lost three children, her liberty and her citizenship. Britain is an outlier when it comes to the treatment of young citizens caught up with IS. Belgium, France, Germany and Canada have repatriated scores of people. The UK has repatriated only two. The European Convention on Action against Trafficking states that 'the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child [defined as someone under the age of eighteen] for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered "trafficking in human beings",' even if it does not involve coercion, abduction, fraud, force or threats, abuse of power or vulnerability. Despite this, Javid decided that Begum was mature enough at fifteen for her 'alignment' with IS to be 'voluntary', and the courts acquiesced.
Migrant, refugee and BME British children and young people are often regarded as adults by the police and courts. The treatment of Child Q, a Black 15-year-old Hackney schoolgirl who was strip-searched by two Metropolitan Police officers on suspicion of concealing cannabis (none was found) without an appropriate adult present and while she had her period, led to research by the Children's Commissioner which found that 2847 children aged between eight and seventeen were strip-searched between 2018 and 2022; 38 per cent of them were Black. Policies designed to deal with county lines and gang-related offences fail to treat children of colour as children. In the CPS guidance to prosecutors, generalisations and racial stereotypes replace any real consideration of youth or vulnerability.
The migrant children and young people - Iranian, Albanian, Vietnamese, Afghan, Syrian, Sudanese - who arrive on small boats are treated with the same suspicion. Age assessments, which were included in the Nationalities and Borders Act in an attempt to ensure that adult asylum seekers can't 'cheat' the system and receive the protections afforded to children, are unreliable and informed by racial tropes - sub-Saharan Africans such as Ibrahima Bah are most often wrongly assessed, prosecuted and sent to adult prisons. Bah's birth certificate says he's seventeen; the judge said he was 'about twenty'.
Bah's prosecution for gross negligence manslaughter is another example of the dismissal of youth and vulnerability in favour of political imperatives. Of course, the drowning of at least four people on the dinghy created pressure to prosecute. But, as the judge admitted in his sentencing remarks, Bah did not bear 'primary responsibility' for the deaths. Mr Justice Johnson accepted that Bah was not responsible for the condition of the boat, which was 'not remotely seaworthy for a Channel crossing', or for its underpowered engine, insufficient buoyancy aids, the absence of a rigid hull, seating, lights, navigation equipment, compass, VHF radio, emergency equipment, flares, life raft, waterproofs, life jackets, first aid kits, food, drinking water or paddles, or for its gross overcrowding (there were 39 survivors). Bah played no part in organising the crossing, had no say in the choice of vessel, did not force anyone onto the dinghy and was himself subjected to what the judge referred to as 'a degree of coercion', after he tried to back out of his agreement to steer the boat, in lieu of the PS2000 the smugglers asked for the crossing, when he saw its condition and the number of people onboard. There was nothing inherently dangerous in his handling of the boat, and when it collapsed after some of the passengers stood up in the hope that a passing trawler, the Arcturus, might pick them up, he managed to bring the inflatable alongside the fishing boat. The CPS knew all this when it decided that there was a realistic prospect of conviction and that prosecution was in the public interest - and again when it decided that Bah should face a second trial after the jury in the first trial failed to agree a verdict.
There are no longer any 'safe and legal' routes for refugees like Bah to come to the UK (the Illegal Migration Act, which came into force last year, holds that an asylum claim by anyone who arrives on a small boat or by any other 'irregular' route is 'inadmissible'). The arrival of these desperate people is portrayed as an existential threat that justifies spending PS1.8 million on the deportation of a single asylum seeker to Rwanda and billions of pounds on border security. It justifies ignoring the rulings of the European Court of Human Rights, subverting the Refugee Convention (which prohibits the penalisation of refugees who arrive irregularly) and rewriting the law to criminalise - as well as deport - the undocumented. Research undertaken by Victoria Taylor at the Oxford Centre of Criminology shows that, in the sixteen months after the Nationality and Borders Act came into force in April 2022, 253 people were convicted of the new offence of 'illegal arrival' (which has a maximum sentence of four years) and 49 were charged with 'facilitating' this offence, even though many of them had, like Bah, been coerced or threatened into piloting an unsafe boat. The decision to charge him with manslaughter is another unwelcome novelty.
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Remembering the Future
Hazel V. Carby



Aband  of light, reflected across the waters of Morgan Lake, New Mexico, leads our eyes from the centre foreground to a power plant on the Navajo Reservation: the Four Corners Power Plant, one of the largest coal-fired generating stations in the United States. In this photograph by the Dine artist Will Wilson, the plant is entirely in shadow, as dark as the bituminous coal that fuels it. Morgan Lake is an artificial formation, built in 1963 to serve as a cooling pond for the plant, its water constantly replenished by the San Juan River.
Light is reserved for the three rectangular waste ponds to the left, for the scar of the surface mine behind the plant and for the smoke carrying 'atmospheric depositions of mercury' onto the Navajo Nation's land, and into its animals, people and water. The dark line of coal refuse mimics the hills and mesas, forming an intermediate horizon which cradles the power station. Dark blue shadows of waste extend across the photograph just as their contaminants spread into human and non-human communities and seep into the groundwater. Towards the horizon stands the sacred Shiprock, with the Chuska Mountains behind. The vegetation is brown; roads, the edges of ponds and the railway from the mine to the power station are scored into the landscape, razor sharp.
[image: ]The Four Corners Power Plant, photographed by Will Wilson.




The Morgan Lake seen in New Mexico tourist brochures and on websites is a tempting cobalt blue, offering windsurfing, boating and fishing in water that is pleasantly warm all year round. Wilson tells a different story. In another photograph, the aquatic environment has a palette of mineral grey, evoking the hidden dangers to humans and wildlife - aluminium particles, mercury, selenium and more. Swimming in the lake is banned. A forbidding presence saturated in blue-grey, the power station seems to emerge from the mounds of toxic coal refuse which leach iron and manganese residues. A weighty imposition on the landscape, an aberration rather than an integral part of it, the steel, concrete and brick of the plant contrast with the fringe of sagebrush and pinon pine along the shoreline, stubbornly clinging to life. The sky is washed with grey against the light. Its colour suggests pollution, the emission of nitrogen oxides and sulphur dioxide.
In the bottom third of the image the chimneys are reflected in the water, the solidity of the power plant dissolving into grey streaks and ripples of movement. Can we imagine its disappearance, as we must imagine the disappearance of all coal-fired power plants? The foreground provides the only warm colours in the photograph: a few splotches of madder brown and the sienna of grasses blowing in the wind. The warmth of these colours speaks to life: here on the bank nearer the viewer is the alternative meaning of 'plant', life generated rather than extinguished in a process the academic Rob Nixon has described as 'slow violence'.
[image: ]'Fifty Shades of White' by Jaune Quick-To-See Smith.




Whiteness, seen from a distance. Fifty shades of whiteness, according to the title. Whiteness as ubiquitous and banal, its excess evident in the seepage beyond the black borders of the US. Jaune Quick-To-See Smith's crafty layering in Fifty Shades of White echoes the creation of this elaborate fiction, a fiction that continues to exercise an extraordinary, destructive power. I am reminded of the first maps I saw as a child, hanging on the walls of British classrooms. Of course, the colour that occurred most often on those maps was red, not white, a difference in surface but not in substance: that red and the white on this map signal the same thing - a celebration of power and domination. Smith is a member of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes; her maps portray 'stolen lands'. Black paint outlines what would be recognisable to many as the United States of America, bordered by Canadian provinces to the north, the states of Mexico to the south and, in the Caribbean, by Cuba, Jamaica, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, painted in solid colours: red, blue, orange and yellow.
The names that are today allocated to American states are absent, erased. In their place, Smith has inserted typeset labels with names suggestive of paint colours. They are wry and make me laugh. In what is now New England, where I live, Massachusetts is 'True White'; New Hampshire, 'Pure White'; Vermont, 'Extra White'; and Maine 'Ultra White'. Pennsylvania is, of course, 'Antique White'. Georgia is 'White Peach' and Florida 'White Grapefruit'.
Smith has also pasted on typeset extracts from newspapers and overheard remarks. The label on Kansas (renamed 'White Corn') reads: 'Native Americans are those unrecognisable peoples who look Italian, Asian or Greek and everyone says, "But you don't look Indian to me. I know because I've seen Indians in the movies."' On 'Glamorous White' (California) is a related comment: 'American Indians in Hollywood movies come from Greece, Italy, Turkey, Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Romania, Spain, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Nepal, Kazakhstan, Tunisia, Libya, Mauritania, Israel and Palestine.' Over Majestic Mountain (Montana), Smith's homeland, is this note: 'When the US government forbade tribes from dancing drumming and singing, the Salish decided to celebrate the nation's birthday on the Fourth of July by dancing drumming and singing. The government found no way to say no to honouring the US.' There is no beauty here. But we notice that the whites and creams fail in their attempt to obliterate the many shades of brown and black beneath.
In another painting, State Names, Smith says that she 'erased all European presence', keeping 'only the states that have Native American names because this whole place was ours until the invasion came'. Arbitrary colonial boundaries, boundaries that fail to acknowledge indigenous sovereignty, are obscured by running, bleeding, dripping paint. It takes work to uncover not only what is present, but what is missing or obscured. The only names that remain visible are those that originate from one of the Indigenous language groups - Wisconsin, Kentucky and Massachusetts, for example. Borders, including those between Canada, the US and Mexico, disappear under the liquid blues and greens.
[image: ]'Stolen Map' by Jaune Quick-To-See Smith.




In recent work, Smith has dislodged the North American landmass, turning it 90deg anticlockwise. In several paintings from 2021, she surrounds her maps with basketry and beadwork designs from the Plateau region, which spans the border between what's now the northwest United States and British Columbia. She describes the disorientation of making these maps. Freed from the familiar map, and 'totally surrounded by Native design', the landmass became unfamiliar, even dangerous. Stolen Map contains an explicit reference to the cartography it subverts: 'Maps have been the weapons of imperialism' - a quotation from The New Nature of Maps by J. Brian Harley.
Smoke Signals Map attempts to capture colonisation through the air - in the products of pollution and the huge fires associated with climate change. 'Climate Change is giving us Smoke Signals' reads a label in the centre of the picture. The double meaning of 'smoke signals' points to our complacency. Smoke from a power plant chimney is not heeded as a warning, yet it kills as surely as any fire. Another label printed on the picture reads 'MANIFEST DESTINY ONWARD TO MARS', denouncing the hubris of Jeff Bezos, Richard Branson and Elon Musk, with their desire to colonise the sky above us, other planets, space itself. Smith's dislodged landmass is almost awash in coastal flooding: entire states (Texas, Florida, Maine, Connecticut, Massachusetts) and swathes of the northwest are inundated with water. The area of dark red paint indicates not smoke but a different type of toxic air - the largest methane gas cloud in North America, as measured by the European Space Agency. Methane is an odourless and colourless gas that can be seen only by infrared cameras. 'Yellows and red indicate higher-than-normal anomalies, with more intense colours showing higher concentrations. The Four Corners area - the area where Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico and Utah meet - is the only red spot on the map,' Nasa commented of the European Space Agency's findings.
[image: ]'Altered Landscape 1' by Michael Namingha.




In the photograph Altered Landscape 1 (2019), the Tewa/Hopi artist Michael Namingha uses yellows and reds to make visible the methane cloud over the Navajo Nation. His Altered Landscape series consists of abstract works in which geometric shapes in neon colours are juxtaposed against black and white aerial landscapes from the Four Corners region. His compositions are mounted on shaped plexiglass and are two-dimensional but create the illusion of being three-dimensional. Namingha wants us to move around his images as we would around a piece of sculpture and to note where they appear to expand or contract.
The term 'Indigenous Futurism' is sometimes used to characterise those works by Indigenous artists that upend the dichotomy of traditional v. modern. As Wilson puts it, 'people don't usually think of Native folks ... and then the future in the same breath.' A younger generation of Indigenous artists, the students he teaches, talk about their work as 'remembering the future'. Indigenous language and design is not consigned to the past but provides the means of understanding - and perhaps reimagining - a threatening future. He uses the phrase 'trans-customary' in a similar fashion: 'Work that we make today ... is informed by a tradition, but tradition is ever evolving ... you can have both traditional and contemporary influences informing one another.' He is alert to the ways photography has been used as a mechanism of colonisation, and seeks to indigenise the form, practice and process of the medium.
In 2013, the Denver Art Museum exhibited Wilson's Auto Immune Response: Weaving the Sacred Mountains, which consists of four individual beaded panels or 'weavings'. This forms part of his multimedia Auto Immune Response project, or AIR (2004-21), 'an allegorical investigation into the extraordinarily rapid transformation of Indigenous lifeways, the dis-ease it has caused and strategies of response that enable cultural survival'. The four beadwork panels symbolise the four sacred mountains of the Dine Bikeyah, the sacred and ancestral homeland of the Navajo nation. Embedded in the beadwork are QR codes, which take the viewer to a video of the AIR protagonist (a version of Wilson himself) in the landscape represented by the weaving.
Auto Immune Response comprises more than 65 artworks, all located within the Dinetah - the ancestral homelands of the Dine in the Four Corners region - and the Navajo Nation. In the 1930s federal incursions into Dine life and land increased rapidly. Navajo land was extensively surveyed and mapped by various arms of the federal government. The US Soil Conservation Service determined that the land which had long sustained the Dine and their livestock was unsuitable as pasture and instituted a stock reduction programme, forcibly slaughtering hundreds of thousands of sheep. The land was reclassified as 'materially and ideologically suited for extractive industrialism'. Mineral, oil and mining surveys escalated. Surveyors, prospectors, mine operators and millers invaded Dine Bikeyah. The region became the battery powering cities in Arizona, California and Nevada, the source of power for the Cold War weapons industry and for commercial nuclear power: in short, it became central to the nuclear industrial complex.
[image: ]'AIR 1' by Will Wilson.




The legacy has been death and disease. Uranium mining and processing, nuclear weapons production facilities and atomic test sites leave irradiated landscapes. As mines, mills, nuclear facilities and weapons production sites have been abandoned, the scale of contamination has become clear. Radioactive and toxic waste is too expensive to clean up. As early as 1988, engineers at the US Department of Energy were using the term 'national sacrifice zones' without referring to who or what was to be sacrificed. There are more than five hundred abandoned uranium mines in the Navajo Nation alone.
Like Smith, Wilson offers an alternative cartography. AIR 2 upsets familiar representations of the Grand Canyon, not only because the three figures are wearing breathing apparatus, but also because, as Wilson describes, they are looking over the 'confluence of Little Colorado and Colorado Rivers ... from the Navajo Nation side of Grand Canyon ... a perspective that not a lot of people see, because it is remote and you have to travel through Navajo land to get there'. To Wilson this landscape is deeply familiar: this site represents home, family, a relationship to the land over multiple generations; it is close to where his family had their winter sheep camp.
Dates like 16 July 1945, 6 August 1945, 9 August 1945 haunt the first photograph in the Auto Immune Response series. They represent the bitter extreme of Western imperialism, settler colonialism and racial capitalism: the profound disregard for human and non-human life; the willingness to embrace mass death and devastating environmental destruction. As Achille Mbembe writes, 'in its dank underbelly, modernity has been an interminable war on life.' These dates also augured a new future: a massive increase in the rate of resource extraction and the beginning of the nuclear age of weaponry and energy production during which the federal government and mining companies turned the Dine into exploitable and expendable labouring bodies: in short, waste.
AIR 1 is an inkjet print with the proportions of a mural: the original measures almost three metres in length. This landscape seems a vast ominous expanse, eerie in atmosphere, apocalyptic in scale, segmented by a barbed-wire fence that marks the horizon. At the left side Wilson has overlaid an image of the Trinity explosion - the first ever detonation of a nuclear weapon, in New Mexico on 16 July 1945 - which rises and, in reflection on a liquid surface, descends through light on either side of the horizon. Other cloud towers and their reflections are visible to the right, forms that resemble or echo those that rose over Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945.
Wilson places himself in the series as the Dine man described only as 'the protagonist': a post-apocalyptic Navajo man, a survivor who travels through empty landscapes of detritus and decay. The protagonist appears twice in AIR 1. In the foreground, we see him in profile - this is the only image in the series where he is without mask and breathing apparatus. He is superimposed against and set apart from the landscape. His hair is tied back in a traditional tsiiyeel. His determined expression suggests the enormity of the project ahead, a consideration of the questions that will propel him into multiple roles: time traveller, explorer, scientist, hero and potential healer. But the viewer has only questions. Where has everyone gone? What cataclysm has transformed the familiar and strange landscape? Why has the land become toxic to him? How will he respond, survive, reconnect to the earth? He appears again as if part of the fence, beginning his journey and now wearing the life-sustaining breathing apparatus. His right arm is lifted in a Dine gesture of sprinkling pollen, a ritual of blessing and healing.
[image: ]'AIR 5' by Will Wilson.




It was clear by 1970 that the uranium industry was producing a deadly epidemic of cancer and other radiation-related diseases, which weren't just affecting the people who worked in the mines and mills. Radioactive geographies have proved difficult to map, whether at the scale of Dine Bikeyah or at more local levels, with the risk of toxic contamination from tailings moving with the rain, wind and animals. Pollutants infiltrate homes and bodies. Uranium has a half-life of 4.5 billion years: how do we begin to represent such timescales? These are the difficulties that animate Wilson's project. His title suggests not only the immune system of the human body, which attacks itself as it tries to cope with particles to which it should never have been exposed, but also the way environmental pollution is causing an auto-immune response in the planet itself.
In AIR 5 the protagonist is doubled, a reference to the Hero Twins of the Navajo creation story. Two heads turned away from each other, two sets of bloodshot eyes looking out accusingly, implicating the viewer. Who will accept responsibility? The tubes of their breathing apparatus seem to curl and flap uselessly, attached, or so it appears, only to each other's masks. There are no oxygen tanks. Are they breathing each other's exhalations? Hair, faces, clothes and masks are covered in what we imagine to be radioactive dust. Are we looking at humans who have been rendered disposable, waste, against a liquid, leached out, contaminated landscape? Are we looking at a death sentence, planetary death in a palette of red, white and blue? They demand recognition, a witnessing, a reckoning.
The latest iteration of AIR features an installation of a greenhouse in which indigenous food plants are being grown. Having focused so far on the toxic legacy of uranium extraction on Dinetah, Wilson is now collaborating with the University of Utah's Red Butte Garden to turn his steel hogan - the traditional home of the Navajo people - into a greenhouse for growing local plants that remove heavy metals and toxins from the soil. Plants undoing the work of our plants.
[image: ]'AIR 2' by Will Wilson.
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Radical Mismatch
Stephen Holmes


 Liberalism against Itself: Cold War Intellectuals and the Making of Our Times 
by  Samuel Moyn.
 Yale, 229 pp., PS20, October 2023, 978 0 300 26621 4



Samuel Moyn  didn't begin his career as a crusading left-wing critic of liberalism. His earliest writings were on 20th-century French intellectual history: erudite studies of Emmanuel Levinas, Pierre Clastres, Claude Lefort, Pierre Vidal-Naquet. But he always had an interest in foreign policy as actually practised and in 1999, while still a graduate student, he interned at Clinton's National Security Council, beguiled by the 'romance' of human rights-driven foreign policy. As the US military pursued its mission in Kosovo, seen by many at the time as a model of beneficent liberal interventionism, Moyn helped to write an op-ed in the New York Times - under Clinton's byline - headed 'A Just and Necessary War'. It argued for the necessity of action, in whatever part of the world, against such crimes as ethnic cleansing.
In the years following 2001, however, his views changed. Looking back at the Yugoslav wars, he declared that the military involvement he had once supported had been 'an assertion of American hegemony'. His subsequent atonement for his early lapse has led to such books as Not Enough: Human Rights in an Unequal World (2018), which argues that human rights advocacy has done nothing to rid the world of material inequality, and Humane: How the United States Abandoned Peace and Reinvented War (2021), which aims to show that liberal attempts to make war less beastly have only resulted in wars becoming more common and lasting longer.
What has made him such a prominent voice on the left, and an inspiration to many younger leftists, is his willingness to reiterate his scathing criticisms of American liberalism at a time when it is also being attacked from the populist, xenophobic, racist and authoritarian right. If he has been able to put himself forward as a kind of leader it is because he has tapped a deep well of left-wing anti-liberalism. His combative and self-assured tone helps. A characteristic example of his provocative style is his claim, made after Trump won the presidency in 2016, that Democrats and anti-Trump Republicans were being 'hysterical' when they saw Trump as a danger to democracy, since democracy barely exists in America anyway.
His new book isn't, as he admits, a comprehensive history of Cold War liberalism. Instead, it's a j'accuse against a handful of writers Moyn calls the 'leading spokespeople of Cold War liberal political theory'. It began as the Oxford Carlyle lectures, and its central argument is somewhat hard to pin down, but the gist is that Cold War liberals were led astray by their obsession with Soviet communism, whose dangers they exaggerated, causing them to break sharply with the optimistic liberalism of the past and to embrace a 'forlorn' liberalism bereft of any hope of a better future. Only four of the people he classifies as Cold War liberals are discussed at any length: Isaiah Berlin, Karl Popper, Lionel Trilling and Judith Shklar. It is a small sample from which to distil generalisations about the moral failings of an age, but that is what Moyn sets out to do.
His approach to their writings is prosecutorial, one charge being that they provided 'a rationale for a Cold War struggle that unnecessarily killed millions'. The basis for this accusation is unclear. He alludes in a footnote to Berlin's support for the Vietnam War but says little else about his subjects' supposed hawkish tendencies. Perhaps he is suggesting, reasonably enough, that some Cold War liberals, in their focus on Soviet wrongdoing, ignored or denied or soft-pedalled crimes committed by the US and its allies. In any case, Moyn focuses less on the unspecified evils that his four Cold War liberals authorised or excused than on the positive outcomes that their writings allegedly made it difficult if not impossible to pursue.
The horrors of the 20th century, he suggests, spooked all four into adopting the 'resigned and tragic' posture that he takes to be typical of 'Cold War liberal political thought'. They were so anxious to build barriers against tyranny, he explains, that they let slip real chances to promote personal and collective 'emancipation'. He bases this indictment on a few well-known ideas from the prolific writings of each of his characters: Berlin's prizing of freedom from external interference over freedom to realise one's potential; Shklar's defence of the 'liberalism of fear' that prioritised defence against the cruelty of concentration camps and the Gulag over social justice; Trilling's belief, in Moyn's words, that 'utopianism makes things worse, not least by co-opting good intentions and high ideals for bad ends and violent solutions'; and Popper's rejection of the Hegelian notion that freedom develops progressively through time.
On this slender basis, Moyn proceeds to accuse Berlin, Popper, Trilling and Shklar of believing that all attempts to build a more egalitarian society and to achieve 'creative freedom on a mass scale' are doomed to fail - and indeed that all efforts to make the world better inevitably end up making it worse. He writes that Trilling was archetypal in denouncing 'the aspiration to universal freedom and equality' - and the whole emancipatory project of the European Enlightenment - as nothing but 'a pretext for repression and violence'. Even if moral progress were possible (which they apparently insisted it wasn't), it would, they coolly noted, always be reversible. More radically, they are said to have blamed social justice movements for instigating tyranny, contending that 'ideologies of progress' are destined to produce 'abominations'.
Moyn argues that Cold War liberals - and not merely his chosen four - saw democracy as 'a recipe for totalitarianism'. He even accuses some of equating 'democracy and terror'. He is right to say that anti-communist liberals usually opposed revolutionary violence on the grounds that 'long-range ends could never justify short-term crimes,' repudiating 'any notion that the furtherance of a better future functioned as a justification for immorality now'. It was inherently wrong, they argued, to sacrifice the current generation in order to achieve a just society in the future. Disagreeing with this moral stance, Moyn writes that Cold War liberals' 'hatred of Jacobin radicalism' was so extreme that they could see nothing even remotely emancipatory about the Terror in 1793.
Moyn's Cold War liberals supposedly denied that an activist state could ever make a positive contribution to freedom and equality, for example, by checking the power of private capital. As stalking horses for Cold War conservatives, we're told, they should bear some responsibility for later attacks on welfare programmes, having helped to 'lay the groundwork' for the Reaganite (or Thatcherite) assault on the welfare state. Their writings allegedly 'gave rise to' or 'created the conditions for' neoliberalism. Soaring into metaphor to conceal the tenuousness of such causal claims, Moyn compares Cold War liberalism to 'the mythological character who angered the gods and was condemned to give birth to monsters'. Finally, the Eurocentrism of his Cold War liberals is said to reveal their racist attitudes towards the global South. Moyn describes their disdain when 'the horrifying periphery threw in its lot with the French Revolution's nationalist and violent tradition' and they condemned decolonisation as 'a road to serfdom and terror'.
Moyn issues these charges as an alternative to the excessively worshipful treatment of Cold War liberals to which he was exposed as a student, blinding him to liberalism's morally objectionable aspects. He is also irritated by 'promotional accounts of Cold War liberalism' that have been reiterated recently by public intellectuals such as Timothy Garton Ash, Michael Ignatieff and Leon Wieseltier. To hold his own against such adversaries, he suggests that he isn't speaking solely for himself. Instead, he is giving recognition to the 'millennial and post-millennial generations' who find little in liberalism worth saving and are 'concerned much less with enemies abroad than with economic inequality, endless war and environmental disaster'.
The radical nature of Moyn's interpretation of the Cold War has two dimensions. First, he dismisses without discussion the traditional view, or cliche, that the Cold War was a struggle between two Enlightenment powers - one focused on liberty, the other on equality - and that both powers, having jointly defeated Hitler in the Second World War, were convinced that history was on their side. As Moyn sees it, only the Soviet Union was an Enlightenment power, and only the Soviet Union thought history was on its side. Western liberals denied that human history is a story of progress towards freedom and equality. This, he contends, is why they ceded 'to the Soviets and their myth of scientific progress the philosophy of history that had once made liberal ambition imaginable'.
One of Moyn's most arresting claims is that Cold War liberal theory had little or no relation to Cold War liberal practice. There was a shocking 'mismatch', he writes, 'between the libertarianism of Cold War thought and the emergence of the welfare state'. Turning briefly from the world of books, which is Moyn's domain, to the practical politics that he mostly ignores, we learn that the Cold War was 'a time when liberals around the world were building the most ambitious and interventionist and largest - as well as the most egalitarian and redistributive - liberal states that had ever existed'. This was spectacularly true of the uniquely prosperous postwar US, where the highest and most progressive marginal tax rates in American history suggest that mainstream politicians weren't at all dogmatic 'votaries of freedom from the state', which is how Moyn describes his theorists. Bipartisan support for Eisenhower's costly Interstate Highway System demonstrates the point. Government action, far from being seen as a mortal enemy to liberty, was understood as the most effective means for making a variety of freedoms available to the most people.
Moyn's thesis of a radical mismatch between liberal theory as he imagines it and liberal practice as he observes it has some basis. Few elected politicians responded to the challenge of Sputnik, for example, with a 'vilification of progress'. The progressive American politicians of the time recognised that one way of responding to the Soviet challenge was in fact to expand the welfare state, offering unemployment insurance, government-backed mortgages, affordable housing programmes, federally financed health research, federal non-discrimination mandates and 'pump-priming' policies of deficit spending and easy credit - all of which provided an inoculation against the communist temptation. Moyn writes as though his Cold War intellectuals were so untethered from reality that this was an argument they hadn't heard. It wasn't until John Rawls's A Theory of Justice (1971), Moyn claims, that a liberal philosopher thought of defending cash transfer programmes.
Moyn doesn't really believe that his four Cold War liberals, much less all those to whom that label might conceivably be applied, are a single creature with a single mind. So how did he decide on his 'composite portrait', and what does it exclude? Readers who wish Moyn had written a different book about different liberals will object that there were many liberal thinkers at the time - for instance, the self-identified members of the anti-communist left associated with Americans for Democratic Action - who believed that activist government could expand opportunities for all. Far from being fatalists and diehard enemies of progress, they may even have been overconfident about the power of democratically elected political authority to regulate the market for moral reasons, to reduce poverty, to increase educational opportunity, to avoid war. The real road to serfdom, according to Cold War liberals of this sort, wasn't government planning but the failure of democracies to improve the lives of ordinary citizens, stoking populist grievances and making workers susceptible to the siren song of communism.
But there is no point wishing Moyn had written a different book. He is perfectly aware that 'more familiar Cold War sages' - such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr, Richard Hofstadter or J.K. Galbraith, none of whom repudiated 'the more progressivist optimism of Franklin Roosevelt's presidency' - provided a 'theoretical rendition of liberalism' very different from that of the writers he describes as Cold War liberalism's 'principal thinkers'. He did not choose his dramatis personae because they represented the entire gamut of liberal thinking. He selected them in order to cast an 'unexpected light on critical features of their time', and to that end he also devotes space to such non-liberal figures as the Cold War conservative Gertrude Himmelfarb, who serves to emphasise 'the elective affinities and occasional alliances between Cold War liberalism and its sequels of neoconservatism and neoliberalism'. His reasons for including Hannah Arendt are more obscure, but seem related to his interest in the way his Cold War liberals, all of them Jewish, 'performed their Jewish identities', especially in relation to Zionism, 'the nationalist movement with which ... they were likeliest to affiliate'. His charge seems to be that their liberal universalism disguised their ethnic particularism, since they opposed violent nationalism in the decolonising world but not in the case of Israel.
None of Moyn's theorists is beyond criticism, of course. Berlin believed, Moyn claims, that 'Britain's global expansion had been benign for the colonised.' Popper's interpretation of Hegel was a notorious embarrassment. And so on. But what's alarming is the nonchalant tone in which Moyn admits that his general characterisation of his Cold War liberals fails to do justice to the complexity of their thought. After piecing together his ideal type of the Cold War liberal, he proceeds to tear it to shreds. None of his four believed that the rejection of utopian thinking, including the illusion that history has a moral direction, made progress impossible. If we read them carefully, we realise that they didn't oppose the welfare state and didn't think democracy led inevitably to totalitarianism. Nor, as proponents of social insurance and desegregation, can they be fairly accused of entirely replacing hope with fear.
Moyn implicitly concedes all this. Viewed separately, none of his Cold War liberals endorsed all the tenets he ascribes to them as a group. His charge that they were necessarily allies of free-market fundamentalists illustrates the pattern. Not only did their thinking supposedly 'evolve into neoliberalism', it 'collapsed into neoliberalism'. This is a bold but ultimately unprovable generalisation, and it is interesting to see the way Moyn immunises it against counterexamples by rescinding it. He freely accepts that the leading Cold War liberals 'never embraced neoliberalism personally'. To clinch the reversal, he adds that 'no one could claim that neoliberalism was representative of liberal theory at the time.'
There are further examples. As an ensemble, Moyn argues, Cold War liberals claimed that 'liberty faced extinction if calls for economic fairness got the upper hand.' Looked at individually, however, 'Cold War liberals occasionally conceded that liberty might require some kind of equal standing in society and politics.' Before generalising that 'Cold War liberals abandoned the Enlightenment,' he admits that Shklar 'never, throughout her career, came close to relinquishing the Enlightenment'. Similarly, after explaining that the representative Cold War liberal 'blamed Romanticism itself for the modern evils of Romantic nationalism, statism and ultimately totalitarianism', Moyn concedes that Berlin, 'the most iconic Cold War liberal thinker', nevertheless 'made a fundamental and positive place for political Romanticism ... in the origins of liberalism'. Trilling, too, refused to hold Romanticism 'accountable for our modern woes'. After explaining that 'Cold War liberals canonised Freud' in order 'to insist on an original form of liberalism premised on durable limits to reform', Moyn admits that Popper curtly 'dismissed psychoanalysis as unfalsifiable pseudoscience'. And after stating that 'the archetypal Cold War liberal text' draws a 'direct, teleological path from Rousseau to Stalin', Moyn topples his own straw man by reminding his readers that Shklar rejected 'the characteristic Cold War liberal vilification of Rousseau' and 'went on to spend much of her career defending Rousseau from blame for the excesses of revolution'.
The task  facing readers is to examine Moyn's serial pirouettes from generalisation to exception. One way is to look more closely at his reading of Shklar's first book, After Utopia (1957). Moyn explains that 'Shklar is my guide throughout this book. She will have to serve less as a Beatrice than a Virgil, whom we follow across a hellish landscape in the hope that purgatory - if not heaven - lies beyond.' Elsewhere, he calls her his 'muse'. After Utopia, he explains, 'offered an implacable critique and diagnosis of Cold War liberalism'. Indeed, if he is to be believed, 'Shklar's essay remains the greatest anatomy and critique of Cold War liberalism ever composed.'
But he is not to be believed. Rather than excoriating a single school of thought, in After Utopia Shklar tangles ingeniously with hundreds of theorists of all political shades. Nor does she treat 1947, usually considered the year in which the Cold War began, as a cultural turning point of any significance, much less as the moment when liberalism made a sudden right turn. Her focus is on gradual, long-term change. It was the French Revolution, after all, that first made liberals lose faith in themselves. After Utopia does argue that an avalanche of historical disasters, starting with the First World War, further discredited an optimistic reading of history as an inevitable unfolding of moral progress. But Shklar's point was that there were historical reasons for cultural pessimism. She writes that the 'sense of political helplessness induced by years of instability, war and totalitarianism' afflicted all contemporary currents of political thought. Socialists, Christians and existentialists all succumbed to a sense of fatalism and resignation that made utopian thinking and the radical politics it once inspired appear 'simple-minded, or even worse ... a contemptible form of complacency'.
Shklar identifies only one significant group of theorists that could be called liberals and also shared this fatalism: the libertarians we today associate with Friedrich Hayek. Although their 'conservative liberalism' can't be blamed for cultural fatalism, which was 'inescapable' at the time, there is 'no reason why the theories advanced in its defence should be uncritically accepted'. She proceeds to eviscerate the baseless libertarian argument that 'any economic planning by the state must and has led to political tyranny and implies the end of civilisation.' She includes among these theorists Jacob Talmon, principally for his belief that 'democracy is inherently totalitarian.' This is ironic, since her main argument against Talmon's The Rise of Totalitarian Democracy (1952) applies with equal plausibility to Moyn's book. Ascribing 'an exaggerated importance' to philosophy 'as an agent of social change', conservative liberals try to make 'the professional intellectual and his works ... directly responsible for every social misfortune'. It is an egregious fallacy, in Shklar's view, to impugn 'the inner validity of a theory' by looking to 'its presumed social effects'. Criticising a theory for its 'morally undesirable consequences', she concludes, is illogical. She could easily be writing here about Moyn's own claim that 'Cold War liberal assumptions have had devastating consequences.' Talmon crudely holds 'men of ideas ... responsible if history has gone wrong'. Moyn names Francois Furet as 'effectively Talmon's most influential disciple' - but, on this showing, no one could be a more dedicated disciple than Moyn himself.
There are many other ways in which After Utopia provides little support for Moyn's arguments. For Moyn, Cold War liberals rejected the radical politics of the Enlightenment when they turned against the Marxist theory of history. For the early Shklar, rightly or wrongly, Marxism began 'by explicitly and resolutely rejecting the philosophy of the Enlightenment'. She also claims that Marx and Marxism were 'far closer to the conservative doctrine of ... necessity in society than to the radical notion that men make their own history freely'. Similarly, Moyn associates Romanticism with agency and emancipation, while Shklar associates it with their obliteration. She also describes Romantic thinkers as fundamentally anti-political, citing the arguments of Carl Schmitt's Politische Romantik. (Curiously, Moyn claims that Shklar didn't know Schmitt's book, even though After Utopia, to which he has written an introduction, both cites and discusses it.)
But the strangest aspect of Moyn's account is the openly contradictory way he treats his own thesis. After insisting on the fatal fissure in the continuity of liberal theory caused by the Cold War, he ends up confessing that in fact this imagined rupture between good and bad liberalism never actually occurred. The conceit that Cold War liberals betrayed a morally inspiring prelapsarian liberalism is central to his argument. That earlier liberalism is said to have been 'emancipatory and futuristic before the Cold War, committed most of all to free and equal self-creation, accepting of democracy and welfare'. It's only by making a sharp distinction between earlier and later liberalisms that Moyn is able to argue that 'Cold War liberalism was a betrayal of liberalism itself' and that it 'broke with the liberalism it inherited'.
Yet this pivotal chronological distinction dissolves in his own hands. Long before the Cold War, he informs us, '19th-century liberalism opened the gates of the liberal citadel to conservatism.' Similarly, 'before the Cold War, liberalism largely served as an apologia for laissez-faire economic policy and was entangled in imperialist expansion and racist hierarchy around the world.' By emphasising the continuity between Cold War liberalism as he has described it and the liberalism that preceded it, Moyn is recanting the premise on which his entire book is based. Passages such as these, stressing liberal continuity over liberal rupture, belie Moyn's claim that Cold War liberalism was 'an entirely new version' of liberalism. They also eliminate any hope of recovering a worthy form of liberalism from the past. At the very beginning of the book, Moyn quietly inserts what we can only call a pre-emptive retraction, explicitly denying that 'there exists some pre-Cold War form of liberalism to revive.' With no liberating tradition to rehabilitate, Moyn ends up 'reaching back to before the Cold War creed ... for the sake of an entirely new version'.
We are told little of substance about what this 'entirely new version' of liberalism entails. It aims at establishing a 'free community of equals', based on the belief that 'creative experimentation and originality' is 'the highest life for human beings' and that 'creative self-making' can be achieved 'in historical time'. This is not very specific. All we are told about the way to bring about such an ideal state of affairs is that learning to see 'history' as 'a forum of opportunity for individual and collective agency and self-assertion' will help. Unhelpful, by contrast, are Moyn's Cold War liberals, constantly invoking the tragedies of the 20th century to remind us that 'opportunities' can be seized by malevolent agents, not to mention that 'self-assertion' is just as likely to be cruel as creative.
Most criticisms of Liberalism against Itself have focused on the paradox that Moyn, who can't abide America's post-Cold War attempt to remake the world in its own image, has no sympathy for the sustained attack by Cold War liberals on America's messianic hubris. But another, equally perplexing question is raised by this singular book. Moyn knows perfectly well that the 'millennial and post-millennial generations' he praises for focusing on 'environmental disaster' entertain a far darker picture of the future than anything he has discovered in the writings of his Cold War theorists. Yet he doesn't blame them for replacing hope for perfection with fear of apocalypse. After all, they are merely responding to the climate catastrophe unfolding before their eyes. Why doesn't he extend the same absolution to his Cold War liberals? 'Survivalism' can't be an index of censure for one generation and merit for the next - unless Moyn believes that the horrors of world war and the prospect of nuclear apocalypse were less real for his Cold War liberals than impending climate collapse is for his peers today.
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At the Bodleian
'Chaucer Here and Now'
Philip Knox



One  of the frustrating things about Chaucer is that the literary archive only begins at the time of his death in 1400. No earlier manuscripts containing his writings survive. This means that we don't know how his works circulated in his lifetime, what he wanted them to look like, which of the competing versions he preferred, or even, in any detail, who his first readers were. There are a handful of allusions to Chaucer in literary sources before his death, and legal documents show that a scrivener used a copy of Troilus and Criseyde to settle a drinking debt in Southwark in 1394. In recent decades, academics have asked how we should think about the materials that do survive - in particular, the two copies of the Canterbury Tales produced by the same scribe in the early 15th century. We know the scribe was a prolific copyist of Middle English poetry, probably a man called Adam Pinkhurst, and it seems possible that he had some connection to Chaucer. The earlier of the two manuscripts, the so-called Hengwrt Chaucer (perhaps dating from the year of Chaucer's death), has travelled from the National Library of Wales to the Bodleian Library and is the centrepiece of the exhibition Chaucer Here and Now (until 28 April). The recent collapse of the British Library's online archives, just days after it had announced the digitisation of its own Chaucer collection, is a reminder of the precarity of digital substitutes for artefacts such as this.
The Hengwrt manuscript is as close as we can get to Chaucer, but it's hard to be sure just how close that is. A note by the scribe at the end of Chaucer's incomplete 'Cook's Tale' reads: 'Of this Cokes tale maked Chaucer na moore.' But it is written in the margin, rather than across the page, suggesting that the scribe left open the possibility that he might be wrong, and that someone else might add the rest. Some historians have argued that the scribe was Chaucer's personal copyist and literary executor, but evidence like this uncertain piece of marginalia, or the fact that the two Canterbury Tales manuscripts present the work in a different sequence, suggest that the scribe is somebody hesitantly piecing together their own idea of what Chaucer wrote.
Alongside many items from the Bodleian's own collection, the exhibition features the famous early 15th-century copy of Troilus and Criseyde belonging to Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. Its illustrated frontispiece - an ornate image of a figure reading from a lectern or pulpit to a wealthy audience - has been reproduced many times, but there is no evidence that Chaucer ever occupied a 'court poet' role like the one imagined here. Rather than a glimpse into Chaucer's world, this is an attempt to fashion an image of him as someone at home in an aristocratic culture. The manuscript was laid out to accommodate further pictures, which were never completed. Perhaps the money ran out, the buyer disappeared, or, having speculated on the venture, the publisher failed to find anyone to bid for it.
[image: ] The Wife of Bath, from William Caxton's second edition of the 'Canterbury Tales', printed in 1483.




The exhibition considers competing readerly priorities from the Middle Ages to the present, developing a strand of recent scholarship of which its curator, Marion Turner, is a leading proponent. There are echoes here of Turner's Chaucer: A European Life (2019), which examined the places with which Chaucer is associated, sometimes via his literary sources (a number of sumptuous manuscripts, including a fine illustrated Dante, are on display). The difficulty is in separating the tendentious uses to which Chaucer has been put from the writer we can discern from the work. In the shifting, centuries-long history of his reception, Chaucer has been read as both irreverent and pious, experimental and traditional, cosmopolitan and quintessentially English.
Modern women readers - from within and outside the academy - are well represented. Some feminist critics have attempted to rescue Chaucer from the charge of misogyny - their task has been helped by the recent discovery of documents suggesting that the raptus case against him concerned employment law rather than rape or abduction. Medieval manuscripts of Chaucer are filled with approving nota bene marks beside misogynistic statements by various characters, which critics have become used to dismissing as naive misreadings. But what if we are the naive readers, too readily explaining away what is unpalatable about Chaucer and his culture?
Some of the earliest printed editions at the Bodleian point to Chaucer's future role in jingoistic representations of Englishness. By the time of Thomas Speght's edition of the Canterbury Tales in 1598, Chaucer was established as the origin of a vernacular literary tradition. Speght takes pains to point out that he was also aristocratic - or close enough (Chaucer was a vintner's son, but Speght's genealogy proudly places him, via his sister-in-law, in the same family tree as English kings). Speght is also keen to suggest that, if not actually Protestant, Chaucer would have been if he'd had the chance. He went to Oxford, Speght claims (wrongly), 'by all likelihood in Merton Colledge, with Iohn Wiclife: whose opinions in religion he much affected'. In the 19th century Chaucer emerges as a robust patriot, to be disseminated through the schools and libraries of the British Empire. The exhibition includes a children's edition of the Canterbury Tales with a preface by the Victorian editor Frederick Furnivall, who imagines Chaucer as a boy: 'plucky and slippy at football, hockey and other games. Cricket was not then known.'
There is another Chaucer, one to whom England does not have exclusive claim. He is represented in the exhibition by Voltaire's version of the 'Wife of Bath' (taken from Dryden) as well as translations of Chaucer into languages including Arabic, Japanese, Korean and Esperanto. The Russian translation of the Canterbury Tales, published in the Soviet Union in 1980, is the size of a cigarette packet and beautifully illustrated: the final page unfolds to reveal a panorama with silvery Canterbury pilgrims riding across a nocturnal Kent. In the display cases alongside Patience Agbabi's Telling Tales and Zadie Smith's The Wife of Willesden are the four volumes of Refugee Tales, directed by the poet David Herd and Anna Pincus of the Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group. The project, which has been running since 2016, pairs contemporary writers with former indefinite detainees, retelling their stories and taking the Canterbury Tales as a model. It is a powerful attempt to invert the valency of those traditional notions of Englishness that are bound up with Chaucer.
Chaucer was interested in our encounters with texts. The Canterbury Tales is full of scenes in which the pilgrims offer surprising or excessive responses to the tale they have just been told. The Host praises the tale told by the Merchant as a warning against deceitful wives, ignoring its merciless skewering of a lecherous old husband; the Reeve's impassioned response to the 'Miller's Tale' is entirely to do with the way the Miller has represented carpenters. Interpretation is always unpredictable, but it takes a certain kind of imagination to willingly embrace that. The Bodleian exhibition doesn't try to explain why Chaucer matters, but it doesn't need to.
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Rambo v. Rimbaud
Emily Witt


 Blackouts 
by  Justin Torres.
 Granta, 305 pp., PS14.99, November 2023, 978 1 84708 397 5



Jan Gay  was born Helen Reitman in Leipzig in 1902. She came out as a lesbian in young adulthood, studied under the German sexologist Magnus Hirshfield, started a nudist colony with her partner, Zhenya, and eventually collected interviews with hundreds of queer women in European cities, in the hope that writing up their sexual histories would help make lesbianism more accepted. When she couldn't find a publisher for her research, a panel of medical experts, the Committee for the Study of Sex Variants, was formed, with a view to giving the project institutional authority. But according to the version of the story recounted in Blackouts, Justin Torres's second novel, when the work was finally published in 1941 as the two-volume Sex Variants: A Study of Homosexual Patterns, along with interviews conducted by other researchers about men, Gay's participation was all but erased. Her original interviews, which would have been a trove of historical detail about queer life in the first half of the 20th century, were destroyed. Sex Variants was instead published under the name of the committee's lead researcher, a heterosexual doctor called George Henry, who pathologised the subjects. Despite its medicalised approach, the book remains an important document. But Gay herself was largely forgotten, at least in comparison to later researchers of sexuality such as Virginia Johnson, William Masters and Alfred Kinsey.
 In Blackouts, Torres sets out to correct the historical record by telling the fictional story of a young man encountering Sex Variants and learning about its origins from an older man, Juan Gay, who knew Jan Gay personally. This isn't biography, or historical fiction, but a kind of compilation of miscellanea that provides some primary texts, adds fictional embellishments, and then shrugs. 'I'd love for someone more capable than I to write a true biography of Jan Gay,' the narrator says at the end of the book. 'I think she deserves that: a biography based in fact.'
Blackouts recently won the National Book Award. Torres's first novel, We the Animals, was published in 2011. It tells the story of three brothers growing up in a working-class family with only intermittent parental supervision in a small town in upstate New York. With its sequence of short, distilled scenes, it has the impressionistic quality of a Terrence Malick movie - or maybe it just reminded me of the young family with three sons in Malick's The Tree of Life (released, coincidentally, the same year). We the Animals is narrated by the youngest son, who discerns that he is somehow different from the rest of his family, though he only comes to understand that he is sexually attracted to men near the end of the book. The central figure in the novel is the boys' father, an unpredictable and sometimes violent presence. He is Puerto Rican; the boys' mother is white. They were teenagers when their first child was born, and they idealise their relationship despite their raging rows.
 Torres's portrayal of a family trapped in a crucible of love, rage and poverty can be a bit on the nose. '"We're never gonna escape this," Paps said. "Never,"' one scene goes. 'Ma stood and grabbed his outstretched hand with both of hers and pulled it down and buried it in the space between them. "Don't," she said in a voice more steady than we knew. "Don't you dare."' In the end, the narrator's family turn on him after they discover a notebook in which he has written down his sexual fantasies about men. 'Two hours later, I am packed into the car and taken to the psych ward of the general hospital, where I will be turned over to the state and institutionalised,' he writes.
 The unnamed narrator of Blackouts is a gay man in his late twenties, possibly the same character from Torres's earlier book. He has no job, 'no feel for the game, no man to support me', and so, as Americans tend to do at such junctures, he goes west. He gets on a series of long-distance buses, travelling to 'a small city thousands of miles and several days away'. His destination is a place called the Palace. He crosses 'the Big Muddy' (the Missouri River), its colour reminding him of 'Easter holidays, of bunnies wrapped in foil with lifeless, sugar-candy eyes', and continues into the plains, where 'the landscape really began to flatten and the visible horizon expanded in every direction, so that the sky grew bigger and more vaulted, and I found I could look and look forever into the desert.' After hitchhiking the final miles to the Palace, he encounters the elderly Juan Gay, whom he first met a decade earlier when they were both on a psychiatric ward. Juan is standing outside, 'at the point of egress, supporting himself against the doorframe, not just thin but skeletal'.
 The nature of the Palace is never quite defined. It seems to be a boarding house or rest home for queer people with nowhere else to go. There are marble staircases and peeling plaster walls, visiting hours but no nurses. 'I had no idea who ran the Palace,' the narrator says. 'A charity, I assumed, a place for those without family.' These sorts of living spaces for single people on low incomes are an anachronism, their abandonment or conversion into condominiums often cited as one cause of America's ever worsening housing crisis. I could picture the building in the form of the boarded-up shells of monasteries or asylums in cities I've lived in. The other residents of the Palace, Juan tells the narrator, are all bitter, broken or insane: 'The Palace, he claimed, attracted those undone by trouble.'
 Juan is dying. The narrator finds him living a spartan life in a room with a single bed and a mini fridge, eating soup that he heats in its own tin, and spending most of his days in bed. Outside, townspeople are rehearsing a Spanish-language production of A Streetcar Named Desire. The town could be an allegorical setting or it could just be somewhere the narrator has retreated to in his mind. But the novel is mostly an extended deathbed conversation, and Juan less a person than a device - a means of accessing a lost and fragmented history, of establishing a paternal lineage that isn't biological.
 The two men had been on the psych ward together for eighteen days. At the time, the narrator recalls, 'Juan was deeply reserved and much older than the other patients, and I was deeply terrified and much younger.' Like the narrator's biological father, Juan is Puerto Rican, and he speaks Spanish with the same accent as the narrator's relatives. But he also presents an altogether different model of being gay. 'I saw only that Juan transcended what I thought I knew about sissies,' the narrator says, remembering their first meeting. Juan 'wanted me to understand how little I knew about myself, that I was missing out on something grand: a subversive, variant culture; an inheritance.' Juan is elegant and speaks with campy flourishes; he introduces the narrator to Rimbaud (after getting out of hospital, the young man goes to the library and tries to look up 'Rambo').
 Ten years later, in their conversations at the Palace, Juan asks his 'nene' (a Spanish term of endearment) for details about his relationships and life in the world outside, and shares his own memories in return. Since his hospitalisation the narrator has gained worldly experience. He got a scholarship to 'a fine, expensive university' but dropped out after a month ('I was too much distracted to stay'), instead scraping by as a sex worker in New York - Juan gently chides him for romanticising the ideal of the 'hoodlum homosexual'. Despite the age difference and Juan's sickliness, the narrator desires him sexually, almost as a reflex, but Juan deflects the pass. Years of electroshock treatment have mostly eliminated his libido, but perhaps he also wants to reassure the narrator that they aren't in an arrangement of mutual exploitation.
 In interviews Torres has said he first encountered the two volumes of Sex Variants when they were donated to a bookshop where he was working, and was then prompted to seek out every biographical detail he could find about Jan Gay. In the novel, Juan has an edition of the study too, having fished it out of a box in the Palace. But as Juan's surname indicates, Torres gives them a connection: Juan encountered Jan and Zhenya when he was a child in Puerto Rico, and the illustrations of a boy in the children's books they published together were modelled on him. 'For a very brief time, I was handed into their care,' Juan says. 'My chaperones when I was sent north, to New York.'
 The edition that Juan finds at the Palace has been defaced, large blocks of the text blacked out with a marker. Images of these pages are scattered throughout Blackouts. The erasures are not a form of censorship, but a restoration: dehumanising or pathologising language has been removed, leaving fragments of the stories of those interviewed by Gay and her colleagues. The excerpts are a maddening tease, a glimpse of long-forgotten lives that will never be fully known. 'I prefer the books just as I found them, covered in black,' Juan says, before introducing the possibility that he might have blacked the passages out himself. 'Filled with little poems of illumination. A counternarrative to whatever might have been Dr Henry's agenda.' The blackouts of the title refer to all of this: the gaps in history obscuring the details of lives that have been criminalised or stigmatised; the lost research of Jan Gay; the family secrets that have kept queer stories from being passed down from one generation to another; the literal blackouts in the text. Then there are the narrator's own blackouts, fugue states that descend on him seemingly out of nowhere. One of these comes on while he is doing the dishes, and by the time it's over his apartment has flooded. 'When inside the blackout, I remembered, or relived, and sometimes I relived lives that were not my own,' the narrator tells Juan. 'I was somewhere else, with someone else. A woman, a scream, and a great silencing.'
Blackouts is written in a very different style from We the Animals, though the narrators of the two books share roughly the same biography and heritage. Where We the Animals sticks closely to the domestic sphere, Blackouts is laden with extratextual references: photographs of the pages of Sex Variants, stills from the film adaptation of Jan Gay's book about naturism, illustrations from her children's books. Then there is Juan himself, who gives a potted biography of the Puerto Rican socialist Jesus Colon, recites lines from Pound's Cantos, and makes casual reference to Sartre and Jung. 'One night Juan recounted the entire plot of an epic poem by Robert Browning,' the narrator says. 'Juan only brought up Browning because the poet raised pertinent questions about the very act of composition' - as if Juan is a term paper come to life. Most of this amounts to little more than a list of reading recommendations; as it accumulates it becomes clear that Juan might be the narrator's projection of the teacher he longed for but never had, an elder who can root him in a tradition. The images in Blackouts are sepia-toned, as if the novel were taking place in an ersatz speakeasy. Torres seems unable to land on a single form. At one point Juan and the narrator begin telling each other their stories as screenplays: 'Give me one of your whore stories, only make it a film,' Juan requests. The narrator then recounts a story about a diaper fetishist who hires him for sex as though it were a movie script.
 When it's Juan's turn to tell a story in movie form, he narrates an unchronological biopic of Jan Gay. He seems to have been researching a biography of Gay, which he asks the narrator to continue after his death. He describes her background, in particular the story of her father, the anarchist doctor Ben Reitman, who was a lover of Emma Goldman and who wrote a study of pimps called The Second Oldest Profession. Juan encourages his protege to be a little less glum. 'In my time,' he says,
 we all prayed to our private idols, some famous woman, usually an actress; we memorised her lines, her looks, practised throwing ourselves down onto the divan, overcome - all of us old school sissies, we carried these women inside, or alongside, our consciousness, private icons, whose mannerisms and wit we'd call forth ... mimesis, Dionysian imitatio ... though I suppose that kind of thing has gone out of style. 

'What, like Greta Garbo?' the narrator responds. Juan also admonishes him for not having read the Argentinian novelist Manuel Puig or the Puerto Rican playwright Miguel Pinero. 'You really ought to know your fairy forefathers,' Juan says. 'What will you do when you bump into these eminent maricones in hell?'
 At the end of the book, before an appendix, Torres includes 'A Sort of Postface'. The 'sort of' is an indication that he doesn't intend to clarify much, except that Blackouts is a work of fiction. 'Even where there are undeniably real people named in this book - most significantly Jan and Zhenya Gay - they have become fictional characters, first filtered through Juan's remembrances (who is himself a fictional character, whether or not he existed), and then my own remembering of his remembrances,' the narrator writes. 'You see what I'm getting at: wherever there are facts, those facts are embellished through both omission and exaggeration, beyond the factual.' The 'I' here isn't Torres - we are still in the realm of the novel. 'I left the desert and kept heading west until I made it to the coast, to Los Angeles,' the narrator continues, picking up the story where he left off after Juan's death, and then describes the process of writing the manuscript. He shows it to friends, who ask the same questions most readers will have, namely whether the book is a novel, and whether Juan was a real person. 'Not all ambiguities need be resolved, I said. Oh, fuck off, they said.' The friends speculate that readers 'might collapse this fictional narrative with the rough facts of my own biography', the narrator goes on, 'and deduce that Juan was based on someone I met during those months [in hospital]. I don't care to endorse or deny that deduction.' In any case, categorising the work as a novel allows Torres to give Juan a Yoda-like mysticism that might come off as too sentimental if the book were non-fiction. 'The one thing I can say for sure is that I never tried to tell the truth on anyone,' the narrator concludes.
Blackouts bears the influence of other books about lost or fragmented histories. As in W.G. Sebald's novel Austerlitz, a survivor of a historical event (in Austerlitz's case the Kindertransport from Prague to London) recounts his story to a narrator in an enigmatic, piecemeal fashion, leaving the reader to try and reconstruct it. In Blackouts Torres alternates between personal and historic artefacts: on one page a photo of a young mixed-heritage couple holding an infant that could be a picture of him and his parents; on another an illustration of a little boy - interpreted in the novel as Juan - from Jan Gay's children's books. In the endnotes Torres cites the work of Saidiya Hartman, who uses imaginative writing informed by extensive research to restore detail to the lives of enslaved people and their descendants. One of her subjects in Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments (2019), about Black women in New York and Philadelphia in the early 20th century, is the actor Edna Thomas, who was also interviewed by Gay, appearing in Sex Variants under a pseudonym.
 But Blackouts reminds me less of those books, which have a sense of completion, than of Benjamin Labatut's When We Cease to Understand the World, a fictionalised account of a group of real-life quantum physicists that lends an air of mystical vagueness to their lives. Blackouts leaves you with fragments, like what's left after a pile of earth has been sifted through an archaeologist's screen. Here's a story of the time the narrator worked on a communal farm with a lover; here's a story of Juan being diagnosed with a colonial pathology called 'Puerto Rican syndrome'; here's a quote from a (real) Andy Warhol letter, in which he mentions his landlady, Jan Gay. Put this together and you end up with a dinosaur that never existed - but it looks plausible enough, so it's put in a museum until the next generation of researchers comes along and sorts it all out.
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for Alice
Thus all the books on any given subject are found standing together, and no additions or changes ever separate them.
Melvil Dewey, A Classification and Subject Index for Cataloguing and Arranging the Books and Pamphlets of a Library
Irish
Formal People
Waitressing for Godot
Girl with Green Thighs
A Farewell to Armagh
Scottish
A Drunk Man Licks at the Thistle
Ted Gauntlet
Sunset Snog
Fife: A User's Manual
Cookbooks
Moll Flan
Buns and Lovers
Oblomange
Tart of Darkness
Medical
The Illiad
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Deaf
Gays' Anatomy
The Scarlet Pimple
Travel
Venice: The Menace
Middle Gidding
Leaves of Graz
The Descent of Manchester
Medieval
Gaudy Knight
The Brompton Folding Mystery Cycle
D.E. Cameron's Decameron
The Works of Sir Thomas Malory-Towers
Kitchenware
Njal's Aga
The Portrait of a Ladle
Woks in China
Goodbye to All Tat
Environment
The Rape of the Loch
Ben Jonson: Life on a Scottish Mountain
Three Men and a Goat
Nature Writer of the Year: Oscar Wilde
Dressmaking and Haberdashery
The Hand-Made Tails
Couture and Anarchy
The Hat of the Matter
The Waistband
Pin
Drugs
Stoner
Harry Pot
The Habit
The Pharma Sutra
Motoring
Sir Gawain and the Green Light
Old Possum's Book of Practical Cars
Jane Austin
Mrs Gasket
Gender
A Child's First ABLGBT
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Mam
Oor Wullie
Matthew and Arnold
Sport
Lucky Gym
The Seven Pillars of Wisden
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Umpire
Arnold of Rugby
Erotica
Ivanhore
Playboy of the Western World
Can You Forgive Her? (Trollope)
Hard Times
Crime
Holmes and Gardens
Flaubert's Poirot
Dorothy Slayers
Meg Rae
Crafts
A Loom of One's Own
The Just Sew Stories
Venerable Beadwork
As I Lay Dyeing
Sequels
The Naked Afternoon Tea
The Greater Gatsby
The Forty-Nine Steps
Five Quintets
Parenting
A Shropshire Dad
Invisible Ma
Jane Austen's Bath Book
Doctor and Nurse Faustus
Nappy Days
Railways
Dr Beeching and the Railway Children
Edinburgh Waverley Novels
The Station Master of Ballantrae
Thomas the Search Engine
Shakespeare
Iambo
Sir Liloquy
Thymbelina
Taliban
Libraries
The Bookcase of Sherlock Holmes
The Borrowers
Where Angels Fear to Read
The Little-Read Book
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Diary
Leaving Haiti
Pooja Bhatia



On  2 March, armed men broke into two prisons in the Haitian capital, Port-au-Prince, and released almost five thousand inmates. The ratatatat of automatic gunfire sounded continuously throughout the city as the gangs torched buildings and had firefights with police. The US embassy, which since 2018 has warned Americans not to travel to Haiti, sent an email strongly advising its citizens to depart immediately by 'commercial or other privately available transportation options'. But there were no options: gangs had taken the airport and controlled the major highways; the border with the Dominican Republic was closed. The unelected prime minister, Ariel Henry, in post since the assassination of Jovenel Moise in 2021, was in Kenya, where he had flown a few days earlier to negotiate the deployment of a 'multinational security support force'. No one wanted him back. Even the president of the Dominican Republic refused to allow him to use Hispaniola's airspace. 'I don't know what they're fighting over,' my friend A. said a few days later, during a lull in the shooting. By then gangs had laid siege to the ports and ransacked hospitals and businesses. 'There's nothing left here.'
The US Coastguard has reported no increase in attempted crossings so far, but Republicans quickly seized on fears of a Haitian exodus. 'What American didn't get here somehow?' the Haitian poet Felix Morisseau-Leroy wrote in 1991. 'But it's us they call boat people.' That year, tens of thousands of Haitians took to the sea following the CIA-aided coup that removed the country's first democratically elected leader, Jean-Bertrand Aristide. After the 2010 earthquake, and the subsequent electoral fiasco that brought Michel Martelly to power, Haitians again gave up on their country. They emigrated not just to the US or Canada, but to Brazil and later Chile, whose economies were booming. Their welcome was temporary. In 2015, for the first time, large numbers of Haitians made the seven-thousand-mile journey through South and Central America, and then north through Mexico to the US border. Some sought asylum. But most were simply 'cheche lavi' - looking for life.
In September last year, I visited a migrant encampment in Reynosa, a border town in northeastern Mexico. It was boiling hot and the dingy wall enclosing the encampment glowed white in the sun. Few of the places where people wait to cross the US-Mexico border are comfortable, but this one was especially bad. There were no toilets, no running water and no protection from rain, wind or sun. There was rubbish everywhere; it wasn't easy to tell what was garbage and what might still be in use. Near the entrance to the camp was a small table where men played dominoes. Behind it hung various repurposed pieces of fabric: a street banner advertising beer; a child's bedspread; a serape in blue and white. Twenty or so of the camp's residents were crammed within the sliver of shadow provided by these remnants. They stood with arms crossed or sat on overturned buckets. All were Haitians who hoped to find a better life in the US. They had gathered to be told about the ways they were likely to be thwarted.
The speaker was Nicole Phillips, a lawyer for an American advocacy group called the Haitian Bridge Alliance. She wore a baseball cap and an aid-worker apron with the Kreyol translation of 'Many hands make light work' printed on it. Gaining entry at the US's southwest border has become incredibly complicated. Each of the 48 crossing posts has its own rules, which change often and are arbitrarily enforced. The language - not only around immigration law and asylum but also process and protocol - is opaque and at times seems intended to confuse. Washington politics, and in particular the spectre of Donald Trump, loom large.
In February, Trump exerted his influence to scupper a bipartisan deal that, among other restrictions, would have enabled the president to 'shut down' the border if the number of migrant encounters exceeded certain thresholds. Perhaps the bill wasn't harsh enough for him. More likely, a 'secure' border is not in his interest ahead of the election: he wants voters to fear an invasion from the Global South - 'shithole countries', as he called them in 2018. As president, Trump tried to end Temporary Protected Status for victims of disasters in Haiti and several other countries, and used the pandemic to invoke a statutory provision, Title 42, which all but eliminated asylum claims. It took Biden more than two years to lift it, but for most of 2023 his border regime was comparatively humane to Haitians. Around 126,000 of them were able to secure individual sponsors, allowing them to reside in the US for two years. At least 67,000 more have been 'paroled' into the United States from the southwest border, declaring an intent to seek asylum, and given a notice to appear at deportation hearings. In total, this amounts to almost 2 per cent of the Haitian population.
Nicole tried to convey two main points to her audience in Reynosa. First, don't cross until you have an appointment for inspection at a port of entry. Last spring, the government agency Customs and Border Protection launched a smartphone app, CBP One, which would-be migrants are supposed to use to book these inspections. The app is glitchy, but, as Nicole said, Haitians had been getting appointments in Reynosa. Keep trying, she said. Be patient. If you cross with an appointment, you are more likely to be paroled into the US and allowed to make your case for asylum, although the hearing may be some years away. Crossing without an appointment, by wading or swimming across the Rio Grande and turning yourself in to Border Patrol, makes asylum almost impossible. It is also to risk immediate removal and a five-year ban on crossing again.
Second, Nicole said, you must understand what it means to be an asylum seeker, someone fleeing persecution, with all the special protections that entails, versus an economic migrant, who has no protection. In Haiti, it's hard to separate the political from the economic. Political leaders have armed and empowered gangs, which terrorise the population and make it impossible to engage in normal economic behaviour, such as going to work or saving money. American asylum law doesn't protect people fleeing general violence and extortion. If asked during your appointment why you want to come to the United States, Nicole said, it's best to emphasise your fear of returning to Haiti rather than the hopes you have of a better life in America. 'Is anyone here not scared to return to Haiti?' she asked. There was silence followed by laughter. 'They killed the president in his bedroom!' someone called out.
The camp itself was in a dangerous neighbourhood of Reynosa. Nicole and I had been told to be ready to make a 'hard out' in the event of gunfire or reports of cartel trouble. Smuggling groups have made a business out of helping migrants cross the Rio Grande and are not keen on competitors. If we got the signal we would flee in our car, perhaps sheltering in a nearby superstore if we couldn't cross the bridge. The migrants had many fewer options.
When the meeting was over, I introduced myself to one of the women. M. had been a market seller in Gonaives, a city about sixty miles north of Port-au-Prince. Over the years she expanded her business and became a successful vendor of various foodstuffs - garlic, salted herring, tomato sauce, bouillon cubes. Margins were small, so she relied on high-interest loans to finance her wholesale purchases, borrowing at rates of 40 per cent or more, with extra fees for late payments.
For many years M. left home before dawn on buying trips, arriving at the Port-au-Prince market of Croix-des-Bossales (the name of the 18th-century slave market that once operated there) by 8 a.m., and returning to Gonaives before lunchtime. But by 2017, the journey had become difficult. Moise was inaugurated in February following one botched election and another barely credible one, at which only 20 per cent of voters turned out. There were sometimes roadblocks on Route Nationale 1, the main highway from the north of Haiti to the capital, and often gunfire. If she had to buy stock, M. made herself go to the city 'no matter what'. She had loans to repay. Even after her friend Odette was shot in the eye and killed during a market trip, M. felt the risk was necessary. She had nothing to do with gangs and was well known. She thought this would afford her some protection.
One morning in the summer of 2017 she got off the bus in Port-au-Prince and was set on by a group of men. 'They beat me,' she said. 'There was a man behind me. He hit me from behind.' Another assailant hit her knees with something sharp, like a shiv. Someone held a gun to her head. She had her cash, about $770, in a sachet in her bra and tried to tell them just to take it, but the men were attacking her so fiercely she couldn't make herself heard.
M. was badly hurt, but managed to get home to Gonaives, where she hid out; she was now badly in debt. Prosecutors wanted her to testify against her assailants. A juge d'instruction called to persuade her. 'I told the judge, how would I know what they look like? I don't even live in Port-au-Prince, and they came up behind me, I never saw their faces.' If M., a 'gwo marchann' whom everyone knew, identified the bandits in a court of law, she would face retribution. She knew that even before the driver of the bus she had been on was killed. 'There is no way there would be justice,' she told me. 'This was Haiti, a place where they shot the president in his own house, where they leave the ti malere, the weakest of the unfortunates, to die on the street.' M. sold everything she had to pay back the loan. Her brother bought her a plane ticket and on 18 July 2017, she flew from the Dominican Republic to Chile. She was granted a visa on arrival and found work picking apples. She learned Spanish, met the man who would become her husband and for a short time had a new life.
M. might have a decent case for asylum in the US, Nicole told me, if she had evidence for her claims and framed her story the right way. She would need to convince the judge that the violence she suffered and feared was neither random nor general. Few Haitians who press their claims in court win asylum: 20 to 30 per cent historically, dropping under 10 per cent during the Trump era.
Even before last month's collapse, many Haitians were describing their country as 'fini'. 'Pa gen peyi d'Ayiti anko' is the refrain: 'There is no country of Haiti anymore.' In Tijuana, I met a 43-year-old accountant who used to work for a large Haitian company. It shut down after gangs threatened the owners. He sent his wife and small children out of Port-au-Prince for their safety but was unable to visit because gangs had taken over the highways. It was a double bind, he said: if you could afford to pay the 'tax' demanded at checkpoints, you would probably be a good kidnapping target.
US asylum law favours those persecuted because of identity or ideology, rather than those whose lives are made impossible by state failure or criminality. To 'cheche lavi' sounds like economic behaviour. Of course, the reasons Haitians must search for a livelihood, and a life, elsewhere, are political at every level. The US has played a decisive role in Haiti's collapse. One proximate cause: its outlandish intervention in Haiti's 2010 election, where aid was made conditional on the result. Jake Johnston's new book, Aid State: Elite Panic, Disaster Capitalism and the Battle to Control Haiti (St Martin's Press, PS24.99), analyses America's sordid manipulation of that election, which brought the corrupt - but pro-US - Martelly to power, as well as the 2016 election of Moise, Martelly's chosen successor. At the time of Moise's assassination in 2021, there were only ten elected officials in Haiti. For more than thirty months after that, and despite thoroughgoing Haitian opposition, Washington supported the leadership of Ariel Henry. That support ended only when his return to Haiti was prevented last month.
Two months after Moise's assassination, Americans were shocked by images from Del Rio, Texas, where fifteen thousand Haitian asylum seekers spent weeks living outdoors, waiting for inspection. One photograph showed a Border Patrol officer on horseback chasing a group of men. Instead of supporting a democratic transition in Haiti, or securing overdue legislative reform at home, the Biden administration has fudged its migration policies to permit hundreds of thousands of Haitians to come or remain in the US with liminal status. It is poor recompense. Haitians have hardly failed to notice that they are being forced to seek refuge in the country that has made their own unliveable. Biden's more generous immigration policies have also ironically helped to reduce the alternatives to Henry, because so many opposition leaders have fled.
I met D. at an outdoor shelter in the Mexican city of Matamoros, 55 miles east of Reynosa. It was another blazingly hot day, but the shelter was large, orderly and clean, with identical green and white tents laid out in neat grids. A huge metal awning provided shelter. One wing was mostly occupied by Venezuelans. The other, smaller wing was Haitian.
Things had gone well for D. He had scored a place in the shelter and had managed to book an appointment on the CBP One app almost immediately. His inspection was scheduled for the next day. Although his passport was Haitian, he had been rendered stateless for much of his life. He was born in St Martin, where his mother lived illegally and worked as a housekeeper. She had fled Haiti following the coup against Aristide and the US-led embargo that made life very difficult for the poor. Aristide was restored by the US on condition that he carry out neoliberal reforms, which destroyed the rural economy. 'It may have been good for some of my farmers in Arkansas, but it has not worked,' Bill Clinton admitted later. 'I have to live every day with the consequences of the lost capacity to produce a rice crop in Haiti.'
After being expelled from St Martin, D.'s mother returned to her parents' home in southern Haiti, but they argued about her failure to repay a loan and she soon left for the Dominican Republic, again working illegally. The Dominican Republic is known for its hostility to Haitians, but she made something of a life there and when D. was about thirteen, he went to join her. He began working illegally too - his Spanish is better than his Kreyol now. In 2017, D. decided to seek his fortune in Chile, whose government was keen to attract foreign workers at the time. He got a job in construction, then a better one laying cable and power lines. He sent money back to his mother and young son. He got an apartment, a car, a dog. But when Sebastian Pinera returned to power in 2018, visa restrictions were imposed and hundreds of Haitians were flown back to Port-au-Prince on 'voluntary' deportation flights.
D. stayed. He didn't want to speak badly of Chile, 'but we did suffer, as Haitians.' In the summer of 2023, he gave up his lease, found someone to adopt his dog and sold his car. He travelled north to Matamoros on the proceeds. His luck seemed good. The trek - seven thousand miles by bus, ferry, foot and canoe - took him only fifteen days. He hoped to get to New York, where he had friends, Haitians he'd known in Chile, who promised to put him up in Brooklyn. He wouldn't have attempted the journey if Trump had been in power, he told me. 'He doesn't want Blacks. He hates Haitians - if he is elected, he will want to return every one of them back to Haiti.'
In the US, the language of migration tends toward the hydraulic: surge, wave, pressure, influx, flood, flow. These terms cast human movement as a physical force rather than the outcome of decisions made across decades and centuries. Since 2014 it has become common for American headlines to declare an 'unprecedented surge' of migration at the southern border. This primed US citizens for the hysteria of Trump's repeated assertion that 'illegal immigration is poisoning the blood of our country.' A poll conducted in January found that nearly half of Americans agreed.
Before the Iowa caucuses, I watched a video of an elderly Trump supporter trying to explain why 'the immigration thing' was of great concern to her. She patted her chest and said: 'I'm a Christian woman, and I believe we have to help others.' Then she sighed heavily. 'But I don't know what to do about that.' The interview took place in Elk Run Heights, Iowa, where, according to 2021 data, three of the 886 residents were born outside the United States and all were naturalised citizens. The Texas border is more than a thousand miles away.
Though Americans have strong opinions about the border, few know what's going on there. Felicia Rangel-Samponaro, who runs an organisation called the Sidewalk School, is one of those who does. The Sidewalk School operates in both Matamoros and Reynosa. At first it ran schools for children stuck at the border, employing asylum seekers as teachers; now it also provides food, shelter and legal and clinical services as well as a satellite internet service - essential for booking CBP One appointments.
On the evening of 11 May last year, as President Biden prepared to lift the Title 42 restrictions on asylum seekers, police and journalists staked out the Texas side of the border to capture the expected migrant hordes. No one appeared. Around midnight, Felicia explained to the journalists that it wasn't in the interest of asylum seekers to rush the border, and risk deportation. 'It's excessive,' she said, gesturing at the police squadrons. 'I'm not sure why we feel there's so much of a threat now. Who is all this for?'
Is there a 'crisis' at the border? Prodded repeatedly to use the word, Alejandro Mayorkas, the US secretary of homeland security, has refused. 'The choice of language has become a proxy for the politics of the issue,' he told a New York Times reporter in February, as House Republicans planned his impeachment. Mayorkas is right, but he might do better to admit that there are multiple border crises, and to articulate what they are. Migrants do not pose a threat to the United States. Quite the reverse: the border is unsafe for migrants.
The International Organisation for Migration describes the US-Mexico border as the world's deadliest land crossing, with more fatalities than the Darien Gap in southern Panama. IOM recorded nearly seven hundred deaths and disappearances in 2022 and the real total must be higher (they couldn't access data from several Texas county coroners' offices or the Mexican search and rescue agency). In 2022, Customs and Border Protection was chastised by the Government Accountability Office for lapses in the recording of migrant deaths. It has yet to publish reports for the last two fiscal years, although internet data leaked to CBS gave a figure of 853 deaths for 2021-22.
The Biden government has called the CBP One app a success; right-wing lawmakers depict it as 'concierge service' for migrants. It's really just a tech-enabled method of 'metering' inspections, a practice introduced by Obama in 2016 in response to growing numbers of Haitian asylum seekers, but with better optics: fewer images of huddled masses at border crossings. The app gives the CBP more control over who is inspected. A fixed number of inspections are granted each day - currently 1450 - across eight of the 48 ports of entry. The basis on which they are awarded is unclear. When I was in Mexico in September, Haitians were waiting less than a month for an appointment, but the waiting period has now reportedly increased to five or six months.
Those unable to schedule an inspection or wait for one have limited options. Some line up outside the crossings, only to be chased away by Mexican soldiers. Some cross the border between ports of entry with the intention of surrendering to Border Patrol as soon as possible. The Texas governor, Greg Abbott, has spent $10 billion on a deterrence strategy, Operation Lone Star, which includes miles of concertina wire and saw blades attached to buoys in the Rio Grande. A law permitting Texas police to arrest asylum seekers is in litigation. Border Patrol has begun operating a handful of open-air detention sites along the Californian border. There, asylum seekers are forced to wait, sometimes for days, to be processed, but are offered no medical care, sanitation or shelter. The government disputes that it is detaining anyone, and claims that the migrants are free to leave.
Much of the border is a zone of no accountability. At a children's shelter run by the Mexican government in Tijuana, I met a ten-year-old boy, B., who had been stuck there for almost two months. His mother had been granted humanitarian parole in the US some eighteen months earlier. She had arranged for B. to fly from Haiti to Mexico and placed him in the care of a friend who agreed to help him get across the border. The friend had instead passed B. on to another person, who charged his mother $500 a month for his care. Eventually B. ran away and tried to cross the border himself. He was detained by Mexican authorities and taken to the shelter.
B. had a mobile phone but was not allowed to contact his mother. A shelter official who was present during our interview said the phone was broken, and this was the reason they hadn't contacted his mother. B. said (in Kreyol, which the official couldn't understand) that his mother was on Facebook and could have been contacted there. When I spoke to her on the phone later, she told me she had been frantic with worry. Someone claiming to be a lawyer had rung her up and offered to locate her son if she paid him $1100. As soon as she wired the money, he stopped replying to her. Six weeks after B.'s disappearance, she saw a phone number for the Haitian Bridge Alliance. She called them. The Bridge and its partners scoured their networks and eventually found B. at the shelter.
I knew that M. had reached the US safely when the avatar on her WhatsApp profile changed to an American flag with a bald eagle in the foreground. She and her husband have been staying with family members in Florida. When I last spoke to her, she had applied for a work permit, but not asylum. D. arrived in New York City on the same day that the mayor, Eric Adams, warned that immigrants would destroy the city. We didn't discuss this when I met him a month later in Flatbush, a neighbourhood in Brooklyn where many Caribbean immigrants live. D. was staying in an apartment off Nostrand Avenue, near a stretch of the street known as Toussaint L'Ouverture Boulevard. He had been surprised to discover that getting a work permit meant a long, bureaucratic process costing hundreds of dollars. He was looking - unsuccessfully - for off-the-books work and worrying about paying the rent. The house his friends from Chile had tried to secure had fallen through, but the owner had kept their deposit. In the meantime, they were renting part of a one-room apartment. The living area was partitioned by a curtain: the owner of the apartment stayed on the window side; D. got the brown fabric futon near the galley kitchen, for which he paid $250 a month. The Haitians in Flatbush were not kind to new arrivals, he said. When asked for directions, some of them pretended not to know Kreyol - 'even if I had just heard them speaking it on the phone'. He was already thinking about returning to Chile.
We sat on the futon and spoke about his journey. He traced his route from Santiago to Matamoros on my phone and showed me photographs of his son, still in the Dominican Republic, and of his dog in Santiago. He played a video of the ferry crossing from Necocli in Colombia to the start of the Darien Gap. Everything was bright: the sun shone on the sea and on the faces of the passengers. They could have been on a pleasure boat.
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