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Fever Dream
William Davies on fourteen years of Tory rule

4417 wordsGeorge Osborne  gets booed at the London Olympics. Suella Braverman cracks gags during her visit to a half-built asylum detention centre in Rwanda. Boris Johnson is illegally presented with a birthday cake. A Tory staffer throws up as the exit poll drops. David Cameron keeps his bladder full all night to achieve maximum focus during EU negotiations. The Bank of England takes emergency action to stave off financial panic following the 'mini-budget'. David Bowie implores 'Scotland, stay with us' at the Brit Awards. Nigel Farage's 4 a.m. speech celebrates a victory achieved 'without a single shot being fired'. Priti Patel is summoned back from Kenya to resign. Kwasi Kwarteng is sacked while flying back from Washington DC. David Bowie dies. We have to care about Steve Baker and Jacob Rees-Mogg's next moves. Teenagers riot and loot in London, Manchester, Liverpool and Birmingham. Theresa May invites Jeremy Corbyn to Downing Street to do a deal. 'Take back control.' Strivers v. shirkers. The Red Wall. Eat Out to Help Out. 'In the UK illegally? GO HOME OR FACE ARREST.' The Bank of England prints another hundred billion pounds. Nick Clegg.
What is it that is coming to a close? This fourteen-year fever dream of failures, absurdities and outbursts of reaction defies the neat periodisation or symbolisation with which the Thatcher and Blair epochs have become fixed. Some of that comes down to recency, but it is also an effect of political instability. We will look back on 2010-24 as a Tory era, but although the Tories' share of the popular vote has been on a steady incline since its 1997 nadir, just three and a half of those fourteen years were spent with a prime minister presiding over a parliamentary majority that he had won in a general election. Of those, two and a half were achieved thanks to Johnson and Dominic Cummings installing the Vote Leave campaign in Downing Street, kicking high-profile Tory Remainers out of the parliamentary party, and then fighting an election on the single pledge to 'Get Brexit Done'. That leaves just the single year Cameron enjoyed following the 2015 election, which he had fought on a promise to hold the referendum that ended his premiership.
For each of us personally, a lot will have unfolded. An 18-year-old who voted Liberal Democrat in 2010, and watched Cameron and Clegg standing in the Downing Street garden sunshine together six days later, is now 32. Aged 24, they witnessed the country take a lurch into the unknown, with a referendum result delivered largely by the over-50s. Johnson took over when they were 27, and less than a year later the country was staggering through lockdowns, with an overwhelmed NHS and an economy dependent on central bank financing of a Treasury-led income guarantee scheme. Aged 30, they will have witnessed, disbelieving, the Truss experiment, in many ways the most outlandish and implausible event of this era. Since then: stasis and drudgery, culminating in the image of Rishi Sunak in a rain-drenched suit, asking for it all to stop.
Biographical time may have retained some shape, but political time has felt like a mess. The Brexit referendum still overshadows the present, while the coalition belongs to a different world. Nobody yet quite knows how to fit the lockdown years into their sense of themselves or society: neither a crisis nor an era, but some unnameable combination of the two. (Memories of the pandemic seem uncommonly dependent on stray artefacts from those years; I had one such jolt the other day, when I accidentally pulled up an email from summer 2020, informing me that my timed visit to a National Trust car park had been successfully pre-booked.) There have been five Tory prime ministers in succession, but one of them lasted just 49 days. Ideological rhetoric ('the big society', 'levelling up', 'the anti-growth coalition', 'citizens of nowhere') has been flung about like confetti. Some characters (Michael Gove, Jeremy Hunt) have kept reappearing in different costumes; others (Gavin Williamson) played cameos which, in retrospect, seem scarcely real.
One reason for this disorientation is the absence of any discernible economic or social progress, according not just to conventional statistical measures (such as GDP or life expectancy) but also to the preferred measures of the governing party. What would those measures be? Since George Osborne, who made debt and deficit reduction his central economic goals, departed the Treasury it has been difficult to know what kind of future Tory governments have been aiming at, or how we'd know if we were to arrive in it. Real wages have stagnated, no higher today than when the Cameron-led coalition first came to power in 2010, while the scant growth in GDP since then has been largely an effect of high immigration - GDP per capita has barely risen. The national debt, which Osborne elevated to the indicator par excellence, climbed above 100 per cent of GDP last year, up from around 65 per cent in 2010. Business investment and trade in goods have both collapsed as a consequence of Brexit.
House prices, however, have risen handsomely, up from an average of PS170,000 in 2010 to PS280,000 today (or, for Londoners, PS280,000 to PS500,000). More than a decade of the lowest interest rates in the Bank of England's history - driven even lower than they might have been by multiple rounds of quantitative easing - converted torrents of cheap credit into asset price appreciation, for those fortunate enough to benefit. By withdrawing demand from the economy (through reduced public spending) and forcing the Bank of England to hold interest rates down (to stave off deflation), Osborne ensured that Britain became the textbook example of an 'asset economy', in which collective and productive progress is sacrificed for capital gains. This has produced an eerie temporality: society stands still, while certain households seem to pull away magically from others. Libraries and Sure Start centres have closed, while period properties in neighbouring streets get Farrow and Ball makeovers. Public spending per school pupil flatlined, while private school fees rose by 20 per cent. In 2010, it was still possible to believe that a liberal society such as Britain's was travelling in the direction of greater meritocracy; in 2024, we hear much more about 'nepo babies' and inherited wealth.
The increases in wealth for some have coincided with a deepening hopelessness for others. Even before Covid-19 struck, social epidemiologists and public health experts were sounding the alarm about unprecedented spikes in mortality rates and declining life expectancy in the most deprived parts of the United Kingdom. Between 2012 and 2019, austerity was responsible for an estimated 335,000 excess deaths. The rate of prescription of antidepressants in England has doubled since 2011: nearly 20 per cent of adults now take them. The average height of children who grew up under austerity fell relative to European benchmarks. Identifying any material benefits of Brexit is pretty much impossible, but it did at least deliver a brief epistemological reward, as the metropolitan media started to ask how inhabitants of coastal and ex-industrial towns - such as Redcar and Hartlepool - had become quite so excluded from society as it was typically imagined.
If there is any coherent conjuncture to rival Thatcherism or New Labour to be identified in the 2010-24 period, it is perhaps less to do with Westminster politics or ideas, and more the result of two world-historic shifts that immediately preceded it. There is a danger of attributing too much of Britain's recent woes exclusively to the Tories, and not enough to structural conditions that have been largely impervious to party political influence, and will outlive the Tories' miserable administration. The Global Financial Crisis and the emergency policy responses to it occurred during Gordon Brown's time in office, but its aftermath has coloured British politics ever since. Nobody knows quite how differently the last fourteen years would have panned out had Brown defeated Cameron and Osborne, either by calling an election as originally planned in 2007 or forming a Lib-Lab pact two and a half years later (it is a historical curiosity that of the last four general elections, the one in which Labour came closest to government was 2010). But allegations that Labour had overspent would have dogged the leadership, and the City's demand for austerity would have found its representatives with or without Osborne's obsequiousness. Would a politician as paranoid as Brown have had the nerve to turn on the spending taps in the face of such opposition? It's unlikely that he would have launched into welfare and local government cuts with Osborne's verve, but many of the contours of the post-crash economy would have been the same.
The systemic problem unleashed by the financial crisis was that banks began to doubt one another, and the flow of credit was constantly on the verge of seizing up. The effects of this on the 'non-financial' economy turned out to be exceptionally severe in the UK, in comparison with similar economies. Between 1974 and 2007, Britain's average rate of productivity growth (the clearest gauge of prosperity) was more than 2 per cent per year; since then, it has been less than 0.5 per cent per year. We shouldn't underestimate how much of the political economy of the 2010-24 era - with its zero-sum conflicts over the public purse, rising in-work poverty, highest tax burden since 1945 and increasing influence of inherited assets - stems from the inability to build wealth through investment in people, ideas and technology. When Adair Turner, then chairman of the Financial Services Authority, declared in 2009 that much of what banks did was 'socially useless', this was viewed as an extraordinary attack on one of Britain's last globally competitive sectors. In 2024, it would almost be surprising to discover that great wealth (or even a basic level of financial security) could be achieved by doing something socially useful.
The expanded remit of the Bank of England, now encompassing responsibility for the overall health of the financial sector, is the outstanding constitutional and political consequence of the financial crisis in the UK. The use of quantitative easing to stimulate a stagnant economy during the post-2008 years, to boost it a couple of months after the Brexit referendum, then to put it on life support under Covid, was the distinguishing economic policy of the era. The distributional effects of QE have been sharply regressive, pumping up asset portfolios, but because the policy was enacted outside the democratic arena by an independent Bank of England, party-political and media attention to these effects has been minimal.
The second historic change that began just before the dawn of this Tory era was the arrival of huge digital platforms. The early 2000s had been a time of curiosity and optimism about the social and political effects of the internet, with pioneering 'social' websites seeking to connect people with old schoolfriends (Friends Reunited), neighbours (UpMyStreet) and Parliament (TheyWorkForYou). It was only as the 2010s began that Google, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft started to establish the rules by which all other businesses, media agencies and political campaigns had to work. The business model Shoshana Zuboff named 'surveillance capitalism' was born in Silicon Valley, but has now extended its reach throughout the world and - thanks to the spread of smartphones and other 'smart' devices - into crevices of everyday life that once evaded observation altogether.
It's a mistake to infer clear causal links between the growth of these platforms and particular political events (as those who attributed the Brexit referendum result to Facebook did), but the pace and mood of politics since 2010 has undoubtedly been shaped by the new digital media. Platform infrastructures dissolve the institutional boundaries that once gave meaning and coherence to public life: between news and satire, stage and audience, and sometimes fact and fiction. Tabloid newspapers had long been in the business of dissolving the division between public and private life, while it was Labour that turned political spin into an artform, blurring the boundaries between politics, media and PR. But the elevation to 10 Downing Street of a shambolic and needy entertainer like Boris Johnson was only plausible in a media environment in which everything is potential 'content' and nobody is ever entirely off-stage. News, now, is only ever 'breaking' or 'updating', and chronology has been replaced by a series of spectacles and follies that obey no particular sequence. For a period in the late 2010s, British politics seemed to be locked in a constant cycle of absurdity and laughter: at gaffes, at memes, at friends' gags, at political enemies' misfortunes. Laughter took the place of both serious criticism and idle contentment.
One thing that both the financial crisis and the new hegemony of platform capital provoked was uncertainty over where power really lay, and over the mere possibility of political change. New Labour had reckoned with analogous questions in the 1990s when faced by the realities of 'globalisation', which involved a broad set of sociological and historical processes such as offshoring and advancing information technologies. In the post-2010 world, power was the possession of particular elites, both the known (central bankers, big tech founders, asset managers, the European Commission) and the unknown, who occupied centre stage in the countless conspiracy theories spawned during this period. The Cameron years were punctuated by a steady stream of leaks and exposes of establishment institutions - the BBC and Jimmy Savile, the manipulation of Libor, News International and phone-hacking - which deepened suspicions that all of public life was a sham. There was a creeping sense that democracy itself was based on deceit, a trick played on the innocent by the powerful. Britain was not alone in this mood - it is a widespread effect of the growth of social media - but the Conservative Party has chosen to nurture it and toy with it on various occasions in its desperate effort to retain power.
Over the past fourteen years there has been a series of failed attempts to reckon with the tensions between democracy and technocracy, with elites becoming both more powerful and less legitimate. A key reason Britain seems to have stalled is that the Tories have ended up roughly where they began in 2010, with bland technocrats seeking to appease financial markets, only now they receive even more public animosity for this than they did then. Having lanced the boil of populism in 2016 with the referendum, the Tories embraced a phase of what the political theorist Anton Jager terms 'hyper-politics', in which politics is ubiquitous and absurd, touching on everything but changing comparatively little. Those exhausting, comedic and warlike days, dominated by the persona of Boris Johnson, threw everything up into the air, yet when it all landed, political and economic reality seemed remarkably familiar, just slightly more hopeless.
The 'hyper-political' genie was forced back into the bottle only after it threatened a genuine challenge to the economic status quo, not in the form of the pseudo-left 'levelling up' but the anarcho-capitalism of Truss and Kwarteng. Truss is an easy person to mock and she (like May and Sunak) lacked any electoral mandate to speak of. But we did at least learn some profound lessons from her brief spell in Downing Street about the nature of political economy, democracy and public opinion in the UK. Thanks to Truss we know that financial markets still set the limits of the possible (which doesn't mean, in any given instance, that we can predict how they will respond, or what those limits will be). Thanks to Truss we know that the Bank of England (which ultimately caused her to resign, by refusing to carry on buying government bonds) isn't merely independent, but possesses a form of sovereignty that never gets mentioned in 'British Politics' textbooks. And thanks to Truss we know that there is still one constituency that every mainstream politician, newspaper and commentator will defend to the hilt: homeowners. In short, it is thanks to Truss that the British establishment was finally forced to decide between instability and torpor, and opted unambiguously for the latter. Enter Rishi Sunak.
The  contours of power - not only at the level of the state but also in the financial sector and the media - proved far more durable and impervious to political intervention than may have seemed likely during those turbulent middle years of Tory rule. But this was not true of the nation. Aside from the impact of austerity, Cameron's legacy - and this is perhaps the biggest historical legacy of this era - was to move questions of nation and nationalism to the centre of British political life. He obviously failed to understand what he was messing with. After narrowly winning the Scottish independence referendum, and assuming that the Brexit round was his to win too, Cameron must have believed that national identity was a frivolity, to be manipulated and exploited by a modern PR machine.
Cameron and the Tory Party did not concoct the energies and discontents that led up to the Brexit referendum, and given the challenge of Nigel Farage, they had real political interests at stake. The issue of nationhood was on the rise, with or without Cameron, but he dealt with it and interpreted it in the most naive and, ultimately, destructive fashion. The question of England in particular, which people like Anthony Barnett had for years been promising would eventually rear its head, did so in 2016, on terms that the Tories could have anticipated but proved ill-equipped to control. English nationalism was the subtext to the Brexit campaign, to the attitudes of the Tory Party membership (which put both Johnson and Truss in Downing Street) and to the 2019 general election result. The resentful nostalgia that had been cultivated in the pages of the Daily Mail and Daily Telegraph for decades infiltrated the corridors of power because the Tory leadership allowed it to, while at the same time never taking it seriously enough.
Thanks to copious surveys, the demography of the Brexit vote, Tory Party membership and (pre-Covid) support for Johnson is well understood. The key group was on average older, less well educated and financially more secure than the rest of the UK population, and more likely to live outside the big cities and university towns. Its concern with the 'nation' was overt, revolving around such cultural signifiers as flags, poppies and worries about language. It was able to remember, or half-remember, a time when Britain was less globally integrated and ethnically more homogeneous. (What else it may have been worrying about - the NHS, say, or social care or the economic prospects of younger generations - was too often overlooked, because its self-appointed spokespersons tended to be metropolitan columnists such as Johnson.) But the question of the nation - of what, literally, we and our descendants are born into - is never exhausted by the conceits and prejudices of nationalism. That question hovered over the fourteen years of Tory rule, in ways that could never easily be resolved with something as simple and binary as a referendum, or as flippant and easy as flag-waving. Understanding the Tory nation requires looking at what politicians did to shape it, not just what they said about it.
Given the role that nationalism has come to play in politics today, it is odd to recall that nations were at the time of their birth in the early 19th century a force for modernity. A sense of nationhood meant not just a degree of shared identity (which nationalists fixate on), but also a shared journey between past, present and future. Austerity and stagnation, laced with hyper-politics, weakens this shared consciousness of a trajectory into the future, replacing it with a feeling of deja vu or circularity. Nevertheless, there are two policy domains in particular that provide useful historical bookends for anyone trying to understand the nation that emerged along the way: immigration and education. Amid all the talk of 'culture wars' and 'identity politics', it is through these policy areas that a government exerts much of its influence over the nation that is constantly in the process of becoming. What difference did the fourteen years make?
Cameron made one of his most politically consequential statements in January 2010, before he became prime minister: 'We would like to see net immigration in the tens of thousands rather than the hundreds of thousands.' Net immigration was 250,000 per year at the time. As a policy goal, this was palpably undeliverable because of Britain's membership of the European Union, which commits its members to free movement of people, but Cameron restated it in office anyway. From this a great deal followed, as successive administrations sought to hang their credibility on socio-economic forces - how many people choose to work or study in the UK, and how many choose to leave - that remain largely outside their control. The 'hostile environment' policy, announced by May in 2012 when she was home secretary, which aimed to deter immigrants from outstaying their visas by making everyday life (renting a property, visiting a hospital, getting a job) impossible for them, resulted in the Windrush scandal, in which black Britons were driven to destitution for lack of paperwork dating back to the 1950s. Cameron's delusional self-regard led him to promise that, before the referendum on EU membership took place, he would have secured a 'new settlement' regarding the free movement of people. Had he paid any attention to the way freedoms such as this have long been viewed in Brussels, Paris and Berlin, he might have thought twice before announcing that referendum.
By 2023, annual net immigration to the UK was 685,000; the country's population is projected to reach seventy million by 2026. Behind such numbers is the rapid rise in non-EU migrants coming to work (especially in the health and care sectors) and study in the UK. Meanwhile, the Tory Party has returned to its Brexit grandstanding: what was tragedy is now restaged as the dystopian farce of the Rwanda asylum scheme, whose cost is calculated at PS1.8 million for each successfully deported refugee. A series of governments have overseen the greatest opening up of the UK to foreign nationals in its history, while attacking, deploring and misrepresenting this development at every turn. When it comes to immigration, successive Tory administrations have hoped to walk like the CBI and talk like the Daily Mail, and have pleased neither.
What, materially and culturally, was the result of all this? A certain kind of 'debate' has rumbled on over immigration whose xenophobic aspect is inescapable yet treated as taboo. The shadow of Gillian Duffy, a voter notoriously dismissed by Gordon Brown during the 2010 election campaign as a 'bigoted woman' after she protested to him about 'the immigrants', casts a long shadow. Yet public opinion became notably more positive towards immigration following the Brexit referendum. The demography of the UK is undergoing significant changes, primarily because businesses, the NHS and higher education desperately need it to. From an economist's perspective, high immigration is Britain's last best hope right now. But the dire failure of Westminster or the press to narrate these trends in a calm or empirical fashion, the fear that Duffy's view had some mystical authenticity, means that this historically unprecedented churn in the UK population has created a lot of heat but thrown very little light on what kind of nation is emerging.
Education bookends the Tory era. Its beginning, in 2010, was marked by clashes of young people with police in Westminster in response to legislation that trebled tuition fees to PS9000 a year. This was the formative moment for a generation which, five years later, would rally behind Jeremy Corbyn. Michael Gove entered the Department for Education with plans to shake up the national curriculum, to foreground a conservative reading of Britain's national heritage and to enforce the traditional disciplines of grammar and arithmetic. Jump forward to 2024, and the story is not a happy one. While the increased tuition fees have reshaped the culture of higher education, amplifying universities' worries over league tables and students' anxieties in the quest for 'employability', many universities are now on the brink of financial collapse, as spiralling costs and declining numbers of overseas students have broken the 2010 business model. The teaching profession is in a state of depression: average pay for teachers is 6 per cent lower in real terms than in 2010, and they have been leaving in record numbers. Primary schools in England are closing and merging, especially in London, because of falling birth rates and changes in local population as parents (or prospective parents) struggle with the cost of living.
There have been ten different education secretaries over the past fourteen years, which is some kind of indication of where education ranks among recent Tory priorities. After Gove's initial burst of energy, education became an arena for culture wars and politicking. The handling of school closures and exam cancellations under Covid was the low point; the education secretary at the time, Gavin Williamson, was appointed as a reward for political loyalty, not because he had any discernible interest in the job. In the role of universities minister, Michelle Donelan (briefly succeeded by the cartoonish Andrea Jenkyns) launched an unrelenting offensive against higher education and academics, on the grounds that they were poor value for money and engaged in politically motivated censorship in their teaching. Sunak's promise to crack down on 'rip-off degrees' reheats tabloid attack lines in a bid to cling onto the votes of those who have come to see universities as an enemy within.
As a public concern, education is little more than a nuisance to the current generation of frontline Tories. So are children and young people in general: costly, unproductive, unhappy and very unlikely to vote Tory. In the ideal Tory nation, there needn't be any young people at all, save for those who enter the country in underpaid care roles (so long as they leave again afterwards). It's become a cliche that Britain has turned into a gerontocracy, given the influence of older voters in deciding general elections and the Brexit referendum, and the way financial gains have been hoovered up by the over-50s. As the birth rate has fallen and the cost of living has soared, as macroeconomic policy further inflates house prices and squeezes education spending, it may even seem that British society and the economy have undergone a kind of dejuvenation, in which the conditions of youthful optimism and opportunities for fresh starts have been systematically stripped away. In retrospect, that sunny afternoon in May 2010, when the youngest prime minister for nearly two hundred years stood in the Downing Street garden, signalled a moratorium on progress, growth and futurity.
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Not in Front of the Servants
  Stefan Collini, reviewing Polly Toynbee's family memoir, records anecdotes about Gilbert and Mary Murray, whose youngest son, Stephen, was my father (LRB, 6  June). Collini is sceptical, but my father did himself tell the story of managing to bring the Daily Worker into his parents' house ('as long as the servants don't see it'). He often  followed that up with a tale of his mother, Lady Mary, discovering a copy of the Daily Express in the entrance hall and ordering a servant to remove it with a pair of tongs. Illustrating  the distance between the highmindedness of that class and the reality of most people's lives is the story of Lady Mary and Lady Lindsey (wife of the master of Balliol), both Quakers, who learned  that the girls at the Oxford branch of Woolworth's were so badly paid some of them had resorted to prostitution to make ends meet. Appalled, they walked to the shop, demanding to see the manager  'to formally remove their custom'. Bertrand Russell, a cousin of Lady Mary (lending a little more weight to the intellectual genealogy discussed by Collini), recalled that his grandmother never sat  on an upholstered chair until after dinner on the grounds that it might lead to lassitude. The liberalism of those times was bound with a pretty tight moral corset.


Hubert Murray

				Cambridge, Massachusetts
			

  'Have Britain's leading intellectuals all been related to one another?' Stefan Collini asks. Virginia Woolf thought so. In Night and Day, she reflects on 'hereditary genius': 'The  Alardyces, the Hilberys, the Millingtons and the Otways seem to prove that the intellect is a possession which can be tossed from one member of a certain group to another almost indefinitely, and  with apparent certainty that the brilliant gift will be safely caught and held by nine out of ten of the privileged race.'


Michael Hodder

				Carterton, New Zealand
			

  Stefan Collini's piece about the Toynbees reminded me of Stephen Jay Gould's remark on the size of Albert Einstein's brain: 'I am, somehow, less interested in the weight and convolutions of  Einstein's brain than in the near certainty that people of equal talent have lived and died in cotton fields and sweatshops.' Collini seems to find it remarkable that one family produced so many  intellectuals. The truth is that it didn't. What the family in fact produced was a group of people able to take advantage of one another's connections.


Kavan Stafford

				Glasgow
			


Who's the real naturalist?
  Anil Gomes says that Daniel Dennett was a naturalist, and many would agree with him (LRB, 20 June). They'd be wrong, since Dennett denied the existence  of the only wholly natural thing of whose existence we are absolutely certain: consciousness, consciousness as ordinarily understood, sensory experience, emotional experience, pain, experiential  qualia of any sort - including the experience of reading this sentence. To be a naturalist, a real naturalist, you have to acknowledge the existence of consciousness. The theoretical physicist Lee  Smolin puts it well when he says that qualia must be understood 'as aspects of nature. That is our commitment to naturalism - the philosophy that asserts that all that exists is part of the natural  world science studies.'
  Dennett had no such commitment. Like most of those who today call themselves naturalists, he was a false naturalist. He thought - astonishingly - that science, and physics in particular, ruled out  the existence of consciousness (as ordinarily understood). He never got the point that Bertrand Russell made so many times: that while physics tells us a great deal about the structure of the  world, it is silent on the question of the intrinsic nature of the stuff whose structure its rules and equations describe. Dennett made the great mistake of his philosophical generation. He was  sure (just like Descartes, whom he reviled) that we know enough about the nature of the physical to know that consciousness can't be physical. He made the mistake in the face of all the evidence -  the evidence of science - that the stuff of the world is profoundly strange, far stranger, it seems, than we can ever hope to understand. Dennett was, in this respect, a fanatic. Religious fanatics  believe in the existence of something for which there is no evidence. Dennett went further: he denied the existence of something whose existence is certain. (If he is right, there has never been  any pain or suffering or joy; not really.)
  After asserting, with Dennett, that 'consciousness can't be reconciled with science,' Gomes goes on to deride panpsychism. He compares it with Descartes's positing of an immaterial substance, and  calls it a form of 'magic'. The central tradition of panpsychism is, however, resolutely materialist, from Margaret Cavendish on. It rejects Descartes's dualism and has nothing to do with magic.  Most anglophone philosophers were clear on the point a hundred years ago: 'Panpsychism must be considered a species of naturalism,' R.W. Sellars wrote in 1927. Panpsychism may or may not be true,  and physicists aren't very good at metaphysics, but we should perhaps pay attention to what some Nobel Prize-winning physicists think: that 'the mental and the material are ... two sides of the same  thing' (Hendrik Lorentz); that 'the material universe and consciousness are made out of the same stuff' (Erwin Schrodinger); that 'consciousness [is] fundamental' and 'matter [is] derivative from  consciousness' (Max Planck); that 'consciousness and matter [are] different aspects of one thing' (Louis de Broglie).


Galen Strawson

				London NW1
			
Anil Gomes writes: Galen Strawson claims that he, and not Daniel Dennett, is the real naturalist since only he affirms the one thing whose existence is certain - consciousness. And he takes this alone as sufficient justification for his own controversial views on its nature. But it is not obvious how to isolate what seems clear in introspective experience from our theoretical articulation of it. Strawson's confidence is misplaced. He tells us also that panpsychism can be reconciled with physics because physics tells us only about the structure of the world and not its intrinsic nature. This, together with his appeal to Nobel Prize-winning authority, is supposed to show that panpsychism is in good scientific standing. Here Strawson and Dennett are closer than Strawson suggests. Both take reconciliation with science to be the standard for a theory of mind - they disagree only over whether panpsychism meets this standard. But the reality of conscious creatures - the reality of creatures like us - is not beholden to our being slotted into the best scientific theories. Strawson's hurry to defend panpsychism from scientific disrepute prevents him from even recognising this as an option.





Big toes are gross
Hal Foster writes that in Paris 'Breton was close to the Afro-Cuban-Chinese artist Wifredo Lam' (LRB, 6 June). What's more, the two were among the hundreds of passengers at risk aboard Le Capitaine Paul-Lemerle, which Victor Serge called 'a cargo boat converted into an ersatz concentration camp of the sea'. It left Marseille for Mexico on 25 March 1941; the journey included the stopover in Martinique that Foster mentions. Other passengers included the Romanian cartoonist Saul Steinberg, Austria's 'raging reporter' Egon Kisch, Anna Seghers and Claude Levi-Strauss. Aboard ship, Levi-Strauss and Breton carried on a lively discussion concerning 'the relationships between aesthetic beauty and absolute originality'. Levi-Strauss noted that the Surrealist 'was very much out of place dans cette galere, [striding] up and down the few empty spaces left on deck; wrapped in his thick nap overcoat, he looked like a blue bear.'


Jacob Boas

				Portland, Oregon
			


Did he dither?
  In Tom Crewe's account of the last fourteen years of Conservative government, he repeats something that has become a shibboleth of progressive thought: that Boris Johnson's 'dither and delay'  during the Covid pandemic 'cost lives' (LRB, 20 June). For the combined years 2020 and 2021, according to figures published in the Lancet, the  UK's excess death rate was 126.8/100,000, close to that of France and Germany and far lower than the US or Italy. As Mark Woolhouse, professor of infectious disease epidemiology at Edinburgh, has  written, 'the case for the second lockdown in England remains weak.' Scotland (which did not have one), Wales (which had a short 'firebreak') and England had similar excess deaths, respectively,  130.6, 135.5 and 125.8 per 100,000 population.


Roland Salmon

				Cardiff
			


Levitating Nuns
  Ian Ellison mentions a small silver bottle in Oxford's Pitt Rivers Museum (Letters, 6 June). It was donated in 1926, he writes, by 'a Miss M.A. Murray', who had  been assured by an old woman living near Hove that its stopper prevented a dangerous witch from escaping. The largely home-educated Margaret A. Murray (1863-1963) contrived to become an  Egyptologist of some distinction, studying under W. Flinders Petrie and teaching at University College London until she retired in 1935. But though she wrote books on Egyptology aimed at the  general public, she was at least as famous for her claim that medieval and early modern witchcraft was an unbroken subterranean survival of ancient European paganism. Her books The Witch-Cult  in Western Europe (1921) and The God of the Witches (1931) reached wide audiences and influenced neo-pagans such as Gerald Gardner and Robert Graves.


David A. Lupher

				Tacoma, Washington
			

  Malcolm Gaskill remarks that a hundred thousand prosecutions for witchcraft in Europe across three centuries is 'not that many' (LRB, 9 May). That is an  assessment I feel compelled to contradict.


Sheila Friedman

				Cleveland Heights, Ohio
			

  My ten-year-old granddaughter noticed the cover of the 9 May issue of the LRB lying beside her. She pointed to the line 'Malcolm Gaskill: Could nuns fly?' and said, 'I guess writers don't  have anything to write about.'


Nancy Haiduck

				Burlington, Vermont
			


On the Nightingale
  Mary Wellesley's paean to the nightingale made me think of the first time the Australian critic A.A. Phillips heard the nightingale's song (LRB, 6 June).  The title of Phillips's essay 'The Cultural Cringe', from 1950, remains a universally recognised phrase in Australia for the self-conscious, insecure, anglophile strands in our culture, then and  now. Phillips was in his sixties before he and his wife heard the legendary song of English poetic tradition. Writing about the moment, he recalled thinking: 'Is that it?' He preferred our  lyrebirds and magpies.


Michael Cooney

				Melbourne, Australia
			


It's Obvious
  Neal Ascherson asks how Britain avoided 'the reflux of bitter, vengeful white settlers, police and soldiers returning to the homeland after being chased out of the newly independent colonies'  (LRB, 23 May). My grandmother was a settler in Kenya from the 1950s until independence in 1963. Afterwards the family moved to Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe)  and remained there until 1980, when they felt it was no longer safe. They first came to the UK for a few months and then moved to Australia. All this to say that if the UK was indeed 'inoculated'  against a reflux of white settlers in a way that France was not, I can only offer the rationale my grandmother gave when I asked her why she didn't consider staying in the UK: 'The weather!'


Ruari McCloskey

				Belfast
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I must eat my creame
Clare Bucknell

2899 wordsTudor writers  made being a court fool sound like a holiday. In John Heywood's play Witty and Witless (c.1520s), ordinary working men are said to live with great 'payne of body': they strain their muscles 'plowyng', 'cartyng', 'hedgyng and dychyng', exposed all year round to the weather. 'Some yn wynter fryse, some yn somer fry.' But the 'wyttles' (witless man), exceptional by virtue of his incapacity, escapes it all. 'He temprately standth in howse at the tabyll,' sheltered and protected; his greatest 'labour' is the burden of carrying his own fool's bauble. In Thomas Nashe's comedy Summer's Last Will and Testament (1592), the fool, Will Summers, trips lightly onstage, half-dressed and unburdened by any of the things regular courtiers have to worry about: 'without money, without garters, without girdle, without a hat-band, without points to my hose, without a knife to my dinner'. The things he is 'without' define his role. Fools - men and women from incongruous, humble backgrounds - were dropped into the grand settings of Whitehall or Hampton Court to see what would happen. Their 'naturalness', or ignorance of convention and obligation, was understood to be their gift. In Nashe's play, Summers thanks his stars that even his parents' beatings never persuaded him to study. 'All this would not make me a squitter-book. It was my destiny.'
The practice of keeping a fool was widespread among the 16th-century European nobility. Kings, courtiers and popes all had fools and immortalised their favourites in formal portraits. 'Artificial' fools, those who weren't intellectually disabled but made a living through performing acts of foolery, were skilled entertainers, recruited to fulfil similar functions to minstrels and tumblers. 'Natural' fools, hired because of a real learning disability or mental eccentricity, usually had to be discovered. Under common law, all those declared purus idiota (a quasi-medical category ruled on by a jury) belonged to the king, who could bestow them and their property on any party able to make a strong enough case to claim them. ('Begging for a fool', as this was known, was often financially motivated.) Fools could also be acquired circumstantially. Those who were established in the role might be transferred from one household to another, as was likely the case with one of Henry VIII's fools, Sexton, previously the property of Cardinal Wolsey. In the mid-1530s, a new avenue of recruitment opened up. Monasteries and nunneries often took in the intellectually disabled, in line with the medieval theological view that 'innocents', being guileless, were closest to God. As Thomas Cromwell's commissioners toured the country making their inspections, they kept an eye out for possible candidates. 'I have espied one young fole at Croland which in myne opinion shal be muche mor pleasant than ever Sexton was in eny parte,' Thomas Bedyll reported from Crowland Abbey in Lincolnshire. 'He is not past XV yers old.'
The most famous fool of the Tudor era seems to have arrived at court 'out of nowhere', in Peter Andersson's words. Will Somer, the man who inspired Nashe's 'Summers', was Sexton's successor: he was taken on sometime before June 1535, when the royal wardrobe accounts first mention a set of new clothes for him, and perhaps as early as a decade before this. The records leave open the possibility that he was a chance find. An account of a visitation to a nunnery in the 1535 State Papers makes reference to a petition from five young women, including one Frances Somer, and there is mention of a young 'idiot fool', possibly scheduled to 'depart'. Another version of the story rests on an 18th-century source. This places Somer as a servant in the household of Richard Fermor, a Northamptonshire Catholic, whose property, fool included, Henry seized after finding Fermor guilty of assisting an imprisoned priest. (The coupling of Fermor and Somer remains unverified.)
In Fool: In Search of Henry VIII's Closest Man, the first full-length biography of an individual fool, Andersson insists that almost nothing about his subject can be known for sure. We can surmise that Somer must have been a figure of some renown, at least at court, from the several extant portraits of him painted during his lifetime and the fact that he remained in place through three reigns, surviving Henry's rages to become part of Edward's and then Mary's household. But for all his longevity, the records are curiously silent on most aspects of his life. We know that his work was of a different kind to that performed by minstrels and musicians, since his name is absent from lists of entertainment payments; that he was offered little or no boarding at the palaces, but was sometimes granted a horse to transport him between locations; that he had roles in the elaborate Christmas revels held during Edward's reign; that he chiefly wore green and his hair was cropped short or shaven; that he had a sister, whom he was permitted to receive; that he died in Shoreditch in 1559, the year of Elizabeth's coronation; and that he must have been a commoner, given the paucity of records.
Somer was a man many people had heard of but few could have met, since his fooling took place in the private spaces of the court. Rumour filled the gaps, supplying the basis of the mythology that grew up around him. From the 1590s, he was a key character in the Elizabethan and Jacobean vogue for nostalgic representations of the early Tudor period. In Foole upon Foole (1600), a collection of stories about well-known fools compiled by the stage clown Robert Armin, Somer is biddable and universally beloved - admired at court for his willingness to intercede with the king on behalf of the common people (he 'wisht the king to doe good deeds great store,/Which causde the court to love him more and more') and cherished by Henry as the only man capable of getting him out of fits of 'extreme melancholy', with fart jokes if necessary. Samuel Rowley's history play When You See Me, You Know Me (1605) has Somer sparring with Wolsey and getting the last word in rhyming contests ('Hees too hard for me still,' the cardinal complains); there is also an unlikely scene in which Somer and his 'cousen Patch' (Sexton, while still the cardinal's fool) dramatically unveil Wolsey's treachery to the king, in the form of gold hoarded in wine barrels. 'The World was in love with this merry foole,' Armin wrote. 'Shee longed to heare his friscoes [capers] moralised, and his gambals set downe.' In the eyes of the public, a few good Somer-related 'friscoes' and 'gambals' beat accurate chronology any day.
Andersson argues that modern histories of fool culture are 'haunted' by material of this kind. Some reproduce anecdotes about Somer that circulated decades after his death. Sandra Billington's A Social History of the Fool (1984) quotes from Enid Welsford's The Fool: His Social and Literary History (1935), which in turn quotes verbatim from a 1637 jestbook 'biography' of Somer, to the effect that after one of Somer's verbal attacks, 'the cardinal bit his lip.' This was a nice embellishment of the jestbook author's, a century after Wolsey's death. Humanist versions of the fool in Erasmus and Shakespeare complicate the picture. Somer was probably very unlike Feste, or Touchstone, or Lear's Fool, but the notion of a 'wise fool' - one sufficiently outside ordinary thinking to be able to call worldly 'wisdom' foolish - colours our perception. 'Those wits that think they have thee [wit] do very oft prove fools,' Feste says in Twelfth Night. 'I that am sure I lack thee may pass for a wise man.' Erasmus and King Lear give us the conceit of the fool's ability - unique among courtiers - to speak truth to power without fear. 'Kings do hate the truth,' Erasmus observes in The Praise of Folly (1511). 'But my fools ... have a marvellous faculty of giving pleasure not only when they speak the truth but even when they utter open reproaches.' Such fools tell the truth even when they would rather not. 'Prithee, nuncle, keep a schoolmaster that can teach thy fool to lie. I would fain learn to lie,' Lear's Fool says as Goneril and Regan tighten the net, half-wishing he might shut his mouth like other people.
Just how little this 'all-licensed' foolery, in Goneril's phrase, had to do with the reality of the court fool's experience, and that of Henry VIII's fools in particular, is plain from an episode of July 1535. In a ciphered postscript to one of his letters, the imperial ambassador Eustace Chapuys described the king's reaction to an ill-judged moment of candour on the part of his fool (likely Somer, since he was at court by this point):
He the other day nearly murdered his own fool, a simple and innocent man, because he happened to speak well in his presence of the queen and princess, and called the concubine [Anne Boleyn] 'ribaude' and her daughter 'bastard'. He has now been banished from court.

'Naturals' were desirable, in theory, because they offered authenticity in a court world structured by dissimulation. But those who hired them didn't have to like it. Somer's position exposed him to punishment rather than protected him. A deposition from 1532 notes that he (or his predecessor) 'was by divers of the king's servants so handled that he was compelled to fall from his horse back'.
The alternative to the humanist view - that fools were like kept animals, to be coddled and baited - is ugly. Those with intellectual or physical disabilities would often have come in for abuse in their own communities, but in the court environment difference was heightened and clashes more likely. 'Who cumth by the sott [fool], who cumth he by,/That vexyth hym not somewey usewally?' Heywood asks in Witty and Witless.
Some beate hym, some bob hymn,
Some joll hym, some job hym,
Some tugg hym by the heres,
Some lugg hym by the eares,
Some spet at hym, some spurne hym,
[...]
Not even mayster Somer the Kyngs gracys foole
But tastythe some tyme some nyps of new schoole.

There are indications that the 'nyps' Somer received roused his own violent temper. In Toxophilus (1545), the scholar Roger Ascham refers to the fool's reputation for lashing out indiscriminately when hurt: '[He] smiteth him that standeth alwayes before his face, be he never so worshipfull a man, and never greatly lokes for him whiche lurkes behinde ... that hurte him in dede.' Later, less trustworthy accounts mention his 'chollericke' nature and habitual 'suddennesse' of temper, and a violent incident involving a rival fool and a basin of milk. ('I must eat my creame some way.') Taken together, they point to what Andersson calls 'the difficulty of keeping ... uneducated, to say nothing of disabled, commoners at court': the basic confusions and conflicts that a strained social arrangement would have given rise to, masked, in traditional accounts, by the idea of the 'wise fool', with his elusiveness and cunning.
If  Somer and his fellows were 'just' fools, not shadow political advisers, trusted confidantes or licensed truth-tellers, what remains? Ideology only tells us so much. At court, the way 'naturals' were treated would have had little to do with the back and forth of contemporary theological debates over whether folly implied closeness to or alienation from God. Andersson's approach is to scour account books, inventories and anecdotes for traces that have the stench of reality to them. There are the itemised receipts dating from the time of Edward's coronation that tell us the palace paid to have Somer's feet washed: did he prefer to go about barefoot when he could, and had he refused to wash his feet himself? There is his sleepiness, perhaps a form of narcolepsy, noted by Heywood and Armin in different contexts. Somer 'standthe ... all day yn slomber', Heywood says, he is like a mill horse in his ability and desire to sleep anywhere; once, Armin recounts, he fell asleep on a stile in the middle of Greenwich Park and slumbered so soundly that a bystander 'fetcht him a cushion and a rope' to 'bind him' safely in place (a story so bizarre it's hard to imagine it being made up).
Then there is the strange fact that in the wardrobe accounts of Mary's reign Somer was issued, along with his suits of clothes, loose buttons in huge numbers: 'tenne dosen of silke buttons', 'thirteen dosen and a haulf of round silke buttons of sundrie collours', 'one grosse of buttons with stalkes' - quantities not attributable to the kinds of outfits he wore. Could it have been a game of some kind, an obsession, a means of asserting his identity? It 'brings us into the realm of his personal qualities', Andersson writes; but beyond that he is unwilling to go. Several of his readings come up short just at the moment they start to become suggestive, opting for the safe ground of declared uncertainty rather than risking reproducing old assumptions. What the hundreds of buttons 'chiefly demonstrate', he concludes, 'is the frustration inherent in trying to tease out information about Somer and his role through these types of administrative records'.
Andersson's cautiousness is useful when it comes to the matter of what may have been going on inside the fool's head. No monarch or nobleman, however astute, could have been certain that the 'natural' fool he kept was really so: anyone smart enough to see the advantages of a protected life at court would have been smart enough to imitate symptoms of idiocy. In the anonymous play Misogonus (c.1571), there is a fool character, Cacurgus, who pretends to be simple-minded in his master's presence, talking mostly unintelligible nonsense about buttocks, then drops the act once he is alone with the audience. Somer, or a version of him, is the model for what this entails: 'Now will I go play Will Summer again/And seem as very a goose as I was before.' The interesting question is whether playing 'Will Summer' means to play the natural fool or play at someone playing the natural fool. Somer's recorded jests have an ambiguous quality to them: they are funny, but you can't tell whether he is in on the joke, or has stumbled on a double meaning by chance. Andersson gives the example of an anecdote in Thomas Wilson's logic primer The Rule of Reason (1553), in which Somer is said to have praised 'a Bishoppe of his acquaintance' for his 'goodlie base voice', then added that this bishop 'made at one time (quoth he) as base a sermone, as he never hearde the like in all his life before'. Bishop-bashing was a time-honoured pastime, but there is an edge to Somer's 'joke' that comes from the ambiguity of its intent.
That you could never be sure what he was thinking made him unsettling and useful in equal measure. Polemicists were quick to see Somer's blankness and fill it in: religious writers on both sides invoked alleged 'sayings' of his in support of their causes, claiming authority on the basis that this was a man who was unable to lie. (A 1582 history of Catholic martyrs asserts that at the moment an imprisoned Franciscan, Thomas Belchiam, starved to death in Newgate in 1537, Somer was found running about the court crying: 'The simplicity of one mendicant breaks the pride of the king.') Character traits that seem distinctive may be simply a reflection of the court environment. Somer's sleepiness, Andersson suggests, is perhaps a little convenient, given contemporary views on sluggishness, or mental lethargy, and their connection to folly; Somer's slothfulness may have been positively encouraged by Henry and the court as comical, the kind of behaviour that marked a fool as a fool. It probably made for a nicer life.
You can see something of the ambivalence that attached to Somer in his portraits. A 1550s Posthumous Portrait of Henry VIII with Queen Mary and Will Somers the Jester shows him looming behind the king, tall and gaunt, half in shadow, the sideways glance he gives the viewer in contrast with Henry's frank, direct stare. In The Family of Henry VIII (c.1545), from the Holbein school, he is positioned in an archway to the right of the central group, on the threshold, half in and half out of the family; his left hand is extended in a gesture, as though he is deep in conversation with someone we can't see, or perhaps with himself. Framed in the opposite arch, on the far left of the picture, is a female figure, probably Jane Foole, Princess Mary's 'natural' fool: she is shown on the point of movement, looking up to the sky as if she has seen something interesting. Neither figure is composed, neither looks as though they know what it means to be in a formal portrait. Clearly they are of another make to the ramrod-straight, pale-faced members of the royal family in the middle, but not in a way that you can easily put down to social or intellectual difference. They look as if they might have come, like the costumed train of revellers Somer was part of one Christmas, straight 'oute of the mone'.
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Market Forces and Malpractice
James Meek on the housing crisis

10,892 wordsOne morning  in Manchester, in November 2023, a young man went looking for a place to stay. He'd lost his job and couldn't pay the rent on his flat. When he asked the council for advice, they told him to stay put. He did, until the bailiffs came and changed the locks. He slept rough in a train station. He was on drugs. His phone was stolen; he told the police but there was an argument and he was arrested. The police released him, but he had nowhere to go. He remembered the address of an acquaintance, a man called Josh Morris, who has a solid career in HR and owned a two-bedroom flat in Skyline Chambers, one of the smart new blocks close to the synthetic neighbourhood that property developers have branded 'Noma'. But Morris, too, had just been kicked out of his home. Six years after the death of 72 people in the fire that consumed Grenfell Tower in London, fed by cheap cladding that acted like solid petrol, the owners of the freehold on Morris's building and the Manchester fire service had decided it was too dangerous for the occupants of its 107 flats to stay in their homes. They were told to evacuate at once and not return until further notice. The freeholders' managing agents said they would pay to move ten boxes per household; anything more the residents would have to organise themselves before the building was sealed.
Superficially on opposite sides, the two men share much. Both have been let down by the government and by the speculative builders whose priorities have come to stand in for housing policy; both have cause to doubt the possibility of a home being a secure refuge. There are homelessness crises and buildings with unsafe cladding in other cities, but what makes Manchester stand out is the intensity and concentration of new development, with costly hotels and tall, market-price-only residential blocks rising out of the ground, as if nobody had ever put cladding that burned like a torch on towers where people live, as if nobody needs affordable flats.
Andy Burnham, the Labour mayor of Greater Manchester - which covers the city of Manchester and the boroughs of Wigan, Bolton, Bury, Oldham, Salford, Trafford, Tameside, Stockport and Rochdale - made the housing crisis central to his re-election campaign in May, when he won a third term by an overwhelming margin. He donates 15 per cent of his salary towards the effort to end rough sleeping. He says he'll bear down on exploitative landlords who squeeze high rents out of tenants living in damp, chilly, crowded rooms. He promises to build ten thousand new council houses over his four-year term, a thousand in each borough. He wants the next government to allow him to suspend the Conservative policy of Right to Buy, which leads to the best new public housing being bought up at artificially low prices and often re-let by private landlords; he frames this, like his successful reform of the private free-for-all that crippled Manchester's bus network, as 'reversing things that went wrong in the 1980s' - a direct attack on the excesses of Thatcherism.
Burnham could be portrayed as a rival to Keir Starmer. There are tensions, and should Starmer become prime minister, Burnham assumes there will be friction; he's admitted pique at not being given a bigger role at party conference and broke with Starmer over Israel's war in Gaza. But the more obvious relationship is of kinship: Burnham presides over a scale model of a future Starmer Britain, one where a social democratic leader full of genuine desire to mend the broken, over-marketised public realm is hamstrung by lack of resources and constrained by fear of frightening away the wealth-holders. Like England, Greater Manchester has its richer south, the Cheshire fringes where the golfing set and superstar footballers live, its great main city of hedonism and cranes and sky-high rents, and its decapitalised, struggling northern towns.
I met Morris in the serviced flat rented for him in another modern block by Wallace Estates, which owns the freehold of Skyline Chambers. The plain low-ceilinged rooms are decorated with paintings he took from his flat, along with a metre-long model of the Titanic, a childhood obsession, but most of his belongings are still in Skyline. He can see it from his new balcony, a seven-storey block faced in timber and what looks like red brick but is, in fact, cladding, backed by combustible insulation. It was built seventeen years ago. Invisible from the street is the unusual interior, a courtyard with a glass roof. The only way in and out of the upper-storey flats is through courtyard-facing doors, which have surrounds of thick wood, along wooden walkways, with wooden balustrades, faced with untempered glass and supported by unclad steel girders. In the immediate aftermath of Grenfell, Morris said,
we were told there was nothing to worry about, you know, everything's fine, there's none of the combustible cladding on it or anything like that. And then the tone started to change as the months progressed. It became apparent there were issues ... Our only exit from the building was from that walkway. And if that walkway was on fire, we wouldn't get out. If the exterior went up, we would be fucked. If the inside went up, we'd definitely be fucked.

For now, Morris is stuck. Even if the fire risk hadn't been severe enough to trigger compulsory evacuation, he wouldn't be able to sell up in the normal way; no lender will offer a mortgage on his flat. Only cash buyers will buy unremediated flats, and they can force desperate owners to sell at a big loss. But Morris still has to pay his mortgage. 'If you add the service charge,' he said, 'I'm paying upwards of PS800 a month for a building I can't legally enter.'
This month, on the seventh anniversary of the Grenfell disaster, the activist group End Our Cladding Scandal estimated that 600,000 people in Britain still live in homes at heightened risk of a fatal fire and three million own homes they can't sell for fire safety reasons; since Grenfell, more than 15,000 people have been forced to move out of their homes indefinitely. There was a harsh reminder of what's at stake here, and the weakness of the government's response, in 2019 when the Cube, a nearly new seven-storey student hall of residence in Bolton (it opened in 2015) was devoured by a fire that spread with frightening speed from the fourth to the sixth floor via its cladding. The building was swamped with firefighters - almost one for each of the more than two hundred people safely evacuated - but it was a close-run thing. After Grenfell, the Cube had been checked, but because its combustible cladding wasn't the same as the type used at Grenfell, and because it was too low to be designated 'high-rise' according to the government's arbitrary 18-metre height limit, there hadn't been much concern.
The extent of the cladding crisis, and of the recklessness and casual malfeasance involved, has only slowly become clear. The revelations of the Grenfell inquiry, so plainly and painfully recorded by Peter Apps of Inside Housing, are echoed not just in thousands of other cases of ghastly what-might-have-beens but in the lackadaisical, flailing process of undoing what was done.* The inquiry revealed a tangle of deniability masquerading as responsibility, with the refurbishment of the tower carried out by a host of specialists whose skills and integrity were corroded by cynicism, complacency and bottom-line pressure. No sooner had the inquiry begun than the contractors turned on one another, trying to shift the blame for ignoring guidance, bending rules and failing to observe contracts. The refurbishment design combined Arconic cladding panels - imagine a chocolate mint where the thin chocolate coating is aluminium and the filling highly flammable plastic - with insulation by Kingspan, which gamed and bullied its way to certification for its highly dangerous product, and by Celotex, inspired, it seems, by Kingspan to rig the official test of its material, which is made from a combustible plastic that emits poisonous gases, including cyanide, when set alight. Arconic concealed the results of a fire test which showed that using the panels in 'cassette' form, bent and hung from rails, as they were on Grenfell, would turn them into incendiary devices. The fire took just half an hour to climb twenty storeys to the roof, and four hours to engulf the building. As Danny Friedman, one of the lawyers representing the survivors, said towards the end of the inquiry: 'We are still in the era of the rolled-back state and Grenfell is one of its greatest failings. The centre of government - particularly the ministries of everyday life, like housing, fire and building - has been hollowed out ... Inevitably, market forces and malpractices have filled the gap.'
Fifteen flats in Skyline Chambers were lived in by leaseholders like Morris; the leaseholders of the rest were landlords, who rented the flats out. Wallace Estates is paying for alternative accommodation for owner-occupiers and compensating landlords for lost rent, but renters were given three months' accommodation then expected to return to the open market. The building was completed in 2007 by a company called Space Developments UK, which was bought by the huge Irish housebuilder McInerney in 2002. When McInerney went bust after the financial crash, Skyline was picked up from the creditors by Wallace, an opaque entity that makes its money by owning freeholds and charging leaseholders for ground rent and building management. It's owned by an art-collecting Italian called Luca Rinaldo Contardo Padulli, sometimes styled Count di Vighignolo in official documents, who has a Norfolk manor as one of his more tangible home addresses; the Cambridge-based network of companies that runs his investments is owned by a Gibraltar-registered company, Perseverance Limited, which in turn is owned by the Guernsey-registered Hauteville Trustees, which has Padulli as a director.
Since Grenfell, there have been endless squabbles about whose duty it is to pay to make Skyline Chambers safe. Wallace blames the developers for rule-breaking and shoddy work, but the executives involved have long since dispersed. Boris Johnson's government passed a law, the Building Safety Act, preventing freeholders from shifting the burden onto small leaseholders. In a further complication, the focus of the act is on the outside of buildings - the cladding - not on the tons of wood and unsafe glass in Skyline's inner court that are its most dangerous feature. Even when funding is in place, fixing unsafe buildings is only effective if everyone - regulators, leaseholders, mortgage lenders and insurance companies - accepts that the finished job really does make the building safe.
After Grenfell, a new fire alarm system was installed at Skyline, with screeching sirens and flashing lights inside every flat. A single smoke alert in any room would set the alarm off everywhere: the building sometimes had to be evacuated multiple times a night. Wallace tried to sell the freehold; unsurprisingly, there were no takers. The government agreed to fund some of the work, but not all, and last year sued Wallace to force it to pay its share. Wallace caved before the case came to court and in February agreed to do the job by the beginning of 2026. Months later, there's no sign of progress. I approached Wallace and was told that the building had been closed after its fire safety advisers found it had not been 'built in accordance with either the original specifications or building regulations in place at the time'. The suggestion was that Wallace and the leaseholders are being punished for the sins of the builders and lax enforcement. Wallace said delays up to now were due to uncertainty over how long it would take for the government's new building safety regulator to approve its plans, although it isn't clear that Wallace has actually submitted its plans. Nor is it clear how the project is going to be funded. Wallace says it will pay up, in the hope of getting it back later, but also told me that the project will cost PS15 million. Wallace Estates has net assets of PS48 million and a cash balance of PS9 million, almost all of which is required to service its long-term debt.
Morris and I talked about the Titanic and its relevance to Grenfell. We tend to obsess over the shipbuilders' boasts of unsinkability, even though, before it went down, the promotional focus was on how glamorous it was, how luxurious. Later, I wondered about the moment when the well-off passengers on the upper decks, accustomed perhaps to a remote sense of pity towards those in steerage, realised that the ship was going down and they were all in it together. I asked Morris, hoping it didn't sound as if I were judging him, whether he felt more of a sense of solidarity with rough sleepers since he had been thrown out of his home. The story of his friend was his answer. Morris helped him out. Late at night he called the council homeless hotline on his friend's behalf and was dismayed at how curtly he was treated; the woman on the end of the line told him to sort it out himself and hung up on him. Morris paid for a hotel room for the night, made sure his friend was fed and got him a phone with credit. The daytime council homeless workers found him a place in a hostel; he's now living in a flat with the support of a charity and is working again.
Morris was vexed that homelessness is still a problem in Manchester when, as he put it, Burnham 'told us, you know, repeatedly, as the mayor, he will do away with this'. Morris's friend declined to talk to me, but what happened to him fitted with what I had already heard about the radical, multi-causal increase in homelessness in the area, driven by problems Burnham and the Greater Manchester boroughs can't resolve easily or quickly. Homelessness includes rough sleepers, but also much larger numbers of people in council-funded temporary accommodation and, though not officially counted, the hidden homeless: the reluctantly tolerated couch-surfers, the households forced to squeeze inside other households. Charities and social entrepreneurs want to help, but their means are limited. As is becoming more and more common across the British state, help is only available when you're in the middle of a crisis, not when you can see it coming. As I write this, squeaky little derivative phrases like 'the struggle against homelessness' rise to my mind, as if homelessness were an illness, an insurrection or a baffling natural manifestation, rather than something entirely within the government's means to fix: a lack of places for people to live.
Itook  one of Transport for Greater Manchester's custard-coloured trams to Bury, north of the city. Bury and the centre of Manchester are about as far apart as the edge and centre of London, but Greater Manchester's population is less than a third of the capital's, 2.8 million against 8.9 million. Between the Manchester conurbation and the northern boroughs lie expanses of countryside. The trams click through moorland dotted with sedge and rushes, past woods and farms. I saw a wild deer grazing by the tracks. Towns such as Bury are nominally in Burnham's fiefdom, but the boroughs prize their distinct identities and have their own powers. The inner boroughs of Manchester have the money and fancy jobs, the big football teams, stadiums and music venues and universities, the obscure authority of a cluster of skyscrapers. The allure of the city acts remorselessly to drag the small towns into suburbia. As varied as the sitting candidates running for Greater Manchester's two dozen-plus parliamentary seats are, from Lisa Nandy in Wigan to Angela Rayner in Ashton-under-Lyne, from Rebecca Long-Bailey in Salford to George Galloway in Rochdale, the politics of place are as central here as party politics.
I met Gavin Grimshaw, six foot four, lean and sunburned in a Lonsdale boxing vest, in the simply furnished two-storey terraced house in Bury where he currently lives. The door opens straight onto the narrow pavement; part of the street is the original red brick, part pebble dashed. We sat in his living room, Grimshaw hunched forward amiably on a low-slung sofa, knees miles ahead of him. He wears an electronic tag on his ankle that sends a signal to the authorities if he drinks alcohol. He's not actually a drinker, he says, but before the crime that got him put away for a long stretch - he severely battered an acquaintance who chose the wrong moment to provoke him - he'd been buying booze for a friend. After he got out on licence in March, seven years in to a thirteen-year sentence, he went camping with his brother and had a little drink. The tag alerted his probation officer; since he didn't do anything bad while he was tipsy, he wasn't sent back to prison, but the threat of a quick return to jail for any misdemeanour will hang over him till the end of the decade.
Grimshaw spent his time inside on a tour of the prison system of North-West England and Wales: Strangeways, where he did five years, Buckley Hall, Kirkham, Preston, Berwyn. It's often said that being set free from Britain's overcrowded, underfunded jails into the unstructured, cash-demanding world can be as tough as getting locked up, but in Grimshaw's case, he and the system preparing his re-entry did good things. While in prison he started studying for an Open University degree. He began writing poetry and screenplays; one of his poems won the Pinter Award for prison writing. 'I've won over thirty awards, you know,' he said. A plan was in place for the most critical aspect of his release - where was he going to live? - in the context of a housing shortage so dire that Charlie Taylor, the chief inspector of prisons, has reported instances of prisoners being issued with tents and sleeping bags on release. After getting out, Grimshaw lived in a supervised hostel for eight weeks, then moved into the two-bedroom house where I met him, which is run by a charity called Stepping Stone Projects. He shares it with another ex-prisoner. 'We're both tidy,' Grimshaw said. 'We both put food in the cupboard, so we just share everything. I had a lot of conversations [in prison] with my probation officer. She kept saying: "Well, where are you going to go?" I said: "Well, I haven't got anywhere to go." They kept saying I'm a high risk to the public, but they were just going to put me out on the street. So she's pulled the finger out and got me in here ... I'm not roaming around dotting from couch to couch or getting involved with the wrong people, you know, so it's helped me a lot. The main thing is I've got a quiet place to write, and do my essays, and that's what I need more than anything. And if I didn't have nowhere to live I wouldn't be able to do my uni.'
Grimshaw went through a messy time as a teenager and young man, thrown out of the family home, then living on the street or with friends, stealing to support himself, in and out of prison for petty crimes. In his late twenties he had children and lived in a council house with his girlfriend. He found steady work as a gardener. Things were stable for ten years until he split up with his partner, became depressed and got into the fight that resulted in his recent conviction. He's 44 now, and optimistic about the future, but the house is only funded for a couple more months. He has applied for longer-term specialised accommodation, but demand is high. His first attempt to get a job faltered when his prospective employer learned the details of his violent act. And although he didn't buck the system too much when he did his long stretch, he showed he wasn't biddable. When he got annoyed with prison officers at Kirkham, an open prison, he simply walked away. He spent two weeks on the lam with his children - he has four now, and a grandchild - spending his literary prize money in Blackpool and having a pleasant time before someone shopped him and he was hauled back. He knows the dangers for homeless ex-offenders. 'My best mate got out on exactly the same day as me. He had to go and move back to his mum's. His mum's boyfriend didn't really want him there. So he ended up homeless last week. He's back in jail now.'
Bolton, Bury and Rochdale have 700,000 people between them and are only eleven miles apart, but there are no trams or trains connecting them: everything radiates out from the city. 'I came in the 1980s as a student,' Dave Smith, the head of Stepping Stone, which is based in Rochdale, told me. 'Manchester city centre was a desert. You really wouldn't go for a night out there unless you were going to the Hacienda or one of them clubs. You'd stay in your locality. Now they reckon at the weekend over half a million people are going into the city.' People are moving in the opposite direction to find housing, according to John Ryan, who runs the Manchester office of the homeless charity Shelter: 'People on the average wage can't even dream of living in Manchester anymore, so are having to move out to places such as Rochdale, which then places pressure on the housing market in those areas as well.' It's not always a voluntary decision. Short of space, Manchester City Council is housing some homeless families northwards, out of the borough. 'I think the voters of Manchester city are thinking "good socialist bastion", but what they do is they've reduced the amount of bed and breakfast [residents] in Manchester and just placed them elsewhere, so people from Manchester suddenly find themselves in Rochdale or Tameside or Bolton,' Andrew Beeput of The Bond Board, another charity working in Manchester, told me. Smith made the same point. 'We've got ex-offenders, drug abuse issues, mental health problems. They're exporting them out.' (Manchester City Council says the latest figures show a downturn in temporary accommodation numbers, but Gavin White, the councillor with the housing portfolio, admitted that the centre was struggling to cope. He also pointed out that 'other boroughs place people in Manchester as well.')
I went to Rochdale to talk to Smith. For the first-time visitor on foot, the town has an episodic quality. There's a chapter of high street decay, of charity shops, pound stores, grimly proud independents shutting up at five, a few pensioners lingering over steel pots of tea. Nearby is a chapter of regeneration, with a new cinema and gleaming white retail halls tenanted by mainstream chains such as H&M and M&S. A short walk takes you to the levelled-up town square and its restored neo-Gothic town hall, its interior a gorgeous orgy of faux-medieval decor, adorned with frieze panels depicting serene sub-Raphaelite archetypes processing cotton. An interlude of lovely, steep parkland takes you to the Central Mosque and Tweedale Street, home to Zeeshan Fish & Chips, Haji Superstore and an abundance of George Galloway posters, showing the Workers Party candidate framed by a Palestinian flag. The town centre is hemmed in by a fast, pedestrian-hostile ring road. Each of these places seems to have its own separate time. The recent history of the town, too, includes a string of episodes that persist in the national consciousness but never quite join together as a narrative. It was here that Gordon Brown had his fateful encounter with Gillian Duffy, whom he was recorded calling a 'bigoted woman' during the 2010 election campaign. It was here that organised groups of men sexually abused young teenage girls, whose complaints were initially dismissed by police. It was here that Cyril Smith, exposed after his death as a serial abuser of boys, served as Liberal MP for twenty years. It was here that two-year-old Awaab Ishak died, in December 2020, after mould inhaled from the walls of the flat where he lived affected his breathing.
Rochdale was also one of the places it's thought David Cameron had in mind in 2016 when he launched his attack on 'sink estates', as if bad architecture, rather than multigenerational deprivation, was the root cause of council estate problems. The Rochdale estates in question were badly in need of refurbishment, and perhaps replacement, but Rochdale Boroughwide Housing (RBH), which took over the local council's housing stock in 2012, proposed to get rid of 772 homes, most of them let out at 'social rent' - usually about 50 per cent of the market rent - without saying how many new social houses, if any, it would build to replace them. Awaab Ishak's family lived on an RBH estate. The outrage after his death crushed RBH's reputation and creditworthiness, and it cancelled a central element of its programme, the demolition of four of the 1960s tower blocks known as the Seven Sisters, in favour of refurbishment. It had originally planned to replace 528 flats with only 120 homes.
Mark Slater, a tenant activist who lives on a high floor of one of the Seven Sisters, showed me round his flat. He's a 72-year-old single man and doesn't live in luxury, but he has a home. The windows look out on the town below and the moors, Saddleworth and Rooley. 'I can see where I went to school,' Slater told me. 'I can see what my first job was. I can see where I was born, the hospital just up the road. When my dad was alive, I could see where my dad lived. I could see all my life out of that window. I would find it very difficult to leave here.' The flat saved him from homelessness. His marriage had broken up and, aged 64, he was sleeping on his dad's couch. His father had just had a stroke. Part of the reason he campaigned to stop the flats being demolished is that people in his situation would find it much harder to get anything similar now. When he moved in, the doors were hanging open and there were pigeon droppings all over the floor. He had a ripped camp bed a friend lent him, a borrowed TV and a white plastic garden chair. 'I used to lie on the camp bed and watch TV. It can happen to anybody. A divorce, redundancy, an illness, mortgage rates going up, lots of reasons and all of a sudden you find yourself needing somewhere to live. And the social housing is just not there.'
Andy Burnham uses the phrase 'perfect storm' to describe the current surge of homelessness. Dave Smith did, too, and so did I when I was arranging to meet him. Cliches become cliches for a reason. Even if the effects of Right to Buy and austerity, worsened by the actions of successive post-Brexit Conservative governments, are to blame for the crisis, the consequences are so sharp, the contingent symptoms so extreme and various, that it seems like a vast natural phenomenon. John Ryan used the word 'tsunami'.
From the 1980s until the early 2000s, the problem for council house managers in places such as Rochdale and Oldham was too many homes chasing too few tenants. Many of the available houses and flats were in poor condition or in areas where people didn't want to live, and there was scope for people to be picky. The seemingly large council house waiting lists of those days, according to Smith, disguised the many people who already had a council house and were sitting on the list, accumulating points, waiting for a particularly nice property to fall vacant so they could move in and eventually buy it. 'In some of the estates you would be fighting over the tenants with other difficult to let areas. It led to some demolition programmes around the town because there wasn't deemed to be the long-term demand there to keep them open.' Smith joined the Oldham equivalent of RBH in 2003. 'At that time, we had about three thousand people on the waiting list. The reality was less than half of those people were actually searching proactively for a home. When I left Oldham in 2019, the waiting list was 24,000. We no longer used to talk about difficult to let properties. You could have let a tent.'
When people at low risk of homelessness think of the homeless, they tend to think of rough sleepers, figures in stained sleeping bags in shop doorways or sitting cross-legged near cash machines with a plastic pot for coins. The most recent annual rough sleeper census, taken on a night in late October when council and NGO tellers fan out and go through the streets, under bridges, along the covered walkways of council estates, peering behind the broken door where the wheelie bins stand at the bottom of the rubbish chute - it's shelter, after all - gives a figure of 3898 for the whole of England. That's an unconscionably high number, and certainly an undercount. It's 27 per cent up on last year and more than double what it was in 2010. But rough sleepers are vastly outnumbered by others without homes. By far the greater number are the 'statutory homeless', those the council has a legal obligation to house. They end up in temporary accommodation, hotels, bed and breakfasts, and hostels. By the end of 2023, that number had risen to 112,660 English households, including 145,800 children, the worst figures since modern homelessness law came into effect in the 20th century. In reality, the number is much higher. It's not easy to be recognised as statutorily homeless, even if you present yourself to a council as having nowhere to go. You have to show you literally have no roof over your head - getting notice of eviction isn't enough. You have to prove you've got a local connection, otherwise you'll be told to apply to your home council. You have to show you're vulnerable, that you have young children or are seriously ill or disabled. And you can't have done anything that would give the council reason to say you made yourself intentionally homeless: quitting a flat because it was a horrible place to live, for instance. Homeless people who fail the tests don't necessarily become rough sleepers. They make calls, they make compromises, they beg for another day on the sofa from somebody who doesn't like them, or who likes them too much. They sleep in the car. 'When they talk about the rise in homelessness ... they're only talking about people that satisfied those four conditions,' Smith said. Recent figures suggest the number of households in temporary accommodation in Greater Manchester is just over five thousand.
Tameside, to the east of the Manchester conurbation, had thirteen homeless families in temporary accommodation ten years ago. This March, it had 221. Now, less than three months later, it has 334. Taking into account the people who don't show up in these figures, the rough sleepers, the hidden homeless and people housed in accommodation run by charities and other NGOs, Shelter estimates the real number is closer to 550 in that borough alone.
Smith grew up in a working-class household in Grimsby. He has experienced homelessness. Violence at home obliged his family to take refuge in a hostel when he was a child. By the time he was 25, he'd lived in 28 different properties. He's worked as a housing manager in council departments and housing associations in the East End of London, Rochdale and Oldham for nearly thirty years. So when he says Greater Manchester is facing an unprecedented crisis of homelessness, you take it seriously. He told me that people often used to go through a 'revolving door of homelessness. They had multiple complex needs, they'd been banned from every list of every landlord ... and you'd spend your time concentrating on those. Now homelessness is increasingly young people, it's families, it's working people ... the range of people impacted is massively growing.'
What's happened? On the demand side, there's the increase in population. Since 1980, Greater Manchester has grown by 350,000 people. On top of that, there are more households because so many single people live on their own, and an older, sicker population demands homes with special adaptations. The housing of asylum seekers, the majority of whom wait more than six months for a decision, has been outsourced to private, profit-seeking companies since 2012. In the North-West of England, including Greater Manchester, Serco has the contract. The northern boroughs of Greater Manchester offer cheaper private rents than the South of England, but its government contract allows Serco to pay private landlords top rates. Because a Serco lease is highly attractive to landlords, blocks of private rented housing that might be available to local people of limited means is taken off the market without any corresponding plan to build to make up the shortfall. If an asylum seeker is granted leave to remain, as a majority of those who get a decision are, they're given just 28 days to quit their Serco accommodation and fend for themselves. Last year, under pressure over its failure to process asylum claims quickly enough, the government started granting asylum en masse, and large numbers of asylum seekers were evicted with only a week's notice - a week during which they were expected to get a national insurance number, get a job, claim benefits and try to find somewhere to live. 'It can take months for all of those things to happen,' Smith said. 'I was talking to a lot of local authorities during the wintertime and they were saying that 70 per cent of people who were taking on their cold weather provision were former asylum seekers given leave to remain and left on the street.' These were single people; most former asylum-seeking families end up in council-funded temporary accommodation. Government figures suggest 62,000 people were given leave to remain last year. 'There was no infrastructure put in place to support that,' Ryan said. 'But that's not the fault of people who were given leave to remain.'
Late last year, the National Housing Federation published figures showing that, for every new social home, six households were being accepted as homeless by councils in England. Manchester councillors recently told Ryan that an eligible family could expect to wait 42 years for a four-bed property. When poorer people unable to get a council or housing association home turn to the private rented sector, they come up against rents that have increased drastically over the last few years, without corresponding wage rises. Many, including people with full-time jobs, are reliant on housing benefit to pay their rent, but there's a government cap on this. After a six-year freeze, it was raised in 2024, but the rise fell far short of the rent increases in most of Greater Manchester during that period. Central Manchester got a big increase in the allowance, nearly a third, but research by the estate agents Savills suggests that only 10 per cent of the area's two-bedroom private rentals are affordable for someone on benefits. In Bolton, Bury, Rochdale, Oldham and south Manchester, it's under 5 per cent; in Wigan and Tameside, under 2 per cent. People economise on other essential areas, like food and energy, to make up the difference. The situation is perilous for local authorities too. At a time when several have already gone bust, Manchester City Council had spent more than PS22 million on temporary housing halfway through the last financial year, more than it spent in the entire previous year. And councils are only allowed to claim back part of the cost from the government.
If tenants fall behind on their rent or make too much fuss about mould and broken fixtures, it's easy for landlords to evict them using a Section 21 notice, which doesn't require a reason to be given. Rishi Sunak's government planned to ban Section 21 evictions, but changed its mind under pressure from the landlord lobby. Benefits restrictions are skewed against large families and young people: families don't get additional child benefit if they have more than two children - a policy Labour has no plans to change, although Starmer said recently that he was 'not immune' to the strength of the argument against it - and if you're single and under 35, you're usually only eligible for housing benefit as part of a house share.
Through Smith, I met a young Stepping Stones apprentice, Raven Betts, who was taken on by the charity in March. At the time, Betts and her family - her partner and three children, aged six, three and ten months - were homeless and being housed by Oldham Council in a single small room with a bunk bed in a hotel in the Harpurhey district of Manchester. The family were in the highest category of need on Oldham's waiting list and bid for every social housing tenancy they could, but so extreme is the shortage of places that it took four months for them to escape from the hotel into an two-bed housing association flat.
Bett's story makes clear how hard it is in Britain, after fourteen years of Conservative rule and 45 years of insufficient building, either to make a go of things in the place where you grew up or to move to make a fresh start in a new town. Never mind social mobility: mobility would be a start. Before moving to Oldham, she and her family had been living with her parents in their three-bed housing association flat in Maidstone in Kent. Betts was working more than forty hours a week in two jobs, at a farm and a bakery, to support the family, while her partner, who has a health condition, looked after the children. Private rents in the area were so high as to be out of reach and there was no public housing available. Her partner's mother and brother, who live in Oldham, were chronically ill and in desperate need of care, and since housing was cheaper in the North, the family decided to move. They hoped to find a place of their own before they arrived, but the council wouldn't prioritise them until they relocated and it was hard to get a private rental, even if they found one they could afford. 'Because it was my first time renting, they needed me to have a guarantor, somebody who earns over PS36,000 a year,' she said. 'I don't know anybody that earns that amount of money.'
They moved into her partner's family home, but local health and housing officials soon said they had to leave - the flat was overcrowded - rendering them statutorily homeless. The council, now legally obliged to house them, found a space in the hotel in Harpurhey. It has 26 rooms on two floors, block-booked by different councils; when Betts arrived, the larger rooms were already taken. Some were underoccupied, but the hotel couldn't swap people round because the rooms had been booked by different boroughs. Betts and her partner slept in the lower bunk, which was wide enough for two, her six-year-old slept on the top bunk and the youngest in travel cots. There were no cooking facilities in the room and no running water. They had to wash in one of three shared shower rooms on each floor and cook in a communal kitchen with one air fryer and two microwaves, storing their groceries in a communal fridge, from which food was regularly stolen. There was nowhere to sit and nowhere for the children to play. You weren't allowed in the kitchen unless you were making or eating dinner. If you spent a night away from the hotel, or broke the midnight to 6 a.m. curfew, you would be evicted. The room itself was stiflingly hot - the child-locked window could only be opened a crack - and they had to keep the door of the room wedged open while they slept for ventilation. Somehow, amid all this, Betts managed to get her job, although the commute cost her PS80 a month.
I thought Betts might have been exaggerating a little when she estimated the size of the room to be six foot by eight, which would make it less than half the size of a typical parking space, but she showed me a video taken on the day they moved in. If anything, it looked smaller. When they were finally offered the two-bed flat, she told me, they were warned that they had to take it or be struck off the priority list. So they moved in. The welfare system has got them a fridge, a cooker and a washing machine, but otherwise they have no furniture and no carpets on the concrete floors. 'We're all still sleeping on blow-up beds,' Betts said.
Beeput and Smith are used to dealing with the hardcore homeless who need special support in any system, but the present crisis is on an altogether different scale. Smith raised the idea of rent controls; Beeput, more sympathetic to landlords, argued that they're quitting the market in droves because it's not worth their trouble. Ryan said there were four thousand private homes lying empty across Greater Manchester that could be brought back into circulation as a medium-term fix. All pointed to the lack of affordable homes as a basic flaw. 'We proved with Covid that with a national health emergency, we could house everybody,' Ryan said. 'The second Covid was gone, or we stopped worrying about dying from it, all those policies reversed. We prevented private landlords from evicting people. Then we reinstated it again.'
The journey  to the city of Manchester from the northern boroughs feels like a journey out of disempowerment and underinvestment. At ground level, the landscape is knotted, layered. The heavy brick industrial palaces, old mills and warehouses and clerking shops, stand implacably between gaudy branches of global retail chains and office blocks. Bridges, rivers, railways and canals with narrow cobbled towpaths weave unpredictably under and over the streets: the last scuffling, stumbling, underlit Victorian moments lurk there in the darkness, in the rain, but otherwise the city, in the favourite attribute of 21st-century boosterism, gleams for all it's worth. The modern campuses of the two universities that lay claim, after property development, to be the city's main industry, sprawl for miles. An obsession with heritage branding and commemoration, including of events that have only just happened or people who have only just died, overlays the palimpsest of Manchester with a marketing grid of hubs and quarters and artificial neighbourhoods.
Over it all rises 'Manc-hattan' - the skyscrapers, dozens of them. Five towers taller than a hundred metres, all residential, were built in 2023 alone. The big developers include Salboy, funded by the BetFred owner Fred Done; the Peel Group, run by the Whittaker family; and, most substantially, Renaker, run by Daren Whitaker - reclusive even by the standards of reclusive tycoons - whose complex of seven towers along Great Jackson Street is about to be joined by several more. Salboy and Renaker are competing to see who'll be first to build a skyscraper higher than seventy storeys. A well-informed observer of the Manchester property scene, who asked to remain anonymous for fear of alienating his clients, told me that 'everyone's absolutely buzzing about it, because it's pushing the envelope in the city.'
None of the Great Jackson Street towers includes any affordable housing, defined as homes offered to tenants at 80 per cent of market rents or less, even though Renaker has benefited from large government loans via Burnham's Greater Manchester Combined Authority. According to a local property news site, Place North West, Renaker has received half a billion pounds in loans since 2015, an average of PS100,000 for each property, albeit paid back on schedule. Meanwhile Manchester City Council, which decides on planning permission, is criticised by homelessness charities for failing to use its powers to demand a higher proportion of affordable housing - or, in Renaker's case, any at all - under Section 106 orders. In the last two years, in the midst of a residential building frenzy, the council has gleaned only 99 affordable homes via Section 106, although it has received PS5.3 million to help build subsidised housing further from the centre. The council says more social and affordable housing is now being built across Manchester city than at any point in the last two decades. Developers push back against Section 106 demands, saying that they're building on brownfield sites, which are expensive to prep, and that they're trying to build to London specs with much lower Manchester margins. 'It's a question I've asked a million times of councillors, "Why aren't you pressuring the developers to provide what you want in terms of affordability?"' the industry insider told me. 'And the answer I get is "viability". I've asked if it's right, societally, that we effectively have a no-go zone for affordable housing in the city centre. And they say it's not a societal thing, it's an economic thing, it doesn't make sense to build it in the city centre. City councillors have the view, in my opinion, that you either have the delivery of the homes without affordable housing, or you don't have them at all.'
I met Andy Burnham in his modest office, partitioned off from the busy, heads-down mayoral headquarters near Oxford Street, a severe thoroughfare that reminded me of Glasgow and Boston. Burnham tends to refer to Greater Manchester as 'GM', replacing the lumbering five syllables with two, like London, Paris, Berlin, LA. He was affable, patient and unexpectedly shy, although his earnestness cut through.
'There has been a learning for me in this role,' he told me. 'The existence of Right to Buy in its current form completely takes away the incentive to build social homes. Because why would a council in an era of constrained resources put up public money to build a council home just so that it can evaporate? And they don't do it. That's the problem.'
Burnham has become an advocate of the 'housing first' philosophy - the idea that instead of trying to passage the homeless back into security of tenure through a cascade of intermediate forms of accommodation, you give them their own long-term stable tenancy from the beginning and, if they struggle, surround them with support. He visited Finland, where the idea is mainstream policy, and had an epiphany. 'If you read Nye Bevan's speeches, as I do, if you read his speech that was the post-war Housing Act, second reading, he talked about how housing needs to be thought of as a service, not a commodity to be traded and sold, a wealth creator. Everybody needs it, it's an essential service. And it was interesting how he positioned it like the NHS. And so that's the philosophy that we need.' In Finland, he said, 'I was like "Oh my God, it's the same thing." I feel a bit of shame that it took me so long to realise ... Housing First is about thinking of it as an essential human right, something that's got to be there for everybody if they're to have any chance of a good life.' That universality, he said, needed to extend to the cladding crisis. 'I'm now increasingly wanting to talk about a Grenfell law, and the right learning from Grenfell is to enshrine in UK law a decent safe home as a human right. It shouldn't be "you might be lucky, you might not."'
It makes  little sense at the moment to write about the policies of 'the main parties'. According to the polls, Britain, imitating where Greater Manchester has been for a long time, has only one main party, Labour, and despite the party's promise to ensure 1.5 million new homes get built during the next parliament, Labour avoids the uncomfortable fact that in order for homelessness to be vanquished, and rents and mortgages to fall to a level where they don't eat up most of people's post-tax income, supply will have to match demand, which means a steep fall in property values. There's disagreement over the way this should come about. One view, held by the homelessness lobby and many on the left, is that a huge programme of subsidised housing, to be let at 'social' and 'affordable' rents, is needed to fill the gap that was left by Right to Buy and decades of failure to replace lost council houses. The other view is that it doesn't matter what kind of houses are built - mansions, luxury flats, council houses - as long as they get built. Make it easier to build them. Loosen planning, loosen the regulations. The market will provide. Once the build rate reaches the 'right' level, everything resolves itself, the range of prices widens downwards, and everyone gets housed.
As things stand, partly because the government hasn't supported an alternative and partly through choice, Manchester has gone down the second route. If it's working, it's not clear how. There's a popular perception that the skyscrapers and lower-rise developments in the centre are disconnected from the local market. The reductive logic that if you build a stack of luxury flats in a relatively well-off area where there isn't enough housing, everyone shuffles up a notch - the rich move into the luxury flats, the slightly less rich move into their old flats and so on until the poorest find space in the homes nobody else wants - isn't playing out. One reason - and this is what everyone I spoke to believed, despite a lack of hard evidence - might be that if you build ritzy accommodation in a city that is significantly cheaper than a not dissimilar city only a few hours away, you end up drawing in new people from that city rather than expanding the housing choice for local people. 'You walked around Manchester ten years ago, you wouldn't hear that many London accents,' the industry insider said. 'Now you hear them absolutely everywhere. You know, these towers, apart from overseas students ... there's a lot of, you know, influencers from down south.'
'So why are they here?'
'Because London's too expensive. Manchester's got everything that London has, just on a smaller scale, and it's much cheaper - for people coming. For people who are here, it's getting more and more expensive.'
'What you're getting,' according to Jon Sharma, an estate agent in central Manchester, 'is a lot of people who've been living in little rat holes and boxes in London and across the South. Now they can work anywhere ... So why should they live in a little box? I can live in Manchester, have my own apartment for the same money. If I need to go to London, I can just catch a train once or twice a week. People are not Northern anymore, not in the city centre, anyway. You get the Southerners who are earning PS60,000 a year and living in Manchester, but local people are still on normal wages. They're having to go to the suburbs.'
Andy Burnham pointed out to me that the big loans issued to Renaker and other developers were a legacy of George Osborne's time as chancellor. It was an Osborne scheme whereby the council got money to lend and was able to spend the money it earned in interest on desirables such as affordable housing. When I put to him the two roads to housing for all, the maximum build-out version versus the prioritising affordability version, he immediately rejected the first. 'You have to build homes of all types,' he said, 'but particularly in the social rent space.'
At the same time, he wouldn't yield on the skyscrapers, on the Manchester model of developer-led economic growth. 'There was definitely a phase where we just had to bring the investment into Greater Manchester. The city needed kickstarting - that was the mid-1990s onwards - and people couldn't afford to be choosy at that time, we just needed investment, we needed to improve ... you focus on the criticism, but obviously we have to build our economy as well.' His vision for reviving the ailing outer boroughs of Manchester is already playing out in Stockport and Farnworth near Bolton, where commuter enclaves for city workers are being created as an alternative to dying high streets and neglected malls. 'To me, that's the way to go,' he said. 'These towns are blighted by redundant retail space because people's shopping habits have changed. They try and cling on to it but we're saying don't, actually. Replace that redundant retail with new residential.'
One way  of seeing what's happened to Manchester since its cotton-fuelled industrial heyday, when between the American Revolution and the Paris Commune it grew from a town of 25,000 to a city of 400,000, is to go into the big Primark near Piccadilly Gardens and look at the labels on the clothes. They're made, as you would expect, in China, Cambodia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Turkey, India, Morocco, Vietnam. Near the front of the store, Primark has made a token effort to change its image as a fast fashion giant by making space for a vintage clothing section, run by a firm called WornWell. What's striking is that these second-hand clothes, mostly from the 1980s and 1990s, have a few labels marked 'made in France' and 'made in USA', but were overwhelmingly produced in the same countries as now, places like Mexico, Cambodia, China and Bangladesh. Manchester's deindustrialisation is an old story now. I was reminded of Engels's description of the way the middle classes of 1840s Manchester could travel from their pleasant suburban homes to the grandeur of the city centre without seeing the wretched living conditions of the working class. 'One is seldom in a position to catch from the street a glimpse of the real labouring districts,' Engels wrote. It's even harder now; instead of being down the alley round the back, they're five thousand miles away in Bangladesh. And just as Manchester's industrial heyday made some people prosperous, even as it demeaned and exploited others, so the new manufacturing countries of Asia, Latin America and Africa have been doing it long enough to enrich a fairly broad section of society - to create people with money to spare and eventually, money to invest.
What better way to invest it than by buying a flat in Manchester? Most of the new residential towers are developed on a build-to-rent basis, designed to be sold to people who'll let them out rather than live in them, who may never see the property they own, or to people who don't even know they own it, because it's bought on their behalf by a pension fund. The internet is thick with agencies like the Emirates-based, British-run RPA Group, which markets UK properties to overseas customers using mirror-world copy that expresses the same ideas as homelessness campaigners, characterised as a moneymaking opportunity. 'More and more renters are competing for less and less housing, hence the situation we're seeing now,' the firm's website says:
Although supply may increase in the coming decade, because of the way capitalism works, prices aren't suddenly going to drop and go back to their pre-2020 levels. Ain't gonna happen. When the squeeze on supply eases it might flatten the curve of rent increases but that's about it. High rents are here to stay.

Under the heading 'Shortage of Affordable Housing': 'We don't mean to get political, or sound like a tabloid, but truly, the affordable housing system in the UK is screwed, which is driving more people into the private rented sector, driving demand and thus prices.'
'We don't want to see the gentrification of a city where nobody below a certain salary can afford to live here,' John Ryan of Shelter said. 'And we are in danger, like London, of moving down that road. I don't think it's inevitable. I think we make choices along the way.'
In  The Rentier City: Manchester and the Making of the Neoliberal Metropolis, Isaac Rose describes the 'euthanasia of the rentier' in the mid-20th century by the 'cross-class alliance of reforming liberals and the growing political muscle of organised labour' that brought about the high-water mark of municipal homes.+ He tracks the contradictions between the idealism and paternalism of the city authorities as they demolished private slums and replaced them with council estates, knocking down faster than they could rebuild. The grand idealistic vision of the 1945 City of Manchester Plan was substituted with a cheaper, shoddier, slower, system-built version when, first, postwar austerity, then the accelerating collapse of industry left it short of resources. Between 1962 and 1997, Manchester lost 109,000 manufacturing jobs. 'Vast holes,' Rose writes, 'opened up in the inner city.' Labour activists became more middle class and championed causes the media lampooned as 'loony left', campaigning against racism, homophobia and nuclear weapons.
In 1984, the left-wing Labour councillor Graham Stringer took over as leader of Manchester City Council; he tried to rebel against Thatcher's suppression of town hall spending until, in 1987, he sensationally capitulated, embracing close co-operation with business under the banner of 'regeneration'. That's been the Manchester way ever since. He's better known today as a contrarian MP, a Lexiter and climate change sceptic, but his 1980s turn to capital was crucial in the establishment of the new Manchester economy: private housebuilding, leisure, higher education, finance, research. Rose suggests it was Stringer's involvement in Manchester's Olympic bids that opened his mind to the American notion of municipal authorities becoming the handmaiden to private enterprise, and getting things built in return. The old Labour left had plans for Manchester, but capital, essentially, went on strike until it was able to build on its own terms. Thatcher, naturally, was on capital's side. Since then, there have been good regeneration projects, but when it comes to regenerating council estates, municipalities find they have little leverage. Mid-20th-century slum clearance may have been high-handed and paternalistic, but those who carried it out imagined the replacement housing being inhabited by the people who used to live in the slums, or people very like them, at affordable rents. Modern housing regeneration will take measures to accommodate some of the old tenants, but developers want to attract new people, smarter, better-off people, aspirational consumers without large families. Sitting social housing tenants are to be worked around, rather than allowed to multiply.
If any building epitomised the new Manchester in the 2000s, it was the Chips building in Ancoats, to the east of the city, designed by the architect Will Alsop and built by Urban Splash. Cardroom Estate, which fitted Cameron's description of a 'sink estate', was demolished and the developers would have also knocked down the Ancoats Dispensary, from where the epidemiologist James Kay carried out his influential studies of disease among the poor, had a campaign not been mounted to save it. Council house residents who wanted to stay got new homes at social rents; 55 were built for them. A proportion of the 142 flats in the Chips building are owned by a housing association. The head of Urban Splash, Tom Bloxham, has always insisted he wanted to avoid a gentry-only gentrification. Still, the destruction of Cardroom saw the loss of 163 social housing units that won't be replaced any time soon.
The building was designed to look like three chips laid one on top of another. Printed panels along the sides are supposed to give the impression that the chips are wrapped in newspaper. The building is now wrapped in scaffolding covered in brown tarpaulin, as if the chips had been left out too long and gone mouldy. In 2018, a post-Grenfell check on the building's jaunty panels found that on the inside face, away from the newsprint, the panels had 'non-fire-retardant' written on them. They are now being removed, agonisingly slowly, the latest episode in a six-year ordeal for the people who live there. Urban Splash was reportedly pressed by the government to pay PS46 million to replace the unsafe cladding on seven buildings in Manchester. I wrote to the company to ask who was paying to make the building safe, what Urban Splash's relationship was to the building since it no longer owned the freehold, how much the project would cost, why it was taking so long and whether Urban Splash could afford it; a spokesperson said she couldn't comment because 'this is an ongoing legal process.' I had wondered when I started writing this piece whether it was a stretch to cover homelessness and the cladding scandal in one article, but I kept stumbling across people, whom I had gone to interview about other things, who were stuck with property in unsafely clad buildings. One homelessness charity executive I spoke to, who asked not to be named, lives in a flat with dangerous cladding. Sharma, the estate agent, lets out a flat he owns in an affected building. While the owners try to get it fixed, the buildings insurance has gone up by a factor of seven. He's already put his tenant's rent up to PS1100 a month and feels he can't put it up any further. 'To what? How can you raise it any higher? Who's going to pay you that much?'
In the Chips building, I talked to C. She so fell in love with the idea of the building that, as a 22-year-old with no inherited wealth, she scraped together the deposit for a flat there when it was still in the planning stage. She worked all hours and lived off PS50 a week. She remembers stumbling out of a Manchester club late one cold December night and going to gaze up at the half-finished building, saying to her friend: 'That's my flat.' It cost her PS168,000. She remembers the fear she would lose her savings in the financial crash before she had a chance to move in. She remembers how huge the flat seemed when she got the keys. The building wasn't fully occupied at first and she used to roam through it, peeping into the empty flats. She remembers that the crash temporarily crippled Urban Splash, that for years Chips stood as a lonely beacon of regeneration in an area half wasteland, half red light district. 'I wanted something that was iconic, something that stood out ... that was a bit quirky,' she said. 'Honestly I wish I'd bought a square box.'
She hadn't expected Grenfell to have consequences for her. 'It was a modern flat. It wasn't a 1970s council block. I thought: "It's a modern building, it's not been tarted up, what's the issue?" Then they said: "You either get a waking watch or you evacuate everybody."' She holds no grudge against Alsop; she says she still loves her flat, the way it can be reconfigured using sliding panels, the bare concrete ceilings, the modular kitchen in the centre of the space. She does hold a grudge against Urban Splash. She doesn't feel the state has held it to account. The area has been built out now and looks spiffy, for the most part. There's a sourdough bakery down by the marina. But seven years after Grenfell, the residents of Chips are still waiting for the building to be made safe and insurable. There's no end date for the works. Thanks to the insurance increase, her service charge has gone up from PS1500 a year to PS4000. Her mortgage deal is up for renewal, but she can't shop around. 'I should be able to get any deal on the market. And I can't because my flat is unmortgageable.' To compound the sense of injustice, the leaseholders of Chips are locked into a single provider of heat and power, and have no right to shop elsewhere. It was cold in C.'s flat; she doesn't put the central heating on because it's so expensive. We talked about homelessness and C. told me one of the reasons she liked Chips was that it was explicitly intended to be a mixed development of private owners and housing association tenants on affordable rents. 'It wasn't going to be gentrified, like you're not doing a culling of what was there before. It was sold as the bigger dream, and that's where I feel I've been missold.'
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Short Cuts
Modi's Setback
Aditya Bahl

2223 wordsOn  22 January, shortly after midday, Narendra Modi entered the half-built Ram Temple in the city of Ayodhya. Watched by millions on television and online, he slowly crossed the five halls, cradling a small silver umbrella (a symbol of spiritual power), and consecrated the new temple. The ceremony, he said, marked 'the beginning of a new era'. TV presenters hailed the spectacle as an illustration of the ancient Hindu precept Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, 'the world is one family.' Never mind that in December 1992 a mob of 150,000 Hindu thugs, led by key figures from Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), had demolished the Babri Masjid, the 16th-century mosque that previously stood on the site. For decades, Hindu right-wing groups - chief among them the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the paramilitary parent organisation of the BJP - had claimed that Ayodhya was the birthplace of Ram, the Hindu god and protagonist of the Ramayana, and that the Mughal emperor Babur had destroyed a pre-existing Ram temple to build his mosque. It didn't matter that leading historians and archaeologists dismissed these claims. In the riots following the destruction of the mosque, thousands were killed across the country, the majority of them Muslim.
Four years later, the BJP formed a government for the first time. Since then it has concocted a blend of Hindu nationalism and extreme capitalism to make itself the new hegemon of Indian politics. It is testament to the party's hold over state institutions that in November 2019 the Supreme Court of India voted unanimously to hand over the land for the construction of the Ram temple. With Modi's return to Ayodhya this year, the BJP - having won majorities in 2014 and 2019 - was gearing up for an electoral hat trick, a feat previously achieved only by Nehru's Congress party in 1962. In advance of the ceremony, millions of saffron flags featuring the watchword 'Jai Shri Ram' (hail Ram), which doubles as a greeting and a war cry for the Hindu right, appeared across New Delhi. Models of the temple went on display at shopping malls; ornate banners of Modi and Ram hung from footbridges. It was hard to believe that such a transformation had been wrought by the inauguration of a temple four hundred miles away. Instead, something more fundamental appeared to be happening: the fulfilment of the ultimate right-wing fantasy, the Hindu nation.
The parliamentary opposition, led by the Congress, claimed that the BJP had rushed to inaugurate the temple before it was finished to ensure that the upcoming elections would be polarised along religious lines. But with the BJP directly or indirectly controlling most of the national media, there were few outlets for such arguments. The opposition was being silenced in other ways too. In December, 141 opposition MPs were suspended for demanding a debate about a recent security breach in parliament, where two men who had been given visitors' passes by a BJP MP jumped into the lower chamber and opened canisters that sprayed out yellow gas.
The suspensions had the unintended effect of bringing the opposition closer together. For some months, around thirty parties had been trying to form an ambitious electoral front called INDIA (Indian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance), but there were obvious obstacles. Some of the parties were mired in bitter rivalries: the alliance included both the Communist Party of India (Marxist) and the populists of the All India Trinamool Congress, who in 2011 had ended the Communists' 34-year reign in West Bengal. Other parties with conflicting ideologies now kept company: for instance, the Dravidian Progressive Federation, which has roots in the militant anti-Brahmanical movements of southern India, and the Hindu ultranationalists of the Shiv Sena. The quarrels around seat-sharing arrangements were made more difficult by the diminished stature of the Congress. In the previous two elections, the 'grand old party' of Indian politics had won just 44 and 52 out of 543 seats in parliament, failing to achieve even the official status of 'opposition' (the threshold is 54 seats). Yet given its illustrious history, the Congress still expected the regional parties to coalesce around it. This met with some resistance: in a number of states, including West Bengal and Punjab, INDIA candidates resolved to run against one another. Despite these differences, however, INDIA managed to devise a programme focused on social justice, inclusivity and developmentalism. In the end, the parties were united not by shared political convictions but by the growing threat posed by the BJP.
Over the years, the BJP had used its parliamentary majority to pass a slew of laws that privatised the education sector, facilitated the takeover of agriculture by multinational corporations, discriminated against Muslims seeking citizenship, and revoked the 'special status' that had given Kashmir autonomy. Some of these measures were rushed through in midnight sessions. Others were announced abruptly on television by Modi. In keeping with his carefully cultivated persona - one part incorruptible strongman, one part otherworldly ascetic - these proclamations were often described by the media as Akashvani, or celestial announcements. But towards the end of Modi's second term, the BJP's centralisation of political power acquired an extra-parliamentary dimension as it began to deploy government agencies to implicate opposition politicians in corruption cases. In the lead-up to the elections, the Enforcement Directorate arrested the chief ministers of Delhi and Jharkhand, and the Income Tax Department froze the Congress's bank accounts. The Election Commission turned a blind eye when Modi and his flunkies repeatedly referred to Muslims as 'infiltrators'. With the BJP enjoying an unprecedented monopoly over the state machinery, a third victory seemed all but guaranteed. Political analysts forecast a supermajority of more than 400 seats (the party had won 282 and 303 seats in the last two elections), potentially enough for it to rewrite the constitution. Shortly before the polls closed on 1 June, Modi gave an interview to the news channel NDTV in which he claimed that he was not 'born biologically': after his mother died, he said, 'I was convinced that God had sent me ... Once the purpose is achieved, my work will be done.'
When the results came in three days later, the BJP had inexplicably failed to secure a majority, let alone a supermajority, winning just 240 seats. INDIA was close behind with 232, defying all expectations; 99 of those seats went to the Congress, which nearly doubled its tally. Pollsters wept on live television, news anchors had meltdowns, and share prices fell by 6 per cent in a day. In his own seat, the holy city of Varanasi, Modi's majority fell from 480,000 votes to just over 150,000 - the smallest margin of victory for a prime minister since 1977. The BJP performed particularly badly in the state of Uttar Pradesh, the heartland of the Hindu right, where it lost nearly half its seats, including Ayodhya. In the eyes of many liberal commentators, the party had suffered a 'moral defeat'.
What explains this reversal? One key reason is the backlash against the BJP's sustained assault on long-standing welfare schemes - in healthcare and primary education among other things - that have provided a crucial, if increasingly ragged, safety net for large swathes of India's rural population. Since 2014 the BJP has redirected state investment towards subsidising private goods such as plumbing and building materials and connections to cooking gas. These subsidies weren't legally enshrined, which meant the BJP could withdraw them at any time. But they did supply the BJP with a useful source of propaganda. Election posters presented Modi as a benevolent patron dispensing items to submissive recipients, who expressed their gratitude with folded hands.
The BJP's withdrawal of public services has been accompanied by large-scale investment in infrastructure projects: roads, ports, airports, mines. A key feature of this turn towards infrastructure is that a handful of conglomerates now monopolise entire economic sectors: Reliance, owned by Mukesh Ambani, the richest man in Asia, controls petrochemicals and telecoms; Tata controls steel and IT services; Gautam Adani controls ports and power. The BJP enabled the rise of this new oligarchy by instituting special economic zones, granting environmental clearances and providing cheap development loans, while overturning basic labour protections like the right to an eight-hour work day. The case of Adani is exemplary, not least because Modi's interventions on his behalf have helped secure lucrative deals for his companies in Australia, Bangladesh, Israel and elsewhere.*
Contrary to the usual argument, this cronyism isn't simply a sign of the corruptibility of the BJP leadership. Rather, it represents a new phase of Indian capitalism. The rise of the oligarchs has mirrored the rise of single-party rule, each reinforcing the other. The oligarchs have profited immensely: the top 1 per cent now hold more than 40 per cent of India's wealth. A recent study by the World Inequality Database concluded that the 'Billionaire Raj' headed by India's modern bourgeoisie 'is now more unequal than the British colonial Raj'. The BJP has taken its cut too, of course. In 2017 it launched an 'electoral bond' scheme that allowed for anonymous funding of political parties. By March 2023, 55 per cent of all money donated (65.7 billion rupees, or around PS650 million) had flowed directly into the BJP's coffers. The Congress received less than 10 per cent of donations.
The BJP's commitment to the new class of oligarchs helps explain the dynamics of its particular form of welfarism. On the one hand, it has served its cronies with policies that have intensified India's endemic poverty: the bottom 50 per cent own only 6 per cent of wealth. On the other, it has continued to dole out goods to the working classes. But unlike social policies that give an employment guarantee or a minimum wage, this new welfarism doesn't improve the bargaining position of workers. It's one thing to offer a free electricity connection and another to provide the recipients with the means to pay their electricity bills. The BJP has integrated Indians into the market economy, and taught them to be grateful for any handout from the state.
Despite INDIA facing large-scale repression, its programme appears to have struck a chord with much of the electorate. The widely discussed Congress manifesto promised radical reforms: a national caste census to tackle discrimination, an expansion of public healthcare, employment guarantees and more progressive taxation. Rather than mobilising the electorate with promises of targeted personal benefits, the Congress has framed its welfare policies in terms of a new struggle against inequality. Under the guardianship of Rahul Gandhi, the 54-year-old scion of the Nehru-Gandhi family, the party has critiqued crony capitalism, exposing the BJP's invocations of Hindu supremacy as meagre compensation for the poverty that now afflicts more than half of Indians.
There is reason for optimism. The opposition owes its success to the rise of a new intersectional bloc that includes representatives from the Dalits, the working classes and religious minorities. For now, though, it's not clear what kinds of opening the unexpected electoral gains might create for political organising outside parliament. By contrast, the RSS has managed to construct a robust political architecture that can withstand electoral setback. Apart from boasting around sixty thousand local branches, the party has hundreds of affiliates, including trade unions, NGOs and one of the biggest student organisations in the country. It's also worth remembering that, for all the talk of 'moral defeat', the BJP still achieved the third best result in its history and Congress its third worst. But the election has already had one significant outcome: after a decade of single-party rule, the BJP has had to rely on its regional allies in the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) to form the new government. And, given the newfound parliamentary strength of the opposition, it seems unlikely that Modi's party will be able to push through laws with its accustomed ease or persist with its brazen weaponisation of state agencies. Yet it remains to be seen what this means for the relationship between Hindu nationalism and capitalism. Will the crony capitalism fostered by the BJP continue to flourish? Or will the likes of Adani and Ambani face resurgent competition from the regional capitalists represented by the other parties in the NDA? Among them are the Telugu Desam Party, which in the 1990s and 2000s propped up an entire generation of infrastructural entrepreneurs from Andhra Pradesh, and the Bihar-based People's Party (United), neither of which subscribe to the ideology of Hindu supremacy. So will the BJP still be able to target religious minorities, Muslims in particular, with quite such a free hand?
On their own, electoral pacts and promises of top-down reforms won't stem the groundswell of the Hindu right. During the campaign, Rahul Gandhi undertook two yatras, travelling around the country to bring the party closer to the realities on the ground. But beyond their symbolic importance, these journeys didn't spark any political mobilisation, much less unite the sectoral movements of recent years - agrarian struggles, citizenship protests, anti-caste movements, the nascent organising of gig workers. The Congress is riven with ideological contradictions: it continues to offer soft Hindutva and dynastic politics, to say nothing of its own legacy of neoliberalism. The electoral setback to the BJP is a clear sign of discontent with mass precarity. But decades of grassroots organising have helped the Hindu right acquire a momentum that transcends the rhythms of general elections. Three weeks after the polls closed, the saffron flags are still flying in New Delhi.
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Bad for Women
David Todd

2878 wordsChoderlos de Laclos 
's Liaisons dangereuses is remembered for its salacious intrigues, but it's also about the condition of women. Addressing the Vicomte de Valmont, her partner in games of intimate deception, the Marquise de Merteuil declares that all aspects of social life are more fraught with danger for women: 'As for you men, your defeats are only a success the less. In this unequal struggle, our good fortune is not to be losers; and your misfortune, not to be gainers.' In 1783, the year after the novel appeared, Laclos wrote a manifesto, left unpublished until the 20th century, which called on women to effect a radical transformation of relations between the sexes: 'Do not expect help from men, who caused your sufferings ... To escape bondage, a great revolution is necessary.'
The concern in French intellectual life with the status of women predated the Enlightenment. In 1405, Christine de Pizan mounted a defence of women's historical achievements in The Book of the City of Ladies. In 1673, Francois Poulain de la Barre, a Catholic priest and disciple of Descartes, published De l'egalite des deux sexes, deploying Cartesian doubt to call into question misogynistic prejudices. Such proto-feminism didn't win the day. Poulain de la Barre converted to Calvinist Protestantism and fled to Geneva. Moliere's Les Femmes savantes, first staged in 1672, ridiculed women's claims to a sophisticated education: 'The hen oughtn't to be heard when the cock's there.' The play was one of his greatest successes.
Yet the intensity of the debate revealed unsettled feelings. Even in Les Femmes savantes, female characters are forceful and wily. The infamous line about the hen and the cock is delivered by Martine, a kitchen maid, in order to foil the schemes of a foolish and pedantic man: crass misogyny, too, was being ridiculed. It is even possible that the respect afforded to elite women - notably greater in France than in many of its neighbours - in some ways trickled down through early modern French society. Not only was the European witch hunt of the 16th and 17th centuries much less fierce in France than in the Germanic world, but surviving records suggest that in France, men were convicted for sorcery as often as women.
Women played an important role in the overthrow of the Ancien Regime - including the thousands of Parisian women who forced the king and court to abandon Versailles on 6 October 1789 - and calls for women's equality were especially strong in the early years of the revolution. In 1790, the mathematician and philosopher Nicolas de Condorcet demanded full civil rights for women: 'Why should beings exposed to pregnancies and to passing indispositions not be able to exercise rights that no one ever imagined taking away from people who have gout every winter or who easily catch cold?' The following year, Olympe de Gouges published La Declaration des droits de la femme, a stinging parody of the 1789 proclamation of revolutionary values. Her Article 1 stated that 'woman is born free and remains equal to man in rights'; Article 4 denounced male instead of monarchical despotism ('the only limit to the exercise of natural rights by woman is the perpetual tyranny that man opposes to it'). Three weeks after the Legislative Assembly suspended the king in August 1792, it authorised divorce - a major emancipatory step for women. The same year, inspired by events in France, Mary Wollstonecraft established the terms of 'the woman question' in the anglophone world when she published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
Yet the French Revolution soon turned into a rout of women's rights. In 1793, de Gouges was executed and Robespierre's revolutionary government banned women's political clubs. In 1804, the Napoleonic Code reaffirmed a husband's authority over his wife and the Bourbon Restoration rescinded the right to divorce in 1817. No longer accused of culpable indulgence towards women, France became renowned for its scepticism towards feministes - initially a pejorative term, coined by Alexandre Dumas fils in his lampoon L'Homme-femme (1872) - and the timidity of its movement for women's civil rights. In England, the doctrine of coverture, which subsumed a married woman's legal existence under her husband's, was dismantled in the 1870s, and British women obtained the right to vote on the same terms as men in the 1920s. In France, married women gained legal personality only in 1938 and it took the trauma of the Second World War to usher in women's suffrage in 1944.
Historians have puzzled over the reticence of democratic France - one of the earliest adopters of universal male suffrage in 1848 - to grant equal rights to women. In Only Paradoxes to Offer (1996), Joan Wallach Scott pointed to the double bind in which the universalist republican discourse entrapped French feminists, confronting them with an impossible choice between an abstract (though in reality male) ideal of citizenry on the one hand and the promotion of the concrete rights of women on the other. By contrast, Mona Ozouf, in Women's Words (1997), favourably compared France's universalist horizon, which permitted a more peaceful process of advancement, with the conflict-ridden history of women's emancipation in the Anglo-American world. A crucial factor was the secularist left's despair about the Catholic piety of French women. The historian Jules Michelet suspected that 'God changed sex' during the Middle Ages, as the cult of Mary superseded that of Jesus. But his political concern was with the reactionary influence of the clergy over women in his own times: 'Our wives and our daughters are raised and governed by our enemies - enemies of the modern spirit, of freedom and the future.'
The roots of France's strange attitude towards women's civil rights can be found in the years preceding the revolution. Two recently published manuscripts, one by Louise Dupin, nee de Fontaine (1706-99), the other by Innocente-Catherine d'Elbeuf, nee de Rouge (1707-94), offer useful clues. The French Enlightenment's regard for women, both suggest, remained deeply enmeshed with the courtly culture of Ancien Regime France, and with that extraordinary informal institution, the salon. A considerable proportion of women continued to view themselves as members of an estate - a corporate body such as the nobility, whose privileges ought to be sustained - rather than as individuals waiting to receive their natural rights.
Dupin's Work on Women dates from the 1740s. Left in draft, it was scattered in archival depositories in France, Switzerland and the US until the early 20th century. An edition of the 39 surviving sections or 'articles', out of a projected 47, was first published in French in 2022. Angela Hunter and Rebecca Wilkin's selection of 27 articles offer a reasonable overview of Dupin's analysis. Readers may, however, be perplexed by their argument that Dupin's 'Enlightenment feminism' was limited by remaining
embedded in contemporary white feminism, in which middle-class and wealthy white women aspire to the goods and prestige the most fortunate white men enjoy, without questioning the exploitative mechanisms that enable that good fortune, and in indifference to the particular struggles of women of colour, working-class and poor women, and LGBTQ women.

So many presentist and ethnocentric misconstruals in a clunky half-sentence is a feat of anti-historicism, as well as an injustice to an extraordinary woman.
To begin with, Dupin was not middle-class or merely wealthy. The illegitimate daughter of Samuel Bernard, a financier who helped to fund the War of the Spanish Succession under Louis XIV, she married Claude Dupin, one of the directors of the tax-collecting Ferme generale. The Dupins lived in a splendid mansion near the Palais Royal in Paris, and - for a second home -bought the Chateau de Chenonceau, the former residence of the courtier Diane de Poitiers. Louise Dupin's salon was one of the centres of the French Enlightenment, and her husband wrote a treatise, Oeconomiques (1745), that anticipated the calls of Turgot and Adam Smith for freer trade. The Dupins purchased some of their wine from the Baron de Montesquieu, though the two families fell out after Montesquieu published De l'esprit des lois in 1748 (Claude resented his attack on tax farming and Louise his tolerance for polygamy). Louise nonetheless remained on excellent terms with Voltaire and Georges-Francois Leclerc de Buffon. Between 1745 and 1751, she employed Rousseau as her private secretary.
The case of Louise Dupin shows that Ancien Regime society did not preclude social mobility, provided one had money, intellectual talents or beauty (Louise enjoyed a great reputation on the latter count, though she was no libertine, rejecting the advances of Rousseau and Montesquieu, among others). Her birth was tainted by illegitimacy, but also by the Protestantism that her father renounced only after it was outlawed in 1685. Claude was a middling commoner, who started out as a tax collector in the provincial backwaters of Chateauroux. Her father's extensive speculations in the slave trade and slave plantations may seem to justify the editors' barb at Louise's limited awareness of racial injustice. But there were no abolitionists in the 1740s and Work on Women is noteworthy for invoking the example of illustrious Black historical figures - 'most of the Carthaginian troops', 'Jugurtha's soldiers' and 'the famous Numidian cavalry' - to ridicule claims to masculine superiority based on the abundance of facial hair. 'The colour of men varies,' she admits, but this serves to bolster her point that minor physical variations, as also exist between the sexes, do not determine aptitude.
Echoing Buffon's scientific approach, Dupin builds her demolition of sexual prejudice on a systematic comparison of men and women's anatomical characteristics, rejecting the significance of small differences. She goes so far as to belittle the pains of childbirth as a 'short-lived' inconvenience and ridicules a myriad of what we would today describe as sexist cliches, including the notion that being more often on top during the sexual act 'may have determined pre-eminence on the side of men' (she nonetheless defends that 'lovely position' on the grounds that it was 'more convenient' and 'more dignified'). Her response to the belief that men's greater physical strength made them more apt to command illustrates her flair for deriding absurdities: she notes that no one would dare apply this principle among men, 'and if we are not willing to argue that all strong men are more intelligent than weak men, then we cannot reasonably admit this proportion of forces as a legitimate distinction between men and women either.'
Unlike earlier defenders of women such as Poulain de la Barre, who argued that some of their qualities made up for their deficiencies, Dupin affirms equal aptitude between the sexes. Societies 'mistake custom for nature', she writes, and the rest of her treatise examines the ways in which the artificial superiority of men was established in Europe. In a section on history, she points to the Catholic Church's rescinding of women's prerogatives, from the exclusion of women from the priesthood to the enclosing of convents during the Counter-Reformation. In a section on legal reforms, she argues that the revival of Roman law, so central to state-building, reduced French wives to the ancient status of concubines, especially in matters of property rights: 'dispossessing women', she quips, was the 'spirit of the law'. And in a final section on education and mores, she again blames the Catholic Church for having reserved institutions of learning to men and calls for an identical system of instruction regardless of sex, for the benefit of society as well as women.
Nature made men and women equal, but society has enslaved the latter to the former. The suggestion here of Rousseau's claim that 'man is born free and everywhere in chains' is probably not a coincidence: most of the manuscript of Work on Women is in his hand, with corrections by Dupin in the margins. He also carried out much of the research into Church and legal history. In his Confessions, Rousseau admitted to the failure of his sexual advances - Dupin returned his love letter after three days, 'accompanying it with a few exhortations that froze my blood' - but he said nothing of his work for her, perhaps because acknowledging an intellectual debt to a woman was even more humiliating.
Yet if Rousseau's thought resembled Dupin's in a number of ways, it differed sharply on the status of women. In Discourse on Inequality, he inveighed against love, 'a factitious feeling, born of social usage and enhanced by the women with much care and cleverness, to establish their empire, and put in power the sex which ought to obey'. In Emile (1762), his treatise on education, he pleaded bluntly for the submission of woman to man: the latter 'should be strong and active', the former 'weak and passive'; 'woman was specifically made to please man.' Julie, the heroine of La Nouvelle Heloise (1761), the bestselling novel of 18th-century Europe, embodied this ideal of female modesty. Rousseau's views on women were subtler, however, than isolated quotations suggest. His writings were exceptionally popular among women, not least because he considered their place in society a primordial issue. But due to the enormous influence of his ideas on French revolutionaries, a case can be made that the tepid support of the French left for women's rights was rooted in Rousseau's rebuttal of Dupin's sexual egalitarianism.
Dupin lived  to see the revolution, fleeing Paris for Chenonceau when crowd violence intensified in September 1792. She foiled an attempt by the revolutionary government to confiscate her chateau, and died there aged 93. An interesting parallel can be drawn between her life and that of Innocente-Catherine d'Elbeuf, who belonged to the upper stratum of the Ancien Regime aristocracy. The editors of a surviving fragment of her diary - letters to an unknown correspondent, written between 1788 and 1794 and published here in the original French - retrace her rise from already illustrious heights to the top of pre-revolutionary society. Born to a noble family in Brittany, she accumulated wealth and status through marriages, first to another Breton aristocrat and later to a scion of the House of Lorraine. After the death of her second husband, she retained the rank of princesse and managed a colossal fortune in landed estates and colonial investments, yielding 200,000 livres a year - about the same as the income of a general tax farmer such as Claude Dupin. The Hotel d'Elbeuf, magnificently refurbished by Innocente-Catherine, stood across from the Tuileries, a stone's throw from the Dupins' mansion, and she had a second town house, in Versailles.
Very rich people can hold dissimilar worldviews. The Duchesse d'Elbeuf's diary is not only hostile to the revolution but suffused with hatred for revolutionaries, contempt for the timidity of Louis XVI and revulsion for the equal rights granted to bourgeois, peasants, Jews and 'coloured men'. After withdrawing to her estate in Picardy, and a short exile in Belgium, she returned to Paris in 1792, probably in an attempt to prevent the confiscation of her properties. There, she witnessed first-hand the worst of the revolutionary violence. The Hotel d'Elbeuf directly faced the office of the Committee of Public Safety, the body that orchestrated the Terror. From her window, she had an unmatchable view over the guillotine in the place du Carrousel.
Her politics were as vehement as they were unsophisticated. She revered the old nobility - 'this antiquity of pure birth, which, strengthened by alliances with similar families, is the gift of the Lord, and must inspire the most chivalrous feelings' - and upheld the primacy of Catholicism. She despised the 'vermin of so-called philosophes' who had extinguished true faith in France: 'Whoever does not believe in God becomes entirely abominable.' She lamented new taxes on her landholdings and the Caribbean slave revolt that endangered her colonial investments. But she never complained about the revolution's treatment of women, caring only for noble birth and piety. On 13 January 1794, the surveillance committee of her neighbourhood had her arrested - she was 83 - and seized her papers. She died under house arrest a month later.
For all their ideological differences, Dupin and d'Elbeuf inhabited the same cultural world. The last book that d'Elbeuf recorded reading, shortly before her arrest, was Claude Fleury's twenty-volume Histoire ecclesiastique (1691-1720), an influential history of the Christian Church; we know from the notes taken by Rousseau that it was also the main source of Dupin's reflections on religion in Work on Women. That world was shattered by the revolution, which disappointed the emancipatory hopes of Laclos and others. The revolution did little to enhance the status of ordinary women, and diminished that of elite women. Salons did not vanish, but their significance declined, until they featured as an amusing relic in Proust's A la recherche du temps perdu. The abolition of privileges had another adverse effect on the social power of rich women, by curtailing their ability as widows to distribute property as they saw fit. The Duchesse d'Elbeuf was childless, but through complex legal instruments had planned to transmit her wealth and titles to her favourite nephews. New prescriptive rules about inheritance, including the end of entails, thwarted her designs. The French Revolution made all men equal before the law, but it consolidated the legal inferiority of women.
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The Talk of Carshalton
Rosemary Hill

3893 wordsThere has been  more than one revival of interest in the mayfly career of Pauline Boty since her death in 1966 at the age of 28. In accordance with Cecil Beaton's dictum that it takes slightly longer than 25 years for a cycle of taste to complete and for the merely dated to become historic, it was in 1993 that the Barbican put on The Sixties Art Scene in London, which featured several of her paintings. Its curator, the art historian David Alan Mellor, had been fascinated by the subject in general and by Boty in particular since, as a 13-year-old, he saw Ken Russell's television film Pop Goes the Easel. Shown as part of the arts series Monitor in 1962, it purported to follow a day in the life of four young artists: Boty, Peter Blake, Derek Boshier and Peter Phillips. For Mellor, growing up in 'meagre' circumstances in the East Midlands, London as the Sixties started to swing was a revelation, 'a vision of something wonderful'. After she died Boty's work wasn't seen for years, but while he was researching the Barbican exhibition Mellor got in touch with her daughter, Boty Goodwin, who was then in her twenties. She took him to the family home in Kent and he saw a cache of her mother's paintings, which transformed his ideas: 'Suddenly the whole history of British Pop Art was different.'
Well, yes and no. As Marc Kristal suggests in the introduction to his widely researched and delicately judged biography, there was an element of 'infatuation-driven hyperbole' in Mellor's assessment, as there has been in almost everything that has been said and written about Boty. In her lifetime her physical presence was always part of her reputation. It wasn't just that she was beautiful, but that she was beautiful in a particularly timely way. Blonde, long-limbed, slightly lush, she was the Sixties ideal. The headline on an interview with her in Vogue in 1964 was 'Living Doll'. In person she had an un-doll-like vitality. Keith Johnstone, a director at the Royal Court Theatre, for which she designed posters and programmes and later acted, described her as 'so full of life that her skin seemed hardly able to contain her'. The film producer Tony Garnett remembered 'a force of nature ... She had a joy in her, a love of life ... everybody seemed to fall in love with her'. She knew the effect she had and she was self-possessed and confident enough to exploit it. She posed nude with her pictures, was a dancer on the TV show Ready Steady Go!, and appeared in other films as well as Russell's, including Alfie with Michael Caine.
[image: ] Pauline Boty in 1962.




How much of her reputation came from her art and how much from herself is a question that haunts Kristal's book as well as Pauline Boty: A Portrait, the catalogue for an exhibition of her work at Gazelli Art House earlier this year. Both have covers featuring Boty with one of her best-known paintings, With Love to Jean-Paul Belmondo (1962). On the Gazelli book she sits below it, wearing a high-necked dress and looking down coyly at the cat on her lap. On Kristal's she is in front of it, staring straight out, naked. Boty saw parallels between herself and Marilyn Monroe, whom she painted both before and after Monroe's death, and after Boty's own death the comparisons were yet more resonant. The bigger question, perhaps, is whether it matters to detach the woman from the work. In a discussion of the Barbican exhibition on BBC2's Late Show, the critic Waldemar Januszczak gave his opinion that Boty was no more than a personality cult. She was, he said, a 'bad' and 'derivative' artist, who was remembered only because she was a 'dolly bird'. Between the coarseness of that misjudgment and Mellor's infatuation there is, as Kristal implies, a way of appreciating 'Pauline Boty' as a compound fused in the moment that gave rise to Pop Art, a moment of self-conscious celebration that Boty both embodied and described memorably as a 'nostalgia for NOW'.
Born in Croydon in 1938, she was the daughter of Albert and Veronica Boty. Albert was a chartered accountant, and the family were comfortably off. Boty's voice struck the young Mellor when he heard it in Pop Goes the Easel as 'very posh': 'You heard a voice like that, you realised it belonged to a student who probably owned a suede coat.' Veronica was a housewife and there were four children (three boys, including twins), who teased their sister until she was 'just a screaming maniac'. The future 'Wimbledon Bardot' was known at home as 'porky Pauline'. Albert clung rigidly to the conventions of interwar suburbia, all the more tightly perhaps because he was not British. Born in Bushehr to a Persian mother and a Belgian sea captain father, he was a pipe-smoking, cricket-loving, tea-drinking simulacrum of an Englishman. His 'Victorian' ideas, which Boty recalled he 'tried to vaguely impose', not wanting her to have a job for example, caused tension. Her brothers remembered 'terrible rows' when she would 'take him on before breakfast'. Yet perhaps the element of performance, the deliberate projection of a partly constructed personality, was something she inherited.
When Pauline was ten this ideal nuclear family imploded. Her mother fell ill with TB, her father delegated home life to the 14-year-old John and chaos ensued. In some ways it was liberating, as Boty recalled in the long interview she gave in 1965 to Nell Dunn for her book Talking to Women. With her mother in hospital or at home bedridden there was 'a fantastic amount of freedom', but there was also the first of those spells of depression that would recur throughout her life. At Wallington County School for Girls the teenage Boty was an instant star. Her younger contemporary, the designer Stella Penrose, remembers her acting in The School for Scandal. 'She just oozed sexuality ... she burst out of her body ... It was marvellous. But also shocking.' In 1954 Boty left to go to Wimbledon School of Art on a scholarship to study painting. Soon afterwards, spotted at a New Year's Eve party wearing black stockings, she was the talk of Carshalton. 'Well, no one wore black stockings,' Penrose remembers, 'so it was "Ahhh".'
Wimbledon, however, was not exciting. The painting department was stuck in a prewar rut. The only stirrings of the revolution about to overtake British art schools were in the stained glass department, overseen by a dynamic young teacher, Charles Carey. Boty's switch of disciplines was, Kristal suggests, 'the most important choice of her creative life'. Carey was an inspiring teacher and stained glass was having a moment in the avant-garde. Almost the only form of decoration acceptable to Continental modernists, in Britain it suited the softer Neo-Romanticism of the postwar years. Coventry Cathedral was under construction from 1956. Perhaps its most spectacular feature is the 26-metre-high baptistery window by John Piper, and Piper's influence, possibly transmitted via Carey, is evident in Boty's 1957 lithograph of Notre-Dame.
By the time she arrived at the Royal College of Art the following year, it was 'the place', as the artist Allen Jones put it. The principal, Robin Darwin, hadn't just brought it back from postwar torpor, he had reconnected it with industry and architecture. Windows for Coventry, designed by the RCA's head of glass, Lawrence Lee, and his former students Keith New and Geoffrey Clarke, were being constructed nearby at the V&A. When they were exhibited in the sculpture hall their monumental scale made a huge impact on the students. As one of Boty's contemporaries put it, 'Painting? Too small!' There was also the fact that there was much less competition to study stained glass than for painting. Boty's decision no doubt had an element of pragmatism.
It was out of the stained glass department that the RCA's most interesting group of critical activists, Anti-Ugly Action, emerged and with it Boty's public image was born. Impatient with the banality of postwar urban architecture, the Anti-Uglies took to protesting outside buildings they disapproved of, such as the new Kensington Central Library. Sometimes they dressed up as Victorians, or as Christopher Wren in a bath chair, and carried a cardboard coffin symbolising the moribund state of affairs. Boty, in costume as a Dresden shepherdess, naturally caught the public eye. Interviewed by the Daily Express in 1959 she pronounced the Air Ministry building 'a real stinker', along with the Farmers' Union and the new buildings at the Bank of England. The interview concludes with her admitting that the family home was a 1930s semi. 'I don't approve, of course, but I daren't say anything or Daddy would be upset.' Kristal finds the remark ironic, given her relations with her father, and indicative of the difficulty she faced in being taken seriously. It seems equally likely that the irony was deliberate and that Boty was playing on the reporter's expectations of a posh bubbly blonde by delivering a quotable comment she knew would cause another explosion at the breakfast table if Albert, like many middle-class Conservatives, took the Express. But the Anti-Uglies had enemies closer to home. The Times might be expected to complain about their 'lumpy coats, blue jeans ... and, in one case, green boots', but one of the group recalls that as they marched past Mary Quant's new boutique, Bazaar, an 'incredibly tall, elegant woman' came out of the shop and said: 'Oh but you're all so ugly yourselves.'
Kristal's close focus on the brief span of Boty's life highlights the complexity of a period too often glossed simply as 'The Sixties'. He also shows how small the scene was. Russell's film for Monitor had to be prefaced by the presenter Huw Wheldon with a warning that viewers were about to see footage from 'the world of Pop Art ... of film stars. The Twist. Science fiction. Pop singers. A world that you can dismiss if you feel so inclined, of course, as being tawdry and second-rate.' It was, as Peter Blake remarks, 'incredibly patronising', but Wheldon knew his audience. For every spellbound Mellor there were thousands of Albert Botys. The film got the worst ever audience rating for the series. Viewers reported themselves appalled at 'the beatnik level of the world of art', though some confessed to being reluctantly fascinated by an insight into a 'disturbed and frightening world'. They weren't entirely wrong. The world of NOW was bright and freewheeling but it was also disturbed and frightening, especially for women. The rejection of convention left them free but also vulnerable. Boty's flamboyance, her willingness to talk about sex and to confront male aggression head-on, was at times successful. Carey remembered one of Boty's fellow students asking insolently why she wore so much lipstick. 'To kiss you with,' she said, and 'he fled.' But her very existence, in its unapologetic vitality, was enough to provoke. The graphic designer Richard Hollis, a contemporary at Wimbledon, found her 'over-lush, you could say. I don't know if you'd call it pushy.' Of her work he says: 'It's direct, energetic, and I think that's how she was ... Her work looks quite confident, which is what irritates me about it.'
Boty's artistic response came in two of what Kristal considers her 'most fully realised' works, painted between 1963 and 1965: It's a Man's World I and II. In I the rows of heroic men, Proust and Elvis, Muhammad Ali and the Beatles, are grouped around an unfolding, vulval red rose. The only woman depicted is Jackie Kennedy in the open car, pink pillbox hat turned towards her husband as she clutches his throat. II is all women, soft-porn pin-ups surrounding a stark, full-frontal nude with pubic hair, all set against the landscape garden at Stourhead. Two sorts of nature 'improved' to suit a certain aesthetic, disrupted by a reality.
In The Sadeian Woman, published twelve years after Boty's death, Angela Carter discusses 'the blonde as clown' and the violent compound of attraction and revulsion generated by 'the unfortunate sorority of St Justine, whose most notable martyr is Marilyn Monroe'. Much of what Carter writes could be applied to Boty. Kristal's interviews with her surviving friends are full of references, shocking in their casualness, to the violence that was the price of abandoning convention. Paula Nightingale, who shared a flat with Boty and another friend, got a message from the RCA to say her mother had rung to tell her she had burned all her paintings. 'She was so upset' that her daughter had left home. Nightingale remembers the other flatmate, Jane Percival, being depressed because of 'something shattering' that had happened to her. This, another RCA contemporary Nicola Wood confirms, was a rape. Wood too was raped by an ex-boyfriend and became pregnant, as did Boty during a brief relationship with the artist Nicholas Garland. Abortion was still illegal, risky and expensive. Boty and Garland scraped together the money but Garland, no longer in London, didn't visit. 'It's one of the things in my life I feel bad about ... I rang her ... she never picked up.' Her flatmates did see her in the clinic and Nightingale remembers it being 'shocking' to see her so pale: 'This poor girl on her own and not able to tell her family.'
At the same time the career of Pauline Boty, artist, was taking flight. A few months after she graduated in 1961 her work featured in a four-artist exhibition at the AIA Gallery in Soho. She was moving away from stained glass, too cumbersome for the small-scale imagery that now interested her, via collage towards painting. There were influences such as Kurt Schwitters and Max Ernst that she shared with Blake and others, and more unusual enthusiasms too, including the graphic 'collage novels' of Norman Rubington and the work of Sonia Delaunay. Delaunay wasn't much in fashion at the time, but the abstracted expanding circles of her paintings perhaps inspired Boty's attempts to depict her orgasms, which she described as 'orange circular shapes, streaming outward'. There were echoes of Surrealism. She told Ken Russell that she liked science fiction because it involved 'something terrible and ridiculous at the same time'. The eruption of the frightening or monstrous into the normal was a theme that reflected her life as much as her artistic preferences. 'I did some [pictures] at home and my mother ... said: "To think I've got someone like that for a daughter!"'
Boty's place in the much contested origin story of Pop Art is in some dispute. Who coined the term, on which side of the Atlantic the movement started and who was in it are issues to which Kristal, who brings the broader perspective of a New Yorker, sensibly pays only passing attention, suggesting that Pop 'alchemised out of something in the air' at different places at the same time. Boty's work was shown under the Pop label from the beginning, and also featured in the shows New Art and New Approaches to the Figure in 1962, the same year as Pop Goes the Easel. Like most young artists needing money she had many jobs. As well as the usual waitressing, teaching and modelling there was some acting, the appearances on Ready Steady Go! and a fortnightly monologue on The Public Ear for the Light Programme. Her suede-coat voice, which struck more conservative listeners as 'unattractive', was heard in diatribes on subjects including English men, marriage and what she called 'sex advertising', especially as aimed at women. 'Do you know what you're buying when you buy your stockings, cigarettes, beer, chocolate, cars or petrol? Do you know you're buying your dream?'
This was  1963, which Kristal describes as Boty's 'annus mirabilis'. She appeared on stage at the Royal Court, had her first solo show and, despite warning women listeners to The Public Ear that 'the more we allow ourselves to think of marriage as the only aim in life, the more we allow ourselves to be slaves to domesticity,' she got married. 'I was rather surprised when I did it,' she told Dunn, and many others were surprised too. She had known the literary agent Clive Goodwin for ten days and the wedding at Chelsea Register Office was kept secret from her parents, most of her friends and Philip Saville, the married man with whom she was having an affair. Opinions at the time and since have varied as to why she did it. She told Dunn that Goodwin made her laugh and was the only man who had ever accepted her 'intellectually'. She also said that having a married lover was frustrating. 'You're kind of sitting in your little box of a room waiting for a phone call ... and it's lovely, you know, and then they put you safely back in your box and they go home to children or something like that ... and it just got to a peak when I thought, "Well, this is just incredibly boring" and I happened to meet Clive.'
Kristal balances the various recollections. Saville, a television director described by his son as an 'epic womaniser', gave a self-serving account of a suspiciously well-constructed scene in which, having begun to find Boty tiresome 'as she wanted a commitment', he came home from rehearsals for Hamlet and, leaning towards his wife to kiss her, was slapped in the face and shown a telegram reading 'BY THE TIME YOU READ THIS IS I WILL BE MARRIED TO CLIVE. PLEASE FORGIVE ME.' The reader is more inclined to believe Boty's sister-in-law Bridget, the most illuminating contributor to the Gazelli volume, who sees an element of desperation in the sudden move. 'I think the other lot,' Bridget says, meaning the London friends, 'have got it just a bit wrong about what Pauline was like. I think she was quite a frightened person. She had a lot to be lonely or sad about.' Boty's fear, the sense of being trapped in a box, found expression in her identification with Marilyn Monroe, which intensified as press coverage continued to focus on her as what Men Only called 'a pet, darling and symbol' of Pop Art. In a profile of Boty the magazine cropped the nude photographs to leave out most of the paintings. Boshier said he had never seen her cry so much as when Marilyn died. What she called 'the whole idea of hipsterism ... being completely open all the time' was becoming its own kind of trap, and convention, in the form of marriage, was a way out.
Goodwin was an activist on the left, editor of the radical magazine Black Dwarf, and Boty, as she began to move more in his literary and political circles, seemed to her old friends to be painting less. Whether she would have returned to art or persisted with acting, as she sometimes said she wanted to, is impossible to tell. In most people's lives the early twenties are years of experiment. How fast things were changing in Boty's life and in her mind is evident in the interview with Dunn. In the first session she said that she had never wanted children or a conventional family life. When she found herself pregnant she told Dunn that she wanted to add to the interview. 'At first I was terrified,' she said. She was afraid of losing her freedom, daunted by the thought of creating a new life. But then 'everything in you works towards you wanting it ... although it was an accident I'm secretly more pleased about it than I could ever admit.' That was June 1965 and although the pregnancy proceeded normally, tests revealed abnormalities, leading to a diagnosis of thymoma, a rare but dangerous cancer once metastasised. Treatment would necessitate aborting the pregnancy and this Boty declined to do. Kristal has a chapter on 'Pauline's choice' in which he weighs the reasons for it and the conflicting memories and opinions of her friends. Perhaps it was the horror of the first abortion, the lingering effect of a Catholic upbringing, the fact that treatment might not work and that even if it did, radiotherapy would make her infertile. No doubt these were factors but the drive towards maternity that she described to Dunn was perhaps decisive. Her daughter, Boty Goodwin, was born on 12 February 1966, then after a few days sent to Pauline's parents so that the treatment could begin. It was unsuccessful and on 1 July she died. Her husband had found it difficult to visit her in her last days and it was Albert who registered her death. Under 'Occupation' he entered: 'Wife of Clive Goodwin a Literary Agent', one last victory for Carshalton values.
Boty's story in itself is poignant. What followed became more like Jacobean tragedy. Goodwin's career flourished. Though he was shattered by the loss of his wife he threw himself into his work, expanding the film and TV side of the agency while continuing with his activism, investing in The Rocky Horror Show and keeping Black Dwarf afloat. In 1977 he went to Hollywood to put together his biggest film deal to date. Reds, directed by and starring Warren Beatty, is the story of the American journalist John Reed, who was radicalised by his coverage of the Bolshevik Revolution. While in Los Angeles Goodwin suffered a brain haemorrhage in the lobby of the Beverly Wilshire hotel. The hotel called the police, telling them he was drunk. Left in the drunk tank he died in the night. Tony Garnett lodged a wrongful death complaint on behalf of Goodwin's 11-year-old daughter. Beatty supported the case with his own lawyers and gave evidence to the effect that Goodwin was on the cusp of major financial success. In 1983 a substantial settlement was reached, enabling Boty to buy a flat in London.
Young, wealthy and isolated, Boty floundered somewhat. Her upbringing had been disjointed, spent between her grandparents, who called her 'Katy' and had never understood Pauline, and Clive, who couldn't bear to talk about her. Boty was good-looking, though in a different style from her mother, with red hair and a round face. She was talented but also, according to an early friend, unsurprisingly 'quite compartmentalised'. One of the compartments was heroin. Boty's adult life was spent between London and Los Angeles, where she enrolled to study painting at CalArts. The drugs got worse, but after the visit to England during which her mother's paintings emerged, thanks to Bridget, from store in Albert's bungalow and were shown to Mellor, Boty stopped using. 'She was very, very proud,' Abigail Thaw remembers, 'excited that her mother's paintings were going to have some kind of recognition.' Back at CalArts she enrolled in a postgraduate creative writing course and was off heroin. On 10 November 1995, she gave her graduation presentation. It went well and afterwards she 'chose to reward herself', as Kristal puts it, with a few drugs and to stay in her studio overnight. Her body was found there three days later. Accident, suicide or, as Kristal suggests, bad luck: 'She rolled the dice and came up snake eyes.'
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On RFK Jr
Deborah Friedell

1614 wordsRobert F. Kennedy Jr  was nine years old on 22 November 1963 when his mother told him that 'a bad man shot Uncle Jack.' He was fourteen, asleep at boarding school, when his father was assassinated at a hotel in Los Angeles. He became used to the sound of people weeping everywhere he went, no matter what he did. He looked so much like his father that 'even fifty years after his death, people cry when they see my face.' On aeroplanes he could expect to be upgraded, or at least to have 'flight attendants smuggle me first-class meals in coach'. In restaurants, 'waiters refuse to give me a cheque. Even toll collectors on highways, who will never see me again, refuse to take my money.' They often tell him what he already knows: 'Robert F. Kennedy was the greatest president that America never had.' In his memoir, American Values: Lessons I Learned from My Family (2018), RFK Jr remembers the way he felt just a few months before his father was killed, when Lyndon Johnson announced that he wouldn't seek re-election in 1968, clearing the path for RFK to 'reclaim the throne in memory of his brother'. Once again there was going to be a Kennedy in the White House.
'We're going to win,' I said to myself for the first time. 'The war will be over in January. Our soldiers are coming home. Instead of building million-dollar bombers, our country will spend that money constructing schools and health centres and rebuilding our cities.' All the things I had heard my father talk about were about to come true. He would restore America's moral standing, revitalise the cities and make the poor a part of our democracy. Suddenly I believed it was all possible - and so did a lot of other people.

All of which is the reason - RFK Jr now believes - the CIA had him killed. In his retelling of American history, the Kennedy family has been locked into an intergenerational war with the agency almost since its founding: it is the 'dark force infiltrating American politics and business, unseen by the public and out of reach of democracy and the justice system', an 'enemy within' that poses a 'greater threat to our country than any foreign enemy', all the more insidious because its agents look and sound like ordinary Americans, coaching Little League, shopping at Target. He thinks that President Kennedy died because he was too much his own man, refusing to do the agency's bidding in Cuba and East Asia. 'The CIA's murder of my uncle was a successful coup d'etat from which our democracy has never recovered.' And since his father was on to them - RFK Jr claims that the 'first thing he was going to do' as president was 'to remove the clandestine services from the CIA and make the CIA what it was supposed to be, which was an intelligence gathering organisation' - they had to get rid of him too, ushering in the Nixon presidency and all our woe.
As far as Kennedy assassinations go, the murder of RFK has always seemed relatively straightforward. More than seventy people - hotel staff, campaign staff, supporters, journalists, ineffectual security guards, the editor of the Paris Review - were in the kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel with Sirhan Sirhan when he shot RFK with a .22 calibre revolver. (Eyes were on him because he first yelled: 'Kennedy, you son of a bitch!') It was the first anniversary of the Six-Day War and Sirhan, a Palestinian refugee, later confessed that he'd become 'enraged at the gloating at which the Jewish community in Los Angeles was carrying on in celebration of that victory over the Arabs'. RFK had made a campaign promise to provide the Israeli military with fighter jets, 'instruments of death and destruction against my people. I am not going to accept that, and never will I accept or acquiesce to it.' RFK Jr thinks that Sirhan might have attempted to shoot his father, but the bullet that actually killed him was fired by a 'CIA asset' hiding in the crowd. Another theory is that Sirhan Sirhan really did kill his father, but that he had been brainwashed by the CIA into doing it. In any case, RFK Jr thinks that the agency has only grown more vicious, 'metastasised like a cancer, to threaten the very democracy and national security that it was commissioned to safeguard'. He blames the CIA for the Russian invasion of Ukraine and suggests (in his book The Wuhan Cover-Up) that the CIA is part of the cartel responsible for the spread of Covid-19.
RFK Jr doesn't say when he figured all this out. It's as though he's always known. After his father died, he became an alcoholic and, for many years, a heroin addict. (He was also, his biographer Jerry Oppenheimer suggests, a sex addict who sometimes preyed on women; RFK Jr himself has written that his 'greatest defect' is his possession by 'lust demons'.) A neurological disorder affects his voice - he can't talk without sounding like he's choking. 'I have cognitive problems, clearly,' he said under oath twelve years ago, suggesting that the cause was probably a brain-eating parasite. But he didn't give up hope that he might one day run for president: 'to pick up the flag' where his father dropped it. He's never run for political office before. For much of his career he was an environmental lawyer, though he is quick to assure voters that he doesn't buy into the 'climate change orthodoxy', which he says is a plot to curtail civil liberties. For the last few years he's run an anti-vaccine disinformation group called Children's Health Defence - its main claim to fame is having caused a deadly Samoan measles epidemic in 2019. When the coronavirus pandemic began, he must have realised his moment had come. He created a podcast and took to social media. 'Covid-19 is targeted to attack Caucasians and Black people,' he claimed. 'The people who are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese.' Vaccines were causing autism; tap water was making kids transgender. The National Institutes of Health, the Gates Foundation, Google, the New York Times, the Lancet and the New England Journal of Medicine were all deliberately derailing access to life-saving drugs, and were working to prolong the pandemic in order to impose vaccines on a captive population. It was hard to keep up with his many claims, each more batshit than the next, though many of them are helpfully compiled in his book The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health (2021).
Sometime after RFK Jr stood in front of the Lincoln Memorial and insisted that American anti-vaxxers were more imperilled than Holocaust victims - 'even in Hitler's Germany you could cross the Alps into Switzerland. You could hide in an attic, like Anne Frank did' - Republican megadonors encouraged him to run against Biden in the Democratic primary and put more than $25 million into his SuperPac. There was a rumour that Donald Trump, in thrall to Camelot glamour, became so enamoured of a 'Trump-Kennedy' bumper sticker that he asked RFK Jr to be his running mate; RFK Jr says that the Trump team offered him the role, which Trump has denied. He's now running as a third-party candidate; his billionaire running mate, the ex-wife of a Google co-founder, seems to be content to bankroll his campaign until the end. Democrats still haven't recovered from the 2000 election, when nice lefty pro-seatbelt Ralph Nader won 97,488 votes in Florida, which Al Gore lost by 537 votes. RFK Jr is now polling around 10 per cent - much better than Nader, who took less than 3 per cent of the vote - though at the moment pollsters can't agree on which candidate he hurts more. Biden is trying not to lose votes to RFK Jr by making campaign advertisements featuring the many Kennedys who are endorsing him: Chris Kennedy, RFK Jr's brother, calls Biden 'the RFK of his generation'. For his part, Trump has been calling RFK Jr a 'radical left lunatic' and a 'fake anti-vaxxer' and is trying to cut into his base by promising that 'from day one' he'll cut federal funding for schools with vaccine mandates.
Which Americans find RFK Jr most appealing? He has a strong claim on the conspiracists, the 16 per cent of Americans who agree with the statement that 'the government, media and financial worlds in the US are controlled by a group of Satan-worshipping paedophiles who run a global child sex trafficking operation.' He also hopes to capture independents - by far the largest voting bloc in the country (about 49 per cent of the electorate) - who don't feel they have a home in either of the major parties and aren't wild about Trump or Biden. RFK Jr is pro-organised labour, hard to pin down on abortion, pro-Putin, and claims to be the most pro-Israel candidate in the race (he's said that the Palestinians are 'the most pampered people by international aid organisations in the history of the world'). He's in favour of a higher minimum wage, higher taxes on the wealthy, the legalisation of marijuana and is opposed to gun control.
But mainly he's counting on the multitudes who've always loved his family to come out for him. Norman Mailer thought that the Kennedys 'seemed magical because they were a little better than they should have been, and so gave promise of making America a little better than it ought to be'. But they weren't, and they don't.
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Bears in Awe
Jordan Kisner

2720 wordsAs in a fairy tale 
, a girl is running through a dark wood. She owns nothing in her own right: her boots were stolen off the corpse of a smallpox victim; her leather gloves were taken from her mistress. She doesn't even have a proper name. In the poorhouse where she once lived, she was called Lamentations. The aristocratic mistress to whom she was later sent as a pet called her Zed, after the little monkey she replaced. For much of her life, she has simply been referred to as Girl. As she runs through the wilderness, she begins to make up names for the trees and plants she passes and makes a discovery: 'Naming them, she was suddenly able to pluck them out with her eyes from the mass of other trees. Naming, she understood, made things more visible.'
 Without a name the girl feels as though she is 'walking through the world unskinned'. She realises she can change this; she can name herself. This is what Adam must have felt, she thinks of her strange elation. When she names the black flies she sees Hellspecks, she exercises a kind of mastery over them; she feels powerful. But she can come up with no word to describe herself. She keeps running, she forgets.
 This scene comes about halfway through Lauren Groff's fifth novel, The Vaster Wilds, the bones of which are so simple - even stark - that you would think it couldn't possibly work. One character, one action: a girl running through the woods. But that austere frame is full of meaning because of who is running and why: the girl is a dark-skinned servant running through unsettled woods in America. She is running from the colony at Jamestown, Virginia in the late winter of 1609-10, at the peak of the settlement's 'starving time', and from the handsome but violent Protestant minister to whom she was indentured. The land she's running through is home to the Powhatan. She wants nothing to do with them, fearing them as she has been taught to do. She's hoping to run far enough north that she finds the French, who may be 'papists' but at least are not 'heathens'.
 This tiny, starved body running through the woods takes on allegorical proportions. She is the servant who runs from the cruel master; the woman who runs from the man who rapes her; the European who runs from a broken society and takes a chance on 'wilderness'; the coloniser blindly penetrating new territory; the Christian having a first unmediated encounter with Creation. 'Glory pulsed in her gut; she, a nobody, a nothing, going farther than any man of Europe had yet gone in this place so new to their eyes.' Suddenly, Groff's premise seems not so much sparse as epic. Her themes are epic too: empire, domination, the natural world, language, consciousness, God.
 One might expect the novel to conform to certain narrative conventions: the girl will find the French, form a relationship with the Powhatan, run into another refugee, decide to settle somewhere and forge a new life. But Groff seems less interested in plot than in the way stream of consciousness can take on the quality of a parable, depending on whose consciousness you're streaming. Her previous book, Matrix (2021), was also a historical novel that focused on one woman's mind. It tells the story of Marie, an exiled member of the court of Eleanor of Aquitaine, who is appointed abbess of a remote and failing convent. But where Matrix is fleet of foot, even glancing, skipping past whole decades of its protagonist's life, The Vaster Wilds is close to the ground: every dirt clod, passing thought, night terror, flash of fever and aching muscle is registered.
 Groff has framed the two novels as the first and second instalments in what she calls a 'loose triptych'. Both offer psychological portraits of isolated women in pressurised situations, sorting out their relationships to power, nature and God. Marie is a noble-born atheist who - in the course of aggregating power and wealth to her abbey - becomes a believer, receiving visions from God that underwrite her unorthodox, expansionist attitude. She is aroused by her closeness to divinity: 'Of her own mind and hands she has shifted the world. She's made something new. This feeling is the thrill of creation.'
 In The Vaster Wilds the nameless girl in the forest starts out as a true believer and remains, throughout her life, a member of the 'meek' who might ostensibly inherit the earth: 'She was a mote, a speck, a floating windborne fleck of dust.' Perhaps because of this humility, she can see with clarity the evils of the project into which she has been dragged. She knows that the colonisation effort the minister has joined in Jamestown is stained with cruelty, ego and violence. Her instincts are critical. When she hears stories about Powhatan women who trap, torture and kill English men who rape them, she does not conclude that the women are vile, as she is supposed to do. She knows what unprovoked violence feels like and understands the responses it is likely to elicit. She too has been deemed less than human, merely a resource for men like the minister to use, abuse, discard or kill.
 The girl is an outsider, more comfortable with the dangers of the wilderness than the society she's fleeing. This makes her an archetypal character of American survivalist literature, not to mention the vast mythos of the western frontier. Fleeing corruption, violence and the repercussions of an unspecified but haunting crime, she has the odds stacked against her. The woods are indifferent to her presence, bound to kill her through some combination of predators, starvation and cold. The novel lavishes attention on the mechanics of dealing with deprivation, the effort and ingenuity it takes to do something like pulverise and consume the soft insides of tree bark. She navigates these trials more or less successfully - repairing her boots, catching fish, foraging for berries and so on. She even manages to weave a basket out of dried reeds and construct a shelter sturdy enough to weather an ice storm.
 The longer the girl spends in the woods, the more convinced she becomes that the European Christian worldview exemplified by the minister is predicated on fallacies and corruption. Even the game she plays, inventing names for what she sees, reveals itself to have biblical roots and sinister implications:
 Name after name, Adam felt his dominion tipping into domination until he believed that he owned the world by naming the things in it and that all the things of the world were his to do with as he wished. 
 This was how adults granted power to themselves over babies, and how babies without understanding surrendered themselves to adults until they were old enough to name others. How, in coming to this country, her fellow Englishmen believed they were naming this place and this people for the first time, and how it conferred upon them dominion here in this place, although, she was now surprised at her thought, surely the people of this place had their own names for things. But one name takes precedence over another, and so the wheel of power turned. 

 This is a profound insight for her, if somewhat didactically formulated. As the days pass, a combination of pain - her feet are black and oozing, her head is badly wounded, she's starving to death - and the indifferent majesty of her surroundings begins to transform her Christian feeling into ecstatic animism. Though she is suffering, she is also, in this encounter with the world, more awake. Epiphanies arrive in the form of fish:
 There was something in the shining glimpse, the liquid black eye of the fish gazing up at her as it passed out of the shadow into the light that made her say, Yes, aloud, and gasp. There was an element in the trembling intensity of this vision so unlike the other most dazzling moments of her life that, for a breath, it pierced the little cloud of dullness in which she normally moved through her days. And it seemed to her that she could almost see something now moving beneath the everyday, the daily, the grey and oppressive stuff of the self, something more like an intricate geometry that lived beneath the surface of the material world. And this swift and gorgeous and too-rare strike to the heart was just like when one of the goldsmith's apprentices beat and beat at a tiny lump of gold until all across the marble table on which they worked an astonishing thin gold leaf spread outwards; the vividest moments were when the leaf tore and one could see the cold sharp veins of the marble before the leaf was healed again by beating. 

Here Groff seems to be drawing from American Transcendentalists - the girl, a nobody, observes nature like Emerson's transparent eyeball - and various European poets. This passage recalls John Donne ('like gold to airy thinness beat') and Gerard Manley Hopkins's 'instress', the term he used to describe the act of witnessing and recognising the 'inscape' - or holy and unique quality - of all natural phenomena.
 The girl infuses Christian morality into her shocks of instress. 'It is a moral failure to miss the profound beauty of the world, said the voice in her mind. Yes, she said aloud, for now she did see the sin in full.' Groff's syntax moves between an approximation of 17th-century English and a sharper, more contemporary style. Snatches of remembered dialogue sometimes seem to come straight out of Shakespeare ('Methinks I spy something Moorish in her make,' someone says, looking at the girl's skin). The girl's internal monologue occasionally corresponds to principles of 17th-century grammar ('she was unlettered but was deep devout'), but at other times she sounds like the narrator of any 21st-century novel (she thinks many things to herself 'grimly'). Her inner language system may be all over the place, but when she is looking closely at nature we see Groff's lyricism at its most commanding: 'It seemed that the hail had been a freak finger of ice in the clouds poking inland from the ocean, pointing down at the girl herself.'
 Groff's goal seems to be less an unmaking of Christianity than a call to spiritual attention, particularly towards the non-human world. She has said that one of her favourite pieces of writing is a famous passage from Middlemarch:
 And we do not expect people to be deeply moved by what is not unusual. That element of tragedy which lies in the very fact of frequency has not yet wrought itself into the coarse emotion of mankind. And perhaps our frames could hardly bear much of it. If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow, and the squirrel's heartbeat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. 

Groff's interest, in both Matrix and The Vaster Wilds, seems to be training a reader to pay attention, even when it's painful. The girl can be a standard-bearer for this message - her interiority can deliver it - precisely because she is one of the overlooked 'not unusual' things of the world, unimportant and, on inspection, extraordinary. If there is a catechism in the alternative theology that Groff is building, its first question is: what are you not seeing? The answer: almost everything.
Like The Vaster Wilds, Matrix is narrated in the close third person, but often we become aware of an omniscient narrator alongside the protagonist, who observes her as she makes her way through the world and sees the bigger picture as she cannot. After Marie remakes the forest around the abbey into a labyrinth which unwanted challengers to her authority cannot penetrate, she looks on her creation with satisfaction. The omniscient narrator interjects:
 What she does not see behind her is the disturbance her nuns have left in the forest, the families of squirrels, of dormice, of voles, of badgers, of stoats who have been chased in confusion from their homes, the trees felled that held green woodpeckers, the pine martens, the mistle thrushes and the long-tailed tits, the woodcocks and capercaillies chased from their nests, the willow warbler vanished in panic from these lands for the time being; it will take a half century to lure these tiny birds back. She sees only the human stamp upon the place. She considers it good. 

 In Matrix the human tendency to see things only in part dooms the characters to miss what is truly good. Something similar is suggested in The Vaster Wilds. At one pivotal moment, the girl is hiding in a cave near a waterfall and glimpses a huge bear that has stopped to rest nearby. Were she among her own people, she would never get this close to such an animal: it would be killed. But now, invisible and alone, she watches the bear as it sits and gazes at the water playing over the rocks with an expression on its face that she understands to be awe. The girl is stunned. 'For if a bear could feel awe, then a bear could certainly know God ... and this thought made her shake, for if the gospel was changeable between species, then God was not immoveable. Then God was changeable according to the body God spoke through.' She keeps thinking until, terrified, she realises: 'Perhaps God is all. Perhaps God already lived within all.' And if God is all and everywhere, she thinks, then God is also nothing and nowhere, 'a nought, an abscess, a great and teeming hole'.
 This hole, the girl thinks, is the vacuum that the men of her culture are hoping to fill; they 'grew up twisted inside around this nothing' and became intent on dominating the world to escape it. As her journey continues, she grows more ideologically alienated from mankind, more aligned with the woods around her. This trajectory is framed as a kind of spiritual purification and she begins to have eschatological visions, like medieval saints and martyrs whose sufferings elevated their insight (another recurrent interest of Groff's). What she sees is the end of the world of man: 'All the human noises in her city diminished to silence, the bells stopped pealing.' This future is brutal, 'kites screaming and pecking at the bodies of the dead', but also Edenic, a restoration to a prelapsarian time. Or not so much prelapsarian as prehuman: 'In ten years, all traces of human habitation in the counties of the world would be grown over with vegetation and the animals gambolling, delighted without the greatest palest predator to stop them. And Eden would overtake the world and the mistake of man would be forgot.' The girl does not mind that this would require her erasure too. Even enlightened, she cannot escape what she is: a human, an intruder on the land.
 Groff is not telling a new story - in fact, it's a very old one - but it's inflected by the anxieties and politics of the present moment. Would it have been better if humans just ... vanished? At what point was it too late to stop the machinery of the Anthropocene that now seems certain to destroy the world? Groff's parables locate the seeds of this as far back as 17th-century colonialism, and even the convents of 12th-century Europe. The fear we have now is as old as fairy tales, just as frightening and just as simple. The question Groff poses is whether we understand the story we're in, whether we can correctly name our own place in it.
 'And is there nothing that you could have done to change the final shape of your story?' a hallucinated voice asks the girl. She replies with another question, or pair of questions: 'I who was born nothing and am nothing? With this small body and this small life?' In this parable the girl realises that, despite her situation, there was something she could have done. But by the time she figures this out, the story is over.
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In Need of a New Myth
Eric Foner

3510 wordsIt hardly qualifies  as news today that the United States, the world's foremost economic and military power, suffers from a political and cultural malaise. Americans are deeply sceptical of once well-regarded institutions such as universities, the media and the public health system, and do not trust the functioning of democratic politics. The economy is characterised by entrenched inequality, and intense polarisation between the parties makes it all but impossible to address long-term problems such as climate change. In A Great Disorder, the historian Richard Slotkin argues that the crisis is, however, essentially cultural rather than economic or political. Among the contributors to the steadily intensifying 'culture wars' between 'red' and 'blue' states, and between rural and urban communities, Slotkin identifies the banking crisis of 2007-8, the Covid pandemic and changes in the racial and ethnic make-up of the American population. To these familiar culprits he adds a deeper problem: a lack of unifying 'national myths' that embody shared views of the country's history and future. 'The loss of a common national story,' Slotkin writes at the outset, 'is central to the contemporary crisis.' Myths that sought to explain American history and chart a path to the future once helped to bind the country together. Today, they are absorbed into the culture wars, reflecting divergent understandings of foundational American values and clashing definitions of which groups constitute 'real' Americans. Is it just a coincidence that one of this spring's most popular films was called Civil War?
My dictionary defines 'myth' as both a popular tradition that embodies core social values and an 'unfounded or false' idea. The word hints at intentional distortion of the truth. But truth is more or less beside the point in Slotkin's discussion of myths. He is neither asking Americans to embrace demonstrable falsehoods as a way of restoring a lost sense of national unity nor demanding that unifying narratives embody only verifiable facts about the country's past. 'As I use the term,' he writes, 'myths are the stories - true, untrue, half-true - that ... provide an otherwise loosely affiliated people with models of patriotic action.' Such common beliefs are more important in the US than elsewhere, since compared with other nations the country lacks traditional underpinnings of patriotic nationalism such as a shared ethnocultural identity, a long-established history and a powerful and threatening neighbour. In a more unified nation, people of different political persuasions would seize on myths as ready-made paradigms which help make sense of events. In A Great Disorder, Slotkin explores the emergence and evolution of the 'foundational' myths that have helped define American culture.
Slotkin is a prolific historian, best known for his trilogy of books on the 'Myth of the Frontier' (he always capitalises the names of the myths he analyses): Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860 (1973); The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the Age of Industrialisation, 1800-1890 (1985); and Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in 20th-Century America (1992). Unusually, he has also written accounts of Civil War battles that have won praise for their command of military strategy. As these titles suggest, Slotkin is particularly interested in the way the frontier experience shaped American identity, citing, for example, a tendency to settle differences by violence. Over the course of the country's history the conquest of the West was widely understood as a battle between civilisation and barbarism. 'Savage war' - combat via massacres that did not spare women, children and non-combatants - came to be seen as unavoidable. As Frederick Douglass pointed out, however, it was not always easy to discern which side was which. In view of the horrors of slavery, Douglass said in his speech on the meaning of the Fourth of July to Black Americans in 1852, the US could be said to be guilty of 'crimes that would disgrace a nation of savages'.
Slotkin's new book is a sequel to and extension of his earlier trilogy. The Myth of the Frontier remains central to his account, but other myths make an appearance, among them the Myth of the Founders, the belief that the American nation was created by a unique generation of statesmen, who produced a governing structure that enabled the US to balance liberty and order while mostly avoiding the ideological conflicts experienced by European nations. Impressively, he brings his discussion of national myths all the way to the present, exploring the visions of America's history and future delineated by today's radical right.
Slotkin devotes more attention than in his earlier work to the division of the US into distinct societies based on slave and free labour and the way national myths failed to prevent the country from plunging into internecine warfare. Each region, he shows, developed its own variant of the Myths of the Frontier and the Founding, making it difficult for these myths to smooth over the nation's internal differences. The Civil War, he writes, 'was above all a culture war', and he presents a persuasive discussion of the part played by a clash of regional cultures in helping to bring about the conflict. Southern culture before the Civil War, Slotkin writes, rested primarily on racism, which he describes as 'the division of Black and white, slave and free, into different orders of humanity'. What did this mean for the Myth of the Founding, which, as an aspiration if not in practice, took as its basic premise Jefferson's words in the Declaration of Independence, 'All men are created equal'? Eventually, Slotkin argues, leaders of the slave South concluded that Jefferson had simply been wrong, a conviction made plain by Confederate vice president Alexander H. Stephens in his 'cornerstone speech' of 1861, which insisted that inequality, not equality, was a 'law of nature' and the foundation of social order. Another expression of this revised Myth of the Founding could be found in the Supreme Court's Dred Scott decision in 1857, which, Slotkin points out, claimed to be an exercise in what today is called judicial 'originalism'. Chief Justice Roger B. Taney's infamous pronouncement in Dred Scott that Black persons had 'no rights which the white man is bound to respect' purported to reflect the founders' racial views at the time the Constitution was written.
White Southerners' efforts to redefine the Myth of the Founding along pro-slavery lines opened the door for the emergence of an anti-slavery movement which claimed its own descent from the revolutionary generation. Slotkin offers the examples of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln. In his 1852 speech, Douglass chastised the nation for failing to live up to the founders' egalitarian creed. Eleven years later, in the midst of the Civil War, Lincoln began the Gettysburg Address by claiming that the founders had intended the nation to embody 'the proposition that all men are created equal'.
The Civil War, Slotkin writes, gave rise to no fewer than three distinct myths: the Myth of Liberation, embodied in slave emancipation; the Myth of White Reunion, which depicted the war as a battle of brother against brother in which both sides could retrospectively take pride; and the Lost Cause, a glorification of the Old South and a legitimation of the system of segregation and disenfranchisement put in place, with northern acquiescence, in the 1890s. During Reconstruction, the US embarked on a remarkable, if short-lived, experiment in interracial democracy, an attempt to remake the body politic so as to bring to fruition the Myth of Liberation. The violent overthrow of Reconstruction put an end to this effort. The Lost Cause soon became deeply entrenched in American culture, North as well as South. As Slotkin points out, the Myths of the Frontier and the Lost Cause were 'mutually reinforcing'. Both were premised on the necessity of rule by white Americans over non-white peoples, at home and overseas.
More than in his previous books, Slotkin in A Great Disorder sees national myths as contested, evolving and sometimes self-contradictory. Thus the nationwide dissemination of the Lost Cause in the late 19th and early 20th centuries left space for the emergence of a more egalitarian vision. This, however, didn't take hold until during and after the Second World War. Before then, the New Deal generated widespread support for the idea of government promotion of economic security for ordinary Americans. But, Slotkin writes, partly because of the strength of Southern segregationists in the Democratic party, the New Deal failed to produce a myth powerful enough to overcome the idea that the nation was meant to be a 'white man's republic', which had exerted a strong hold on American culture since the Gilded Age and Progressive era. Many developments in addition to the overthrow of Reconstruction contributed to this racialisation of nationhood, among them revulsion against the influx of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe; the final military defeat of the Plains Indians; and the acquisition of an overseas American empire as a result of the Spanish-American War. The list of 'savage' enemies who posed a danger to society came to include not only immigrants, Indians and emancipated slaves, but workers who engaged in strikes and, improbably, advocates of women's suffrage.
Slotkin points to three crises in the years 1876 and 1877: the abandonment of the last Southern Reconstruction governments, a national railroad strike, and the annihilation of General George Armstrong Custer and his men by warriors of the Lakota Sioux and other Native American nations (Custer's Last Stand). Each was seen as a battle in which more primitive people stood in the way of national progress. Increasingly, divisions along the lines of class, race and gender now defined American 'ethnonationalism'. Although the conquest of the West was a collective endeavour, Slotkin discerns an individualist underpinning to the Myth of the Frontier. As evidence, he turns to Hollywood, describing films and television series in which a lone gunman imposes order on a chaotic community, echoing, perhaps, the self-appointed global role of the United States during much of the 20th century. (These echoes of the Myth of the Frontier in popular culture include the 1950s movies High Noon and Shane, and the television series The Lone Ranger and Have Gun, Will Travel.)
In Slotkin's account, after a long period in which it shaped national identity, the racist ethnonationalism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries gave way to an egalitarian Myth of the Good War. Partly to heighten the distinction between the United States and Nazi tyranny, partly as a way of generating support for the war among the descendants of recent immigrants, the federal government promoted the idea that the US stood for pluralism and democracy. Racism was the enemy's philosophy and Allied victory would lead to a peace in which FDR's 'four freedoms' were enjoyed throughout the world. The Myth of the Good War received its most influential articulation, according to Slotkin, in what he calls 'platoon movies'. These depicted multicultural American fighting units as harmonious cross-sections of society (even though the actual army, indeed society at large, remained rigidly segregated). However much these movies were divorced from reality, Slotkin believes that they promoted racial and religious toleration and helped lay the groundwork for the emergence of the Myth of the Movement, an outgrowth of the triumph of the non-violent civil rights revolution and the mobilisation of other groups inspired by its success. According to this myth, the nation's purpose lay not so much in what had been accomplished as in the agendas based on different versions of equality that had yet to be fulfilled. In official rhetoric and Hollywood's myth-making machine, tolerance succeeded white supremacy as the defining quality of American culture and politics.
Meanwhile, during the Cold War, the Myth of the Frontier was refashioned, so that the frontier was now seen as a gateway to world power and economic abundance. (John F. Kennedy's reference to a 'new frontier' in his speech accepting the Democratic nomination for president in 1960 carried this implication.) The myth of a West dominated by small family farms (Jefferson's vision of the future) had already given way to the idea that the region was home to what Slotkin calls 'bonanza capitalism', the possibility of instant riches derived from successive gold rushes, a burgeoning oil industry and railroad construction. Slotkin makes the interesting point that the eastern press reported on Custer's Last Stand by invoking the ready-made paradigm of a battle for the defence of civilisation, leaving virtually unmentioned the corporate economic interests that had drawn the army into the Black Hills where Custer met his death - railroad development and the discovery of gold on land guaranteed in perpetuity to Indigenous peoples. As always, the Myth of the West carried with it intimations of violence. Slotkin does not beat about the bush: he calls Indian removal an example of 'ethnic cleansing'.
Slotkin is, of course, hardly the first to identify the presence of the frontier and westward expansion more generally as key dynamics in the evolution of American culture. Over a century ago, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner insisted that the experience of exerting control over the frontier fundamentally shaped the American character. I vividly recall Richard Hofstadter's remark in a graduate seminar at Columbia University that Turner's 'frontier thesis' was the only truly original idea ever developed by a historian of the United States. (Hofstadter, however, a confirmed urbanite, did not think much of what he called the Western 'agrarian myth', which he identified with less than praiseworthy elements of American culture including antisemitism and a penchant for conspiratorial thinking.) But Slotkin's West is different from Turner's. Those influenced by the latter often left the impression - sometimes expressed in quasi-sexual imagery - that the West was an empty space waiting to be conquered and exploited. Compare with Slotkin's trilogy, for example, the titles of influential works on this theme such as Virgin Land by Henry Nash Smith and Perry Miller's Errand into the Wilderness. Slotkin makes clear that the conquest of the West resulted from violence, not persuasion.
In the Cold War years, many scholars aligned with the emerging discipline of American studies sought to ascertain what was distinctive about American culture and history. Daniel Boorstin pointed to a pragmatic temperament that led Americans to reject ideological debates and get down to the business of scientific and economic advancement. Louis Hartz and Hofstadter wrote about an all-encompassing liberal consensus. Boorstin celebrated that consensus; both Hofstadter and Hartz deplored it, believing it made it impossible for the society to develop new ideas.
Scholars of American studies anticipated Slotkin in pointing to the importance of 'myths and symbols' in the shaping of American culture and in homing in on the West as the foundation of American development. What makes American studies distinctive is the wide range of source material it deploys, including films, novels, music, artefacts of popular culture and the like. As in other disciplines, the Vietnam War and civil rights movement threw into question the quest for a single 'American mind' (the title of an influential book by Henry Steele Commager). The field fragmented, as society itself seemed to be doing. Under these circumstances, younger, more politically active American studies scholars asked whether 'myth' was a sufficient framework for understanding American culture. Some turned to political economy to understand the American past and present. Today, countless universities are home to 'studies' departments of all kinds: American studies, African American studies, women's studies, Native American studies, cultural studies - the list goes on. The word 'studies' is a way of announcing an interdisciplinary approach. Slotkin's work foresaw and influenced these developments.
In his final chapters, Slotkin enters the current era. He presents a well-informed analysis of the origins of today's culture war politics, focused on disputes over immigration. The electoral success of Barack Obama, despite the radical right's denial of his status as an American citizen, helped to propel the Myth of the Movement forwards. At the same time, it inspired a resurgence of racialised nationalism. This was exemplified in hostility to the idea, written into the Constitution during Reconstruction, of birthright citizenship, and in the spread among conservatives of the 'great replacement' theory, which warns of a liberal conspiracy to flood the country with immigrants unfit for participation in democratic politics. Slotkin examines in detail the ideas of figures who represent various strands - cultural, racial, economic - of today's conservatism, including the Koch brothers, who seem determined to repeal the New Deal; the anti-immigrant extremists Peter Brimelow and Stephen Miller; climate change deniers; adherents of gun culture; and Donald Trump's former attorney general William Barr, who has blamed increased toleration of gay men and lesbians for the supposed moral decay of Western civilisation (channelling Pat Buchanan, who in a speech in 1992 helped to launch the modern culture wars). Given his fixation on a border wall, Trump can be associated with the Myth of the Frontier, although his idea of a frontier seems to begin at Mar-a-Lago. Trump's rise, Slotkin suggests, reflects a merger of the Lost Cause with contemporary ethnonationalism. These ideas must, he insists, be taken seriously. Trump's movement has become the vehicle for an 'authentically American fascism'. 'There is always a feedback loop,' he warns, 'between the dehumanisation of foreign enemies and the dehumanisation of some classes of fellow citizens.'
Where do national myths originate? They do not emerge by happenstance. Rather their creation and spread are an exercise of power. Influential historical actors, from antebellum slaveholders to the moguls of Hollywood and those Slotkin calls the 'political classes', have attempted to develop and disseminate broadly acceptable myths to serve their own interests. Then there are historians, seemingly well positioned to invent and develop new national stories. Each side in the culture war, Slotkin writes, appeals to American history. But historians have not taken on the task of devising a coherent national mythology that can bring unity to a fractured republic. Instead, Slotkin notes with dismay, students in red and blue states are being taught radically different versions of the nation's past. All this, he writes, reflects not simply divergent opinions on specific issues, but 'disagreements about the fundamental character' of American institutions and 'the purposes of the American nation-state'.
Slotkin credits recent 'revisionist historians' for directing attention to the role of racial, class and gender inequalities in the development of American culture. But one gets the impression that he feels the revisionist wave has gone too far. Despite the fact that his own account of the country's history hardly seems overly celebratory, Slotkin chides current historians for failing to recognise that no modern nation-state is lacking in social injustice and for devoting too little attention to American accomplishments, such as persistent - and sometimes successful - efforts to combat inequality. These, he suggests, could become the basis for a new liberal national myth that would underpin the enactment of measures that have been on our national agenda for many decades, among them national health insurance, the right to employment and vigorous public regulation of corporate behemoths, coupled with a tolerant approach to racial and ethnic diversity. In effect, he proposes uniting the politics of the New Deal with the Myth of the Movement. He turns American exceptionalism on its head, pointing out that the same social and political developments that have spawned an authoritarian reaction in the United States have had much the same impact in Europe. In that sense, the US isn't all that different from other countries. Slotkin acknowledges that his proposed 'pluralist national myth' will require ignoring some dark parts of the American experience. But, he believes, a myth focused on the struggles for equality of labour, African Americans and other groups could inspire a renewed sense of national purpose.
Historians, however, do not seem to be heeding Slotkin's call. Instead, having long since abandoned the quest for an elusive liberal consensus, they have published in the past year or so important books that trace the rise of reactionary conservatism. These include Illiberal America by Steven Hahn, Democracy Awakening by Heather Cox Richardson and Jefferson Cowie's Freedom's Dominion.* Scholars, these historians seem to be saying, should now devote themselves to identifying the origins of the current moment, not charting a path to an uncertain future.
The current crisis, according to Slotkin, provides the conditions for emergence of a new national myth. He identifies two possibilities. One, which would turn the clock back to reconstitute the 'cultural Lost Cause', would be a disaster. The second, whose elements have not yet coalesced, would unite the country in favour of a tolerant, more equal tomorrow, in effect linking racial justice with greater economic equality. There is something disarming about Slotkin's optimism that a new national myth can help to provide a solution to our current divisions. But readers may wonder if the role of the historian today is not so much to devise new myths as to piece together a candid appraisal, no matter how alarming, of the fraught moment in which we live.
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War Chariots
Tom Stevenson

2251 wordsThe number  of Trump administration officials who could be called 'very competent' is small, but the former deputy national security adviser Matt Pottinger is one of them. At private school and university in Massachusetts he learned to speak excellent Mandarin, and in the early 2000s worked as the Wall Street Journal's correspondent in China (where he was once punched in the face in a cafe by someone he described as a 'government goon'). He was in New York on 9/11 and, in 2005, joined the US Marines as an intelligence officer after watching a video of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the al-Qaida leader, beheading the American hostage Nicholas Berg. Between tours in Iraq and Afghanistan he studied ways of refining intelligence and counterinsurgency techniques, the old tools of imperial management.
Perhaps inevitably, Pottinger ascended to more comfortable and prestigious perches within the intellectual world of the US right. He is chair of the China programme at the neoconservative Foundation for Defence of Democracies, and a fellow at the right-wing Hoover Institution. He is also an old associate of the far-right Christian nationalist and QAnon supporter Mike Flynn, with whom he worked in Afghanistan when Flynn was head of J2, the intelligence directorate of the Joint Staff, and about whom he continues to speak with affection. After Trump was elected, Pottinger joined the National Security Council as director for Asia. At the height of the Covid pandemic he delivered a twenty-minute address from the White House in near perfect Mandarin. Admittedly, Pottinger was never a true MAGA devotee (he resigned as deputy national security adviser on 6 January 2021 over the Capitol riots). But he says he was proud of Trump's 'foreign policy accomplishments'.
Out of government, Pottinger has devoted himself to agitating for a confrontation between the US and China, often in the pages of Foreign Affairs. He recently published an edited volume, The Boiling Moat: Urgent Steps to Defend Taiwan (Hoover Institution, PS22.95), pushing the argument that the US should prepare for war with China. The book's main recommendation is that the US immediately stockpile large quantities of munitions, especially LRASM air-launched anti-ship missiles, and prepare to fight 'China's Wehrmacht' with a view to making the Taiwan Strait a graveyard for the Chinese navy. Taipei should abandon its plan to acquire more submarines (leave that to the US) and focus on coastal defence, conscription and interoperability with US forces. Japan, Australia, Britain and France should be prepared to help. If all this sounds daunting, Pottinger notes: 'There is evidence already that US support for Ukraine has in some respects improved US procurement for a war with China.'
Pottinger argues that China is the major 'propaganda and diplomatic supporter' of Russia and Iran, and he portrays Xi Jinping as a nefarious totalitarian leader who must be defeated at all costs. The American right has been infatuated with such thinking for some time, though it has rarely had such qualified champions. Still, the democrats under Biden have adopted many of their ideas. Rush Doshi, the former head of China strategy on Biden's National Security Council, recently responded to an article by Pottinger and a co-author in Foreign Affairs by curtly stating that 'they propose steps that the administration is already taking.' Biden has extended the logic of the Trump-era trade war with China. And it was Biden, not Trump, who overturned the decades-long US policy of strategic ambiguity on whether the US would defend Taiwan militarily in the event of an attack from China by publicly stating, four times, that it would.
Should Trump be re-elected in November, there's every chance that Pottinger and other thinkers who favour military confrontation with China - Elbridge Colby, the main author of Trump's 2018 National Defence Strategy; the former national security adviser Robert O'Brien, who describes China as part of an 'axis of anti-American autocracies'; and Robert Lighthizer, the leading Republican trade warrior who speaks of China as a totalitarian state - will return to government. Even in opposition they have influence. And within the US national security establishment, the prospect of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan has become something close to an obsession. In the spring of 2021, the former US commander in the Indo-Pacific, Admiral Philip Davidson, started a fashion among US military figures for predicting when China would invade. Davidson's guess was 2027. He was outdone by the head of the Air Mobility Command, General Mike Minihan, who said his 'gut' told him it would be 2025; Minihan was outdone in turn by the former chief of naval operations Admiral Mike Gilday, who talked of an invasion in 2023. The news sometimes seems to provide support for their position. On 23 May, China began major military exercises around Taiwan that it described as 'punishment' for comments made by the new president in Taipei, Lai Ching-te, in his inauguration speech.
Why must the war be over Taiwan, which since 1972 the US has officially acknowledged is viewed by 'Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait' as a part of China? For advocates of a Sino-American war over Taiwan, the logic is explicitly that the US global empire must be maintained. Taiwan's democracy is mentioned in passing, and there is some Cold War-style blather about China 'propelling autocracy ahead in the contest of global systems'. But the main argument is that Taiwan is a strategic asset to the US. In the popular press, the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company's fabs are described as irreplaceable magic factories at risk of destruction or capture by China. Taiwan accounts for a very large share of global semiconductor production, and TSMC is one of very few companies, along with Samsung, that can make the most advanced three-nanometre chips. But for the most part Pottinger emphasises other reasons for Taiwan's importance. He often brings up General MacArthur's assertion, in 1950, that 'the domination of Formosa' - Taiwan's main island - by an 'unfriendly power' would be a disaster for American strategic interests. If China were to annex Taiwan, they say, it would somehow allow it to 'project power throughout the Pacific, the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic'. How that would be the case, given that the US has a huge naval advantage, is never explained. The stakes, for the advocates of war, are ultimately the US strategic position in East Asia, not chips (which can be made elsewhere) or democracy (in which the US is uninterested).
To invade Taiwan, China's navy would have to make a 180-kilometre crossing of the strait - maybe twelve hours - and then mount an amphibious landing. Taiwan's shallow waters and narrow beaches do not make for easy terrain and surface ships would be vulnerable to missiles, artillery and aircraft on the journey. Taiwan's population and infrastructure is overwhelmingly concentrated on the west of the island. The east of Formosa is a densely forested mountain range - impractical for invading and resupplying. There are no east-west rail tracks and relatively few roads through the mountains. It's not clear that China has enough landing craft to carry hundreds of thousands of soldiers, though it is possible that Chinese military forces could requisition civilian trawlers and roll-on roll-off ferries to help.
The greater problem for China remains the presence of the US navy in the region's waters. US surface ships, like China's, are vulnerable to missile attack. But China has no way to track US nuclear-powered submarines operating in the China seas, and no true equivalents of its own. During an invasion Chinese ships would have to go back and forth across the strait while under attack from undetectable submarines and anti-ship missiles fired by B-1 and B-52 bombers, along with P-8 Poseidon aircraft, which would be out of range of China's air defence systems. Tactically, it is blind: a dispersed invasion fleet would be exposed to submarines; an escorted convoy might help defend against the submarines, but would be vulnerable to air-launched missiles. Pottinger's argument is that the US military has too few advanced missiles and should get to work on mass production.
The idea that openly preparing to fight the Chinese military might increase the risk of a global crisis is dismissed by Pottinger and other advocates of war as a misconception. A Taiwan crisis can only be the result of China's drive to 'build an empire'. Chinese thinkers, unsurprisingly, tend to see things differently. After Antony Blinken, the US secretary of state, visited Beijing last summer, the director of the Centre for American Studies at Fudan University, Wu Xinbo, who advises the Chinese foreign ministry, remarked that the US 'deals with China through what it calls "strategic competition", which is actually containment and suppression'. Chinese officials use stronger language still. At the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore on 1 June, Lieutenant General Jing Jianfeng accused American leaders of 'tying the region's countries to the US war chariot'.
There is no question that China has contributed to the deterioration in relations with the US. Chinese diplomats have been promoting an idiosyncratic reading of General Assembly Resolution 2758, which restored the PRC's seat at the UN's tables in 1971, in order to cajole other countries into referring to Taiwan as a 'province of China'. But to say that China alone has recklessly departed from the status quo is an inadequate account of recent history. It obfuscates fearful US attempts to restrict China's industrial manufacturing economy, which has been the impetus behind much of the deterioration in Sino-US relations. In October 2022, the Biden administration elected to impose an embargo on the transfer of advanced semiconductors to China. Whether the embargo has been effective on its own terms is unclear (at the semiconductor fair Semicon Japan in December, Chinese manufacturers were very well represented). But it was certainly effective in souring the mood between Washington and Beijing.
Half of all US attack submarines are deployed in the Pacific theatre. Pottinger and his supporters want that share to increase and talk about using the submarines to 'sink China's navy'. The US and its allies regularly hold massive military exercises in the Pacific. In March, Taiwan's then defence minister, Chiu Kuo-cheng, confirmed that small numbers of US troops had been sent to the Taiwan-controlled Kinmen Islands, three miles from China's coast. In November 2023, Taiwan's national security adviser, Wellington Koo, said the US was 'using all possible ways to help' Taiwan, including training military forces and 'build-up of asymmetric fighting capabilities'. In February this year, the State Department approved the transfer to Taiwan of the Advanced Tactical Data Link System, a military communications network used by Nato which would allow Taiwanese armed forces to communicate more easily with the US military. Last July, the US announced it would provide Taiwan with $345 million of arms from its own stockpiles. Taiwan has $14 billion of US military equipment on order.
Apart from the pronouncements of American defence intellectuals, there is no demonstrable evidence that a Chinese attack on Taiwan is imminent. China hawks point to Beijing's shipbuilding programme and increased military spending. In this they follow the traditional logic of official hypocrisy: their arms build-up is conclusive evidence of malign intentions; ours is a defensive measure designed to prevent war. China's political system makes it very difficult to divine the thinking at the top. But so far, China's political strategy towards Taiwan has been one of passive pressure. China has sought to foreclose the possibility that Taiwan will declare formal independence, but it has not sought to force unification. After Biden and Xi met in San Francisco in November 2023, a US official recounted that Xi was exasperated by talk on the American side of invasion plans for Taiwan, and had 'basically said there are no such plans'. On 15 June, the Financial Times reported that at a meeting with Ursula von der Leyen last year, Xi had said the US was 'trying to trick China into invading Taiwan, but that he would not take the bait'.
Xi may well be dissembling. But most Taiwan experts do not believe China is about to attempt an amphibious invasion. Many are doubtful that China could even pull off a more limited, and more likely, naval blockade to put pressure on Taipei. At the Future of Asia conference in Tokyo on 24 May, Malaysia's former prime minister Mahathir Mohamad said: 'Unfortunately, America likes to see a confrontation between Taiwan and China ... For us, there is no necessity.' Chinese leaders may sometimes make obstreperous territorial claims, he said, 'but they don't do anything.' David Daokui Li, the director of the Centre for China in the World Economy at Tsinghua University, has argued that, 'facing the increasingly hawkish stance of the United States', the consensus within China is 'to respect and negotiate with the United States ... but stand firm and not give in on issues of long-term interest to China' - including Taiwan.
Pottinger's former deputy on the National Security Council, Ivan Kanapathy, has pointed out that 'avoiding war between the United States and China is relatively easy.' The problem is to avoid war while also 'protecting substantial US interests'. In a sane world, avoiding a Sino-US war would be an overriding priority. A global crisis over Taiwan would be a disaster for the world. Yet in their talk of Wehrmachts and victory, supporters of a war with China appear to yearn for that disaster. Perhaps it's because their discussions and designs all seem to take place in an alternate dimension - one in which nuclear weapons don't exist.
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Story of Eau
Steven Shapin

5122 wordsAmong  all the things that people take into their bodies, water is special, its necessity matched by its neutrality. There's no doubt about the necessity. Human bodies are mostly water: about 60 per cent in adult men; a little less in adult women. Without water, death comes within days. A sedentary man of roughly normal weight, living in a temperate climate, requires about three litres per day; women need less; athletes and people living in tropical environments more. Thirst is generally a reliable indicator that your body needs more water. It has become fashionable to pay close attention to maintaining due 'hydration', but for the most part a normal response to thirst takes care of that. The sensory neutrality of water is more problematic. The French writer and aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupery said that water had 'no taste, no colour, no odour'. But that judgment has to be qualified.
In ancient Greek thought, water was one of the four elements; in modern science, water is H2O, a compound of two elements, but the water in rivers, lakes, seas and wells, let alone the stuff that flows from household taps, is never pure. Water dissolves and contains bits of all the things it has passed through over millions of years: inorganic minerals like the salts (chlorides, sulphates, carbonates) of calcium, potassium, magnesium and sodium. Even rainwater, reckoned especially pristine, contains dissolved atmospheric gases, so its purity is of the not-quite variety. These dissolved minerals are one signature of the water's provenance - its terroir, as they say in the wine world.
[image: ]'Taste and Odour Wheel' for the drinking water industry.




Even if naturally occurring water is never pure, the idea of water contains the idea of purity. In secular mode, water washes off dirt; in sacred mode, it washes away sins. Purity is always threatened by pollution. You do not want your drinking water to look cloudy ('turbid') or coloured, though rust-coloured, iron-containing spa waters were once very fashionable; milk-white glacial meltwater may or may not be potable; and naturally bubbly spring waters command a fancy price. You do not want to see rotting organic matter floating in your water and, even if you cannot see it, smell often betrays its putrefying presence. Traditionally, such water was said to be 'foul' or 'fetid', and, prior to the development of reliable municipal water systems, people encountered stinking water all the time and learned to avoid it if they could.
Water that smelled bad wasn't just disgusting; it was thought to be dangerous. In the mid-19th century, the great English sanitary reformer Edwin Chadwick pronounced that 'all smell is disease.' He was pointing to the role of stinking vapours - 'miasmas' - rising up from putrefying matter. These miasmas - the word was derived from the Greek for 'pollution' or 'stain' - caused morbid conditions (cholera, malaria, typhoid fever, dysentery) in people who drank the putrid water or breathed the infected air rising up from it. Smell was accounted a reliable index of risk. In London, the Thames had long been used as a common dump for human and animal excrement. In 1855, the chemist Michael Faraday was horrified by the river's appearance and stink: 'The whole of the river was an opaque pale brown fluid'; 'The smell was very bad'; 'The feculence rolled up in clouds so dense that they were visible at the surface.' The coincidence of unbearable stench and epidemic disease seemed to confirm Chadwick's dictum and eventually spurred one of the great feats of Victorian engineering - Joseph Bazalgette's vast metropolitan sewer system.
The germ theory of disease that gained currency in the last decades of the 19th century provided a new vocabulary for talking about the risks of foul water, but new concepts reinforced old sensibilities. In the 1780s, Thomas Henry, an English medic, wrote that 'the drinking of putrid water is not only highly disagreeable and disgusting, but extremely noxious to the constitution.' From the early 19th century, both private and governmental action was taken to make municipal drinking water palatable and safe. You could use quicklime (calcium oxide) or alum (aluminium sulphate) to precipitate obnoxious matter from a relatively small quantity of water, or you might use charcoal filtration to clarify it. Slow filtration through sand was carried out in Scotland from the early years of the 19th century; in 1829, the Chelsea Waterworks employed sand filtration for water drawn from the Thames; the Metropolis Water Act of 1852 prohibited taking household water from the tidal reaches of the Thames and mandated effective filtration. The idea that chlorine might 'cleanse' water was current from at least the mid-19th century, but from the 1890s microbiological discoveries inspired municipal suppliers in England, Germany and the US to chlorinate water to make it 'germ-free'.
This is where Christy Spackman takes up the story. An American sensory scientist now working in parched Arizona as an academic commentator on water policy, Spackman thinks we shouldn't take the modern water supply for granted. She wonders whether the water delivered to our taps really is neutral and tastes of nothing at all. How has the widespread assumption of water's neutrality come about? Who gets to say what water does taste like, how it ought to taste, whether its sensory aspects do or do not testify to its quality? How do you know if the water is good?
By the early 20th century, in most European and North American settings, the urban water supply had been made safe, or at least far safer than it had been in the past. Waterborne infectious disease had been substantially eliminated - a signal achievement of city life made healthful. Outbreaks of cholera almost always happened elsewhere in the world, and when they did happen in a 'civilised' society, it was a sign that modern infrastructure had broken down and needed urgent repair. (In 2010, the UN acknowledged a supply of clean water as a universal human right.) The control of water supplies was shifting - from free-for-all private enterprise to government regulation and then to government control, with medical and scientific expertise informing its effective management. In England and Wales, water was in the charge of a patchwork of local governments before it was passed in the 1970s to ten regional water authorities. In the 1880s, Joseph Chamberlain had argued that the control of water and sewerage could never be subject to the profit motive, but a hundred years later Thatcher made England and Wales the first countries in the world to have a wholly privatised water system. (Water remains in public hands in Scotland and Northern Ireland, and the US has a sprawling mishmash of over a hundred thousand independent systems, mostly publicly controlled, and regulated by the US Environmental Protection Agency, the EPA.) There were now political institutions you could complain to if you thought the water tasted odd or if there were reasons to think it unsafe. Government authorities would, ideally, respond to public discontent; private bodies might respond - if profits and shareholder value were thought to be at risk or if governments required them to do so.
Before the introduction of filtration and chlorination in the early 20th century, both medical experts and ordinary people accepted that the unhealthiness of water manifested itself to the senses. If water seemed foul in appearance, taste or smell, then it was probably dangerous. The discovery that such things as 'bacteria' and 'viruses' caused disease indicated that there might be dangerous things in water that didn't necessarily signal their presence by offending the senses. Water that seemed all right might actually be bad. The link between sensory appearance and risk had become more problematic. And new things were getting into the water.
Almost everything made by modern industry can end up in the water supply. Mining and industrial processes produce heavy metals - mercury, manganese, cadmium, arsenic - which find their way into aquifers, rivers and lakes, and chromium from coal-fired power plants adds to the brew. Lead gets into the water from industry, adding to the lead from the many yet-to-be-replaced pipes supplying houses. Fracking technologies in onshore oil and gas production use hundreds of organic chemicals that reach ground and surface water. Modern agriculture deploys vast quantities of herbicides - atrazine, glyphosate - and runoff pours into rivers and streams. The industrial solvent 1,4-dioxane, residues of which appear in cosmetics, bubble-bath and shampoo, is now found in public water supplies. Perfluorinated and polyfluorinated alkyl substances (PFAS) are a group of thousands of 'forever chemicals', so named because they take hundreds of years to break down, if they ever do. Since about the 1940s, they have been used for a vast range of applications - non-stick cookware, stain-resistant carpets, pizza boxes, toilet paper, and the fire-fighting foams heavily employed on military bases and airfields. It's reported that the sources of almost all of England's water companies and the tap water of as many as 200 million Americans contain PFAS. In the US, the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974 and its various amendments mandated the EPA to maintain a register of toxic pollutants; there are now about a hundred chemicals on the list and environmental groups agitate to include many more.
For a lot of these things, there is suspicion, if not yet solid evidence, of the risks they pose to human health: cancer; damage to the nervous system, liver and kidneys; interference with fertility and development. It isn't always easy to tell what harms are actually caused, since many possible bad outcomes occur only after long and repeated exposure. In the US, the EPA, along with some states and local authorities, has been worried for decades about the health effects of PFAS. Two years ago, the city authority that delivers water to my house in Cambridge, Massachusetts decided to switch to another supply because the concentration of PFAS in its water sources had far exceeded the EPA's 'non-enforceable health advisory'. Then, last year, the EPA decided to do more, and in April 2024 it finally set limits for just six types of PFAS - out of nearly fifteen thousand different varieties: four parts per trillion for two compounds, ten parts per trillion for four others. (There was the possibility of ordering a zero tolerance, but the limits decreed are the best that instruments can now detect or that water purification technologies can deliver.) It is thought that the monetary scale of American lawsuits against companies responsible for PFAS water pollution may eventually dwarf those involving asbestos and tobacco, considering that people are in a position to decide whether or not to smoke cigarettes but everybody has to drink water. Water companies in England and Wales are required to monitor 47 types of PFAS, but their concentration in drinking water is still allowed up to a hundred parts per trillion for each one, a level that the Royal Society of Chemistry is campaigning to radically reduce.
For as long as authorities have sought to clean up the water supplied to consumers, there has been an arms race between the technologies that put bad things in the water supply and the technologies used to remove them before they get to household taps. Sand sedimentation, chemical precipitation and chlorination came first. They were remarkably effective in dealing with bacteria and viruses, and were eventually joined by more elaborate filtration techniques. Water could be treated with ozone, advanced oxidation processes, ion exchange, photocatalysis, nanoparticle adsorption and ultraviolet light. Chemical contamination from industry and agriculture has generally been countered by ever more effective purifying technologies, but developing new techniques and putting them in place in water systems can be energy-intensive and expensive, with consequences for both taxpayers' rates and corporate profits.
Some of the bad things in water do offend the senses. In the late 1920s, the water coming from Chicago taps began to have a bitter taste and a medicinal smell - think TCP. People complained and the local water authority eventually found that the problem arose from organic compounds called phenols in Lake Michigan. Phenolic water can result from naturally occurring processes - the degradation of organic matter - but in this case the phenols were produced by the industries feeding Chicago's industrial growth, notably the burgeoning coke-fuelled steel plants ringing the southern shore of the lake. Phenols taste bad in themselves, but they can also combine with chlorine to produce haloacetic acids, which are even nastier tasting, and possibly carcinogenic. The citizens were drinking a novel modern cocktail - an unintended chemical consequence of a technology meant to make the water germ-free. Haloacetic acids continue to be a problem that present-day water authorities are obliged continually to monitor and manage.
In July 1988, the residents of Camelford in Cornwall noticed that their water had an odd colour, a sticky texture and a bad taste, and that their hair turned blue or green when they washed it. The authorities initially insisted that the water was safe, but it was eventually discovered that a delivery driver had dumped twenty tonnes of aluminium sulphate solution into the wrong tank of the local treatment plant, immediately polluting the supply to twenty thousand homes. In 2014, people in Charleston, West Virginia complained about an odd, liquorice-like smell coming from their water. The cause was quickly discovered: a local company had storage tanks of a chemical used in the coal industry, 4-methylcyclohexylmethanol, ten thousand US gallons of which had been negligently discharged into a river feeding the city's water supplies. The stuff smelled nasty; people complained; and the state's governor swiftly issued a ban on using locally supplied water.
But sometimes there are potentially dangerous things in the water that don't taste or smell or look odd. Microplastics are mostly invisible; PFAS - in concentrations suspected to be harmful - have no sensory presence; and the same obtains for many other modern chemical contaminants. The majority of complaints made to present-day authorities concern visual appearance, often rust-coloured water from older iron pipes or problems in the home water tank - water which, the authorities declare, is actually safe. Official trust in the people's senses as an index of goodness is subject to qualifications. For several days, the response of the Camelford authorities to residents' complaints was to assure them that everything was fine. In Charleston, the authorities didn't accept reports that household water still reeked of liquorice even after the prescribed flushing was done. And when, notoriously, in 2014 the cost-cutting Flint, Michigan water authorities changed their supply to a cheaper source and delivered water with a shockingly high lead content to the (largely Black and poor) residents, the people's protests that the water looked and tasted horrible met with repeated assurances that it was safe.
How to respond to people's taste? One temptation - common to bureaucracies - is to ignore their objections. After all, ordinary people have only a limited vocabulary for saying what they think is wrong and they know no chemistry. People typically disagree among themselves about smell and taste: some think the water's off, while others don't notice anything out of the ordinary. Some tastes and smells are obvious - everyone notices them - but most are liminal. And sometimes the authorities seem to suspect that public complaints come from a kind of mass delusion - people tasting off-flavours when they hear that there has been a sewage release or a contaminant leak, even though the water from their taps tests pure. Many complaints are about a bleachy smell, but chlorination makes the water germ-free and people should understand that the smell is a price to be paid for safety. If it bugs you, the official advice is to let the water stand for a bit while the chlorine smell dissipates. Or you can move further away from your local water treatment plant, since the smell is more pronounced the closer you are.
Another bureaucratic response has been to relegate complaints about colour, taste and smell to the status of what the EPA in the US calls 'secondary standards' - guidelines on managing drinking water 'for aesthetic considerations, such as taste, colour and odour'. In general, these unenforceable guidelines amount to managing the volume of public complaints, keeping them at reasonable levels. Spackman presumes the government position is something like: 'Good-tasting water is a luxury while safe water is a right.' But sorting complaints on that basis isn't unproblematic. For one thing, public complaints can translate into political action, putting authorities' budgets, contracts and independence at risk, and encouraging a switch to bottled water. Even where water is privatised, it's bad for business to put out 'funny tasting' water. In these circumstances, Spackman optimistically suggests that public distaste for corporate water has real consequences: 'Funny tasting or smelling water can undermine business relationships and undo contracts, all to the detriment of business growth.'
Taste is indeed subjective, yet one of the major modes of water management over the past century has been to process it into objectivities - to give taste a stable reference, to standardise ways of talking about it, to measure it and, ultimately, to use these techniques to satisfy public taste. Efforts at domesticating taste, and objectifying talk about taste, were major concerns of water workers from at least the 1920s. They sought out people with especially sensitive noses (French perfumers were much in demand); tried to determine how acute their senses really were; established and quantified detection levels; and, finally, devised protocols for communicating sensory experiences across time and space. Here, the work of water authorities connected at one end to academic psychophysics, and at the other to the business practices of the increasing number of commercial enterprises - notably food and drink manufacturers - that sought to understand, supply and profit from public taste. Another task was a continuing process of rendering taste and smell molecular - to discover the specific molecules responsible for specific sensory experiences. For chemicals present in water in very small amounts, a powerful new technology emerged from the mid 20th century. Gas chromatography is a technique that can separate volatile chemicals in very small amounts and, in combination with mass spectrometry, enables those chemicals to be identified. These scientific idioms, Spackman writes, made 'sense of sensing'. Taste and smell could now be expressed in molecular language: the discrete subjective experiences of sense were causally linked to discrete objectively existing chemicals.
It was now possible to establish a standard vocabulary to enable people in different settings and in different parts of the world to talk reliably about tastes and smells. From the 1980s, experts developed a 'taste and odour wheel' intended to discipline descriptive language. If, for example, you said that a sample of water had a 'musty' or 'earthy' odour, you would know that the causal agent was the chemical geosmin or something structurally like it. The molecular way of identifying odours was, indeed, objective, but it wasn't in all cases as sensitive as the subjective human nose. People are sometimes right in reporting persisting off-odours when expert instruments can find nothing amiss. TCA - 2,4,6-trichloroanisole - is the molecule responsible for the revolting 'wet cardboard' smell of 'corked' wine, and it is also occasionally found in municipal water supplies, produced by a reaction between chlorine and certain organic substances. The nose can pick it up at levels that are scarcely credible - five parts per trillion, or the equivalent of a few drops in an Olympic-sized swimming pool. It's said that we can detect as many as a trillion distinct odours, even if we haven't got the language to describe them. Olfaction is one of the many domains in which knowing is not defined by saying.
The new forms of scientific expertise allowed water authorities to make an objective assessment of public complaints that the water had a 'funny' taste or smell, and to develop technologies and practices to avert discontent. The aim was not to produce delicious water; it was to ensure that consumers took what came out of their taps for granted - to make water, as Spackman puts it, that was 'unremarkable', to make it 'taste like nothing'. The best bits of The Taste of Water are the ones describing how much work was needed to achieve this sensory nothingness. So much natural science, human science, technology, economics and politics - so much to do about nothing.
Spackman's account of modern water has a tinge of nostalgic wistfulness. Tap water that tastes of nothing is 'a highly industrialised product'; its neutrality is 'a modernist ideal'. What's been stripped out of the water supply is its individuality, its sensory testimony to place and history. The terroir of the wine world attaches taste and smell to specific places and conditions, while what Spackman calls the 'industrial terroir' of modernised water, like the homogenised tastes of modern fast food, flattens and delocalises. The water authorities hope to bring about a state of affairs in which people don't notice their water's characteristics and, what's more, that they don't even notice they aren't noticing. There's an intimation of conspiracy in this account of industrial terroir. The authorities are supplying us with a water of forgetfulness: 'The work of erasing tastes and smells ... has altered awareness of the ways that the environment has been polluted,' so diluting environmentalist opposition. There are, however, less malign interpretations. The people in charge of our water want to reduce complaints, to satisfy the majority, to save people from the bother and expense of turning to commercial alternatives. Neutral water is a democratic beverage: if it doesn't delight the many, at least it offends only a few. After all, one version of what might be meant by an industrial terroir would be a phenolic, musty, sulphurous swill. You wouldn't want that.
The story of eau bears two tellings. The first story is historical, leading from Adam's Ale to the domestic deliverances of Thames Water, from purity to industrial neutrality, from sensory attentiveness to engineered not-noticing. The second story is the opposite: it's about exquisite attention to taste, smell and provenance, about public attitudes to drinking water that power a global bottled water industry with current sales of more than $300 billion a year and a revenue forecast of $600 billion by 2032. It's an industry heavily populated by huge corporations: Nestle, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Danone, and (in China) Tingyi/Master Kong.
Why pay for something you can have for nothing? There might be health concerns. If you are worried about residual contaminants escaping the controls of municipal authorities, you can buy home filtration systems - itself a global market worth billions. Branded bottled water offers further assurance. Some of the leading brands contain water taken from the same sources as tap; some are just tap water subject to further treatment - filtered, pH and mineral content adjusted, even flavoured if you like. Labels on bottled waters drawn from springs and aquifers tell stories about pristine purity, freedom from the nastiness of the industrial age. Fiji Natural Artesian Water comes from springs in the island's 'rainforest, 1600 miles from the nearest continent', where 'rain slowly filters through ancient volcanic rock.' In Maine, Poland Spring offers 'a prehistoric history lesson ... Cold spring water flows from glacial deposits formed during the Ice Age(!)'. You can buy Inland Ice water from Greenland, made from ice which 'has been encapsulated for more than 100,000 years - completely isolated from any contact with layers of soil, and was formed long before the first human being set foot within the Arctic Circle. This process of preservation is what has kept this product of nature in a uniquely pristine state - free of any pollutants or contamination ... the purest unprocessed drinking water on earth.' Ty Nant is 'a completely natural product', drawn from 'a deeply buried aquifer ... underneath the unspoilt countryside of West Wales'. San Martino bubbles up from an underground volcano in Sardinia, used in the 'water cult' of the most ancient human populations. You might buy these bottles because you don't like the modern world or because you don't trust the modern institutions that deliver free water. You might choose bottled water because you think tap is bad for your health. These are all possible reasons there was such upset when it was revealed recently that some French 'natural' mineral waters were subject to legally prohibited UV treatment and activated carbon filtration.
In the EU - though not in other countries - the labels on bottles of natural mineral water are legally required to specify their inorganic mineral composition: so much calcium, magnesium, bicarbonates and so on. In France, more than in Anglophone cultures, these things have enduring medical significance, a survival of the great past ages of 'taking the waters' - internally as well as externally. Fonte Essenziale from Italy, for instance, 'naturally supports your liver and stimulates bowel movement'; other mineral waters deliver sodium bicarbonate (good for digestion), magnesium (for the muscles and nervous system), silicon (to reduce inflammation), etc. Here too there has been some bad news for bottled-water buyers: there are microplastics in bottled as well as tap water; there are worries about phthalates leaching from the bottle; some bottled waters have tested positive for PFAS; and, if planetary health is an issue for you, there is the massive problem of plastic water bottles overflowing landfills and floating in great ocean rafts, ultimately breaking down into the microplastic particles that then infiltrate 'pure' water sources.
When  it comes to taste, there are any number of studies - most not very rigorous - showing that, in blind tastings, people can't tell the difference between tap water and expensive bottled spring water, and some studies find that consumers prefer the municipal supply. Water is just water, it's said, and provided it doesn't contain microbes or toxins (or excessive chlorine), it will do. But fine-tuned taste preferences have much to do with the burgeoning bottled-water industry. Taste differences between 'hard' and 'soft' water have been recognised since antiquity. Lots of people can now talk of sensory differences between waters high and low in mineral content, supported by evidence of tea that won't brew properly, scale in the kettle, or non-lathering soap. Bottled mineral water trades on such perceptions, lecturing consumers about calcium and magnesium content, and about 'Total Dissolved Solids'. But the scope of taste-talk goes beyond that. Sceptics about wine connoisseurship will have further occasion for amused annoyance. There are now certified 'water sommeliers' and, since 2008, there's been a Fine Water Society: 'Water is not just water but a natural unprocessed product, with terroir and unique characteristics'; 'a wide variety of taste sensations can be matched with food.' You want glacial meltwater with your oysters; Vichy Catalan or Pedras is good with a perfectly grilled ribeye steak; spring lamb is nicely complemented by an alkaline water like Vellamo from Finland; asparagus with an egg sauce shines when paired with a still Beloka from the Snowy Mountains in Australia. Several months ago, a start-up company recently shipped twenty tonnes of ancient Greenlandic glacial ice to the United Arab Emirates, where it is much appreciated for its purity, not changing 'the taste of drinks when it melts'.
The world is running low on potable water: climate change, population growth, massively leaking Victorian pipes, profligate water use in factory farming, and coolant for the vast computer farms that bring us the blessings of bitcoin and artificial intelligence. Reservoirs are low; aquifers depleted; surface waters too contaminated to use. But there is hope, and anyone wanting a glimpse of a brighter and wetter future should visit Big Spring, Texas. The eponymous spring ran dry long ago, and the 27,000 citizens of this dusty oil-country town began worrying about supplies. The solution was Direct Potable Reuse (DPR) - colloquially known as 'toilet to tap'. Indirect potable reuse is already with us: treatment plants purify waste-water and then send it to an 'environmental buffer' - an aquifer, a lake - where it mixes with untreated sources and eventually goes through normal purification. In fact, under some description, we get almost all our drinking water from some such blend. There's an old joke that London tap water has been through seven kidneys before it reaches your lips - but the real number of historical kidneys is probably orders of magnitude larger. We're all connected by the air we breathe and the water we drink. In the grand scheme of things, and over many years, the water supply links everybody's kidneys to everybody's lips.
DPR cuts out the environmental buffer, feeding purified waste-water directly back into the municipal supply - and Big Spring is the first town in the US whose drinking water is solely 'toilet to tap'. (There are systems in Singapore, South Africa and Namibia, and many others are planned throughout the world.) The technological problems of directly reusing waste-water aren't massive: effluent just goes through bumped-up versions of the usual treatment regimes. First 'all the big chunky stuff' is removed from the waste-water, then it undergoes micro-filtration, reverse osmosis, UV-oxidation and the addition of a small stream of hydrogen peroxide, after which the water tests as pure as 'normal'. Politically, DPR requires permissive guidelines or legislation, and many governments around the world and in American states have already put these in place. A big remaining problem is cultural and aesthetic - the so-called 'yuck factor' involved in knowing where your drinking water has most recently been. Authorities bring in social scientists, who note that the 'environmental buffers' of indirect reuse have a psychological role and discover that citizens show a pronounced linguistic preference for hearing that their water has been 'purified' as opposed to 'treated'. And do not encourage people to say 'toilet to tap': if you need to be colloquial, 'showers to flowers' is nicer.
Finally, once more, there's taste. Blind tests are run, in which it is sometimes found that people prefer DPR water to either 'normal' tap or bottled. (DPR water is so pure after it's gone through treatment that the authorities add minerals to correct the 'flatness' familiar from the taste of distilled water.) But, in democratic and market societies, the proof is in the drinking. Many of the good people of Big Spring remain mistrustful of DPR safety and taste, instead buying bottled water or installing reverse osmosis systems in their homes and restaurants for additional peace of mind. Several are convinced that the reused stuff 'tastes really awful 'cause it already smells bad'. One of the local wags allows that it's OK because now 'he'd be able to drink his beer twice.' But the dominant opinion is elicited by the operations manager of the Big Spring treatment plant. He offers a glass of DPR water to a local: 'You wanna taste some?' he asks. The citizen accepts and takes a drink: 'It tastes,' he says, 'like nothing.'
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On V.R. Lang
Mark Ford

2217 words'First/Bunny died, then John Latouche,/then Jackson Pollock,' Frank O'Hara reflects during a post-prandial stroll around midtown Manhattan in 'A Step away from Them', written in August 1956. Everyone knew Jackson Pollock and the lyricist John Latouche, but only insiders to the avant-garde coteries in which O'Hara moved would have known who Bunny was - especially since she published under the name V.R. Lang.
Lang and O'Hara's friendship, which included daily meetings in cafes or, after O'Hara graduated from Harvard, lengthy morning telephone calls, began in 1947, when they were introduced at a cocktail party in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In a brief memoir published in the Village Voice the year after Lang died of Hodgkin's lymphoma at the age of 32, O'Hara recalled his first impressions of her: 'She was sitting in a corner, sulking and biting her lower lip - long blonde hair, brown eyes. Roman-striped skirt. As if it were a movie, she was glamorous and aloof. The girl I was talking to said: "That's Bunny Lang. I'd like to give her a good slap."' If Lang's truncated life ever was made into a movie, this scene might open it.
As Rosa Campbell points out in her introduction to The Miraculous Season, a new and expanded selection of Lang's poems (Carcanet, PS16.99), she has long 'languished in the margins of American literary history; a footnote to the rise and rise of the New York School of poets'. Like many readers, I was first alerted to Lang's work by O'Hara's numerous references to her in his poems: references that range from exuberant figurations of her as an exotic 'jungle queen' to allotting her the role of chosen soulmate, 'friend to my angels'. About a decade after it was published in 1975 I acquired a second-hand copy of V.R. Lang: Poems & Plays, with a Memoir by Alison Lurie. The cover sports a black and white photograph of Lang looking soulful in a harlequin costume - a picture presumably taken during one of her performances for the Poets' Theatre of Cambridge.
Lurie's memoir recreates the fervent excitement around the activities of this avant-garde theatrical troupe, of which the presiding spirits were Lang and Molly Howe (mother of the poets Susan and Fanny Howe), who had trained at the Abbey Theatre in the 1920s and had been directed by Yeats. Other founding members included O'Hara, John Ashbery, Edward Gorey and Donald Hall, all recent Harvard graduates in their early twenties, as well as those like Lurie living in and around Cambridge. Older, established poets, such as Richard Wilbur and Richard Eberhart, added gravitas to the enterprise. 'The emotional temperature of the Poets' Theatre in the early days,' Lurie writes, 'was high, for most of the younger writers and their friends were in love with Bunny and with each other. There were secrets, confidences, collaborations, poems and dramas a clef passed from hand to hand, public quarrels and reconciliations, and the best scenes were not always played on stage.' Their first production, in 1951, was a set of one-act plays including O'Hara's Try! Try!, a three-hander in which Ashbery played one of the leading men, John, and Lang played the leading woman, Violet. Apparently putting it on only cost a dollar - the price of a window shade for the set. Gorey, who did many of the backdrops for their productions, wittily summed up the approach necessitated by their limited finances: the 'Theatre of Poverty'.
Violet Ranney Lang was born in Boston in 1924. The youngest of six daughters, she grew up in a four-storey brownstone overlooking the Charles River. Her family might be classified as somewhat beleaguered Boston Brahmin, genteel but no longer rich. Her mother died in 1949, by which time all five of her older sisters had married, leaving Bunny and her father, a classical musician, to share the cavernous house, though he seems rarely to have ventured down from the upper floors. Her scorn for academics probably derived from an unhappy spell at the University of Chicago, from which she dropped out. Although a life in the elite circles through which her mother had moved might have been secured by an astute marriage - Lang had been 'presented to society' as a debutante in 1941 - she opted for bohemia instead, taking a series of temporary jobs that included performing as a chorus girl at the Old Howard, a Boston burlesque theatre. She often came up with a Firbankian explanation for these casual employments: her spell at the Old Howard, for instance, was prompted by an unpaid bill for two Dior dresses.
The Poets' Theatre staged pieces by Samuel Beckett (who was a childhood friend of Molly Howe's), Paul Goodman, James Merrill, Ted Hughes and Kenneth Koch, as well as numerous Noh plays and classics such as The Changeling, in which Lang took the role of the bawdy chambermaid. In 1952 and 1954 respectively, the troupe performed Lang's own two verse plays, Fire Exit and I Too Have Lived in Arcadia.
Perhaps inspired by Jean Cocteau's Orphee of 1950, in which he defines being a poet as 'ecrire sans etre ecrivain', Fire Exit refashions the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice into a tale of ruptured love played out between an orphaned daughter brought up by circus performers and a ruthless foreign-born musical genius, who wants to compose without being a composer. The corporate music industry is in part responsible for the collapse of their marriage, while the hell from which Orpheus attempts to rescue Eurydice is a burlesque house in Union City, New Jersey, where Lang's heroine has found work as a stripper. It's an uneven play, with many longueurs, and not a patch on I Too Have Lived in Arcadia, in which Lang's poetic and narrative gifts dovetail with hallucinatory clarity. Written in the aftermath of her affair with the Abstract Expressionist painter Michael Goldberg, it is also the anatomy of a failed relationship, unravelling painfully over ten scenes of exquisitely eloquent monologues and skilfully charged interchanges between a triangle of characters with pastoral names: Damon, Chloris and Phoebe. There's also Phoebe's poodle, Georges, whose interjections are mainly snippets of jazz slang in French.
The Arcadia of the title is an island off the coast of Newfoundland, on which Damon and Chloris, young anarchists from New York, have settled to breed goats and escape the pressures of city life, casting off their birth names, Aleph and Beth. Much of their conversation in the opening scenes revolves around dinosaurs and evolution, on which Chloris is an expert. Their Darwinian eclogue is shattered by the arrival of Phoebe, one of Damon's old flames, who remorselessly prises her former lover away from Chloris, reminding him of his artistic ambitions and promise, of how he had been hailed as 'progressive - insolent,/Bold, ironic, clever, new' - all adjectives one might apply to the best of Lang's own work. As Damon slips from Phoebe's clutches, her primeval lore becomes a vector for the agonising extinction of her hopes:
                                          The Brontosaurus
Stand and watch, their pale, already weedy eyes
Are hurting them, and their unmanageable crusted limbs.
They pray for conservation, while the great, winged monsters
Twitch and molt, unbalanced and resentful, in the primal trees
Which can no longer bear their weight, or hold them. In the quiet,
The fungus creeps out of the forest, for its time has come.

W.H. Auden was the strongest influence on Lang's poetic development, and the verse of I Too Have Lived in Arcadia is as supple, resourceful and inventive as that of Auden and Isherwood's poetic dramas of the 1930s. The dog Georges, with his taunting exclamations - 'C'est fabuleux, Ho-ho'; 'Maboule'; 'C'est ca' (when Phoebe's triumph is assured) - seems a direct reference to The Dog beneath the Skin (1935). Lang evolves, as Auden and Isherwood had done, a language that is at once poetic and idiomatic, and in which the absurd and serious, the tragic and farcical, are allowed to co-exist. Like the Orpheus of Fire Exit, Damon is exposed as an egotist unable to resist the siren calls of his ambition, leaving Phoebe to lament her fate in appropriately primordial terms:
                                          Picking our way
Past obsolete, exanimate compass points,
Past human artefacts - the clocks, chronometers,
Sprawled over all the frozen forest -
Past our ancestral bones and scales, we'll come.
It will be time.
And North North North, we'll point for home.

The elegiac undertow of these final lines suggests not only the end of her affair with Goldberg, but the progression of her cancer, for which she had been hospitalised the year before.
O'Hara recalls the way Lang would work on her poems and plays 'in secrecy, withdrawn in the big room at the top of the old Boston house', typing them 'over and over, sometimes forty times, sinking into them'. Her rebellious instincts and disdain for the establishment did not preclude her submitting poems to Poetry, which accepted thirteen for publication, including a shortened version of I Too Have Lived in Arcadia. A further seven appeared in the Quarterly Review of Literature and a handful more in other magazines. Lang seems never, however, to have tried assembling a collection. When Bradley Phillips, the painter she married in a grand Boston wedding the year before she died, set about quarrying a volume from her disordered mass of manuscripts, he was confronted by all sorts of editorial dilemmas. In 1962 he privately published The Pitch, with a cover by Gorey; it included twenty of Lang's published poems, 28 others selected from draft material, as well as her two plays. Three years earlier Lurie's memoir had also appeared in a limited edition - it's as if her admirers were jealous of sharing her life and work with a wider public.
Campbell has diligently sifted through the sprawling Lang archive in the Houghton Library at Harvard and discovered many previously unseen gems. Lang's kooky creation of states of unease is typified by the opening poem in The Miraculous Season:
Darling, they have discovered Dynamite,
What do you think of that.
One day, asleep in our bed
      isolated save where our hands met
Each trying to take the blanket,
Subversive, sullen, in poor health
But safe, safe to regret
And bewail and betray and to meet
At meals with vindictive eyes
We were hopeless and we were
Shapeless but we lived with manners
And we held up our ends ...

Lang's voltas are especially weird and unnerving. One expects 'But safe ...' in the seventh line to introduce a counterblast to the malaise diagnosed in the previous line; instead, it serves as a portal to further examples of domestic disharmony. How much comfort is to be derived from living with manners and holding up our ends remains suspiciously vague. It's telling that in another poem, 'Address to the Redcoats', Lang quotes a motto of Gauguin's: 'Life/Being what it is, one dreams of revenge.' She is particularly good at dramatising states of vindictiveness - and, it seems, could be imaginatively vengeful in life too. Lurie recalls that Lang once took aim at a man called Parker by printing a thousand stickers with the words 'My name is Parker and I am a pig,' plastering them all over his apartment door, his nearest subway station and his workplace on Madison Avenue. When Lurie asked what Parker had done to merit this campaign, Lang replied: 'He annoyed me.'
It is not entirely clear from the opening poem whether the discovery of dynamite is a good or a bad thing. It continues:
We could remember better neighbours,
We pretended we didn't mind
That the street where we lived had no trees
Or that our children didn't seem to honour us
We had the cracked cup and the cracked plate
We did not enjoy what we ate
We hated our neighbours and knew them to be worthless
But that was before they discovered dynamite.
Now we will never be so happy again.

Domestic conflict leaches into a wider diagnosis of antagonism and anomie, even of Cold War anxiety, and the very concept of happiness finds itself turned inside out and upside down.
But Lang is not a bleak or dispiriting poet, and jaunty humour irradiates many of the vignettes collected here. Reworking a solemn pronouncement of T.S. Eliot's from 'Ash Wednesday' ('Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper-tree'), she writes: 'Baby, 3 black/Panthers soiling the plantain leaves at the noon of day'. Hip phrases seep into Lang's verse, and her arcane symbols, such as the White Crow, verge on parody: 'I waited five hundred centuries for the White Crow/I waited    IT CAME IT FLEW AWAY.' Even the poems written towards the end of her life demonstrate her quizzical wit, her charm, her exquisite timing and charisma. Here's the final one in the volume:
If you passed unharmed through the miraculous season,
What now when the year runs out with chattering of teeth?
The embroidery unfinished, the pile of unmailed letters,
The echo in the empty well, what can they tell you?
The spider in the grate, the empty, indifferent weather
May be a clue. But better not to know.
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At MoMA
Kathe Kollwitz's Figures
Hal Foster

2559 wordsBorn  into a progressive family in Konigsberg in 1867, Kathe Kollwitz was encouraged by her father, a stonemason and an early member of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), to study art - a rare path for a young woman from a working family and a difficult one given that most academies were restricted to men. Kollwitz, no modernist, gravitated to printmaking as the best vehicle for her realist convictions and political commitments, which August Bebel, a founder of the SPD, helped to focus with his treatise Women and Socialism (1879). By 1891 she had settled with her husband, a doctor, in Berlin, where she sketched patients in his waiting room and workers in their Prenzlauer Berg neighbourhood. Destitute women became a primary subject of her art, and she often featured her young sons, Hans and Peter, in her pictures of proletarian families. Searching self-portraits - Kollwitz produced more than a hundred in all media - also punctuate her oeuvre, which is meticulously surveyed in the current retrospective at MoMA (until 20 July).
[image: ]'March of the Weavers' from the series 'A Weavers' Revolt' (1893-97).




Largely self-taught as a printmaker, Kollwitz favoured the precision of etching in the first two decades of her work. After 1910, in search of a more gestural approach, she preferred the fluidity of lithography, and in 1920, spurred by the work of the Expressionist Ernst Barlach and a commission to commemorate the murdered Karl Liebknecht, she turned to the dramatic contrasts of woodcuts. Yet the subjectivism of the Expressionist painters remained foreign to Kollwitz, and she was even more remote from the radicality of the Berlin Dadaists, both aesthetically (she never used photography) and politically (she remained loyal to the SPD). Distinctive though her art is, it evokes precedents from Rembrandt through Goya and Daumier to her compatriot Max Klinger: she aimed to bend the bourgeois tradition of printmaking to her proletarian content, not to break with it. 'Genius can probably run on ahead and seek out new ways,' Kollwitz once remarked. 'But the good artists who follow after genius - and I count myself among these - have to restore the lost connection once more.' Exemplary in this respect is her lithograph from 1903 of a seated nude seen from the back, a traditional motif if ever there was one. Although Impressionists such as Degas had updated it, Kollwitz was opposed to their voyeuristic views: she made her back intimate. This is a body felt phenomenologically, from the inside, almost sculptural across the shoulders where weight is carried, but soft in focus towards the bottom where pressure is eased. Kollwitz scraped her lithographic stone with needles, and here as elsewhere this scoring of the image conveys a marking of the flesh. A history of struggle, social as well as individual, is registered in her bodies.
While her dramatic print series, A Weavers' Revolt (1893-97) and Peasants' War (1902-8), brought Kollwitz recognition, individual images such as Woman with Dead Child (1903) and Never Again War! (1924) made her famous. Inspired by a Gerhart Hauptmann play about a failed rebellion in Silesia in 1844, the six etchings of A Weavers' Revolt are indeed theatrical. In the dismal interior of Need, a mother, head in hands, watches over a starving toddler in bed as the father and a sibling look on helplessly. In Death, a skeletal agent comes for another child, a fate the parents passively accept. The action turns on the third print, Conspiracy, which depicts four men huddled around a pub table. In the fourth, assembled weavers, armed with picks and axes, march towards the city, and in the fifth the men clamour at its gates while the women extract stones from the street. Finally, End shows yet another desolate room where young weavers, killed in battle, are laid out by comrades and mourned by mothers.
The seven etchings of Peasants' War reach further back in German history to the agrarian rebellion of 1524-25, which, in the wake of the Reformation, struck at the Church as well as feudal lords. Like A Weavers' Revolt, Peasants' War recalls the uprisings of 1848-49 and speaks to proletarian unrest in the present, and it too tells a vivid story. In The Ploughmen, two workers, yoked to each other, appear almost prostrate beneath a lowering sky; they seem to be digging their own graves as much as tilling the barren soil. Meanwhile, the victim in Raped is sprawled on her back, almost formless in the field into which she sinks, literally undone. Here both brute labour and sexual violence are depicted on the horizontal, as the twin triggers of the uprising to come. Once more the hinge of the series is the third etching, Sharpening the Scythe, which Kollwitz struggled over. It shows a peasant woman who, at once enraged and exhausted, rests her head on the blade that she grinds, an allegorical figure of death transformed into an actual avatar of retribution. Its square format underscores the passage from the horizontality of oppression to the verticality of revolt, which arrives in the next etching, Arming in a Vault, where rebel revenants ascend from the dark with scythes carried aloft like swords. In Charge, the peasant woman has become Black Anna, the legendary leader of the rebellion; we see her great body from behind as she rouses a crowd of peasants, brandishing blades, pitchforks and sticks, to storm the town of Heilbronn. The horizontality of the image now conveys the onslaught of the peasants, and the desperate clutch of hands in Sharpening the Scythe is transformed into a dramatic signal to fight. Battlefield depicts the grim aftermath of the uprising: Anna is replaced by a shrouded mother who reaches down to touch her dead son; the only light is a pallid glint on her bony fingers and his cadaverous head. Finally, in The Prisoners, we are returned to the horizontality of oppression: a dense mass of men, bound and bowed, inside a roped pen.
[image: ]'The Ploughmen' from the series 'Peasants' War' (1902-8).




Although she was dismissed by modernists as long on content but short on form, Kollwitz is a very reflexive artist, and one key operation is her persistent shifting between horizontal and vertical figures and formats. Paradoxically, her subjects are never freestanding, as though to underscore, formally, that such autonomy is hardly guaranteed for peasants and proletarians. Except in scenes of protest or revolt, they usually appear bent over, weighed down by the sheer gravity of labour, violence, sorrow, age, mortality. However, even as they cringe before power or poverty, her workers also protest against them; though destitute, they are rarely creaturely, however deformed by suffering or deranged by pain they might be. Also paradoxically, her figurative art features crowds more than individuals, which points to a general problem for art of this period, a problem addressed more effectively in photography and film: how to represent the new reality of the great masses? As telling as her bent figures are her huddled groups, who come together in solidarity as well as in suffering. ('Huddle' derives from the low German for 'conceal', as the four weavers are concealed in Conspiracy.) Sometimes, too, Kollwitz transforms her huddled groups into vectors of force, as in Charge. Exhaustion favours the horizontal axis as well, but sleep brings no rest for her workers: here, sleep is a state close to death (not to birth, as Brancusi, say, depicts it).
In some images, such as Raped and Battlefield, figures are given over to indistinction, while in others, such as the extraordinary Woman with Dead Child, they are threatened with inanimation. Does the desperate mother pull her inert son up towards life again, or does he pull her down to death? So intense is her embrace that a contemporary critic described her as 'swallowing back' her son. Of course, death is the absolute leveller. In Memoriam Karl Liebknecht (1920), based on a drawing made at the morgue, shows the founder of the German Communist Party already turned to wood: as the two ploughmen dig their graves, so Liebknecht merges with his coffin. He becomes an altar for the mourners who hover over him.
Kollwitz modelled this image on the dead Christ, a recurrent theme among old German masters such as Holbein and Durer, and the allusion to the Lamentation is even more explicit in earlier images such as The Downtrodden (1900). As Renaissance artists turned classical sources towards Christian ends, so Kollwitz repurposes Christian tropes in her socialist representations of peasants and proletarians. Along with the Lamentation, she evokes the Pieta, after which she titled early versions of Woman with Dead Child. Kollwitz modelled for this picture, as did her son, Peter, and this prefigured their own fates: she allowed her underage child to enlist in the First World War, he died in his first week at the front, and she regretted her decision bitterly for the rest of her life. Kollwitz was a socialist Madonna of sorts, then, and sometimes she does evoke the Holy Family in her images of impoverished households. Finally, she plays on yet another Christian subject, the Dance of Death, also a favourite of German masters, who treated it in woodcuts, even as she sharpens the maudlin iconography inherited from academic artists like Arnold Bocklin. All these subjects concern suffering and sorrow, so Kollwitz usually presents them in horizontal formats. However, she shifts to the vertical for her scenes of revolt, where she repurposes predecessors closer in time and more secular in spirit such as Delacroix. His allegorical Marianne at the barricades in Liberty Leading the People (1830) stands behind her Black Anna in Charge as well as her protester in Never Again War!, which Kollwitz produced for the tenth anniversary of the declaration of war on France (it commemorates her son too). Both Black Anna and the protester rise up with extended hands, seizing the moment: Kollwitz turns a bourgeois affirmation of liberty into a peasant summoning others to battle in the first instance and, in the second, a proletarian denouncing a war that killed millions of workers - a war that her SPD, alas, supported. 'I should hardly mount a barricade,' Kollwitz once commented, 'now that I know what they are like in reality.'
These two images are among the most iconic in the show, one of the many merits of which is to demonstrate, through studies and tests, how Kollwitz developed her distinctive gestures and postures - the skeletal fingers, the upraised arms, the bent figures, the huddled groups, and so on. From first sketch to final state we see her strive to get her images just right for printing. Clearly she aimed not only for effectiveness in the present - 'I want to exercise an influence in my own time' - but also for resonance into the future. Her expressions are meant to capture social attitudes, along the lines of the 'gestus' theorised by Brecht for his plays, as well as mnemonic traits, along the lines of the 'formulas of passion' that Aby Warburg detected in post-classical art. And sometimes, as in Woman with Dead Child and Never Again War!, where the historical reference does augment the contemporary impact, she succeeds in both endeavours. In the end Kollwitz might be seen as an artist of 'obstinacy' in the sense developed by Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt, that is, the dogged persistence of distinctive attributes of labouring and suffering over generations. Walter Benjamin once remarked that the memory of oppressed ancestors is more catalytic of rebellion than any dream of liberated descendants; Kollwitz seems to agree. However, iconic images aren't necessarily simplistic ones. Sometimes her signature motifs are multivalent: scythes turn into banners and vice versa; the hand that clutches a dead child becomes a hand that raises a revolt; the embrace of a couple expresses erotic ecstasy here and mortal anguish there.
In the 1920s, as the situation of the German left became more dire, Kollwitz favoured lithographs and woodcuts for their impact and circulation, while in the 1930s, as the Nazis rose to power and her opportunities for exhibition and publication were curtailed, she resorted to sculpture. (The first woman to be appointed as professor at the Prussian Academy of Arts in 1919, she was forced to resign in 1933, a timespan that matches the Weimar Republic exactly.) One understands the political exigencies, but the artistic results are mixed. For the critic Benjamin Buchloh the 'almost monolithic blackness' of her woodcuts and sculptures 'expressively voices the silence of the speechless'. That's true, but her massed figures in these media sometimes lose definition and strain after effect. This raises the question, then as now, of the extreme pathos of her art. 'The work of Kathe Kollwitz is the greatest poem of this age in Germany, a poem reflecting the trials and suffering of humble and simple folk,' Romain Rolland wrote. 'This woman with her great heart has taken the people into her mothering arms with sombre and tender pity.' The art historian Wilhelm Worringer took a different view: 'It is not the misery or the proletariat which she draws, but her feelings for both. This quiet but insistent sentimentalisation might flatter those concerned, but instinctively they will also sense the distance.' Worringer became tainted by association with the Nazis, but he is not wrong here. Nevertheless, it is this pathos that made Kollwitz so influential, and her impact was international in scope: her work was one model for the socialist realism promulgated in post-revolutionary Russia and China, and it also informed American artists of colour such as Jacob Lawrence, Charles White and Elizabeth Catlett (a genealogy traced in a superb exhibition curated by Buchloh with Michelle Harewood for the Reina Sofia in 2022). At moments one wonders why Kollwitz was embraced so readily: sometimes her workers appear degraded and her crowds look bloodthirsty, as do the revolutionaries that dance around the guillotine in La Carmagnole (1901). So, too, her art makes suffering seem natural, even eternal; there is not a glimmer of utopia on her dark horizons, and if any affect countervails her sentimentality, it is not hope but righteousness. Her self-portraits are also severe, without a trace of humour.
Kollwitz died a week before Hitler killed himself and two weeks before Germany surrendered, and her final images are dominated by dying children and suffering mothers. Nasty though it is to say, this made her the ideal artist to recover after the Second World War. An anti-fascist for both Germanies, she qualified as a non-communist for the West and a non-modernist for the East. This also meant that two subsequent generations of Germans were saturated with her work: she had the dubious honour of becoming a cliche on both sides of the border. However, in the West she was soon shunted to the side by advocates of abstract painting and neo-avant-garde experiment alike (Clement Greenberg, for example, deemed Kollwitz a great personality but a minor artist). Today this is no longer the case: freed from these old biases and prompted by feminist art historians, viewers can come to her work with fresh appreciation.* The show at MoMA is well timed in other ways too. Figuration is everywhere in contemporary art, and many are now committed to the social justice that Kollwitz long championed. Finally, the great manual skill of her art is also seductive (MoMA offers magnifying glasses with which to examine each mark), all the more so at a time in our digital retooling when that tradition of labouring, which, like so many others, Kollwitz sought to carry forward, seems threatened with extinction.
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Why didn't you tell me?
Andrew Cockburn

2626 wordsLong before  Bush and Blair invaded Iraq, many Iraqis suspected that foreign intelligence services were manipulating their country's domestic affairs. Since the 1920s - when Gertrude Bell manoeuvred behind the scenes in the early days of the Iraqi state under the British mandate - otherwise inexplicable events were often attributed to the workings of 'Abu Naji', a quasi-mythical figure used as shorthand to refer to the meddling British, and later the Americans. As Steve Coll makes clear in The Achilles Trap, Saddam Hussein was even more suspicious than most. Reviewing Saddam's diligently recorded private discussions with intimates, Coll notes that he 'regularly steered the conversation around to the subject of conspiracies', crediting both the British intelligence services and the CIA with a clear understanding of Iraq's internal affairs. In Coll's view, the credit was undeserved. The Americans continually misread Saddam, notably failing to anticipate his invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 or to notice his secret disposal of his entire stock of weapons of mass destruction the following year - failures that ultimately contributed to the disaster of the invasion and occupation.
Coll's book is full of arresting details about Saddam's years as dictator of Iraq. From 1979, when he assumed the presidency, his authority rested primarily on the brutal repression of minorities such as the Kurds, combined with the generous disbursement of the country's oil wealth to the rest of his subjects (before the 1991 Gulf War, the major problem facing Iraqi paediatricians was childhood obesity). Coll's trawling of the documentary archive reveals a great deal about Saddam's dealings with his lethally fractious family. His eldest son, Uday, was a particular thorn in his side: in 1988 Uday beat his father's valet to death; seven years later he shot and severely wounded his uncle Watban.
Saddam was, according to his cousin Ali Hassan al-Majid, 'so cruel you could not imagine'. Given that al-Majid - aka Chemical Ali - was himself a mass murderer, this was saying something. Yet Coll also shows that Saddam was more than just a tyrannical thug. He could be self-deprecatingly humorous, and was deeply read in Arab and foreign literature (Hemingway was a favourite). Once, catching a TV presenter in a grammatical error, he phoned the minister of culture to complain, decreeing a six-month suspension for the offender. His own literary efforts occupied an inordinate amount of his time - The Complete Writings of Saddam Hussein (2001) filled eighteen volumes. As his regime came under growing pressure in the 1990s, he increasingly immersed himself in fiction, writing four allegorical novels of enormous length, typically about a humble ruler beset by hostile powers. Even as US tanks approached Baghdad in April 2003, he was overseeing the publication, with a forty thousand copy print run, of his last novel, Get Out, Damned One!, whose plot hinged on fearsome resistance to foreign occupation. His first novel, Zabiba and the King, gave a telling clue to his approach to government: at one point, the heroine urges an Iraqi leader 'to arrest all' who had known about an assassination plot, 'as well as all those who may have taken part'. A semi-autobiographical work, Men and the City, evoked the grim world of his rural upbringing in Tikrit, calling it 'worse than the life of dogs'.
Still, he made it to high school and then law school in Baghdad, before being recruited at the age of twenty as an assassin in the service of the Baath Party, which espoused a secular ideology of woolly socialism combined with fierce Arab nationalism. In 1963, when Saddam was 25, the party overthrew the leftist regime of Abdul-Karim Qasim. The coup doubtless confirmed his sensitivity to foreign-influenced conspiracies. Coll leaves an open verdict on the widely rumoured role of the CIA in removing Qasim, who had governed with the backing of the then powerful Iraqi Communist Party, since the agency's documents on the episode are still classified. However, Jim Critchfield, head of the CIA's Near East Division in 1963, told me late in life that 'we had every t crossed and every i dotted on that one. We regarded it as our best coup.' After a rocky start, the Baath Party consolidated power, and Saddam rose rapidly through its ranks, displacing his cousin, Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, as president in 1979. He immediately cemented his control with a bloody purge of Baathists deemed insufficiently loyal to his rule.
The following year, Saddam attacked Iran, sparking an eight-year war that killed at least half a million people. Ayatollah Khomeini's recently installed theocratic government had inspired similarly militant aspirations in Iraq's own Shi'ite religious hierarchy, clearly a threat to Saddam. He seemed to believe that Tehran's forces, distracted by revolutionary chaos, would offer no serious resistance. But after initial setbacks the Iranians rallied and by 1982 were putting the Iraqi military under severe pressure. This generated serious concern in Washington, where the ayatollah's regime was then, as now, considered the ultimate bete noire.
As Coll chronicles, the US, while professing neutrality in the war, began supplying Saddam with vital intelligence, especially satellite maps, through CIA and Defence Intelligence Agency officials posted to Baghdad. Coll is silent on the US's role in fomenting this horrifyingly bloody conflict. The war turned out to have momentous consequences for Iraq, even leaving aside the mass slaughter: it effectively bankrupted the state, impelling Saddam to invade Kuwait in the hope of restoring his battered finances, thus setting off a chain of events that in the end destroyed not only his regime but Iraqi society itself.
It is therefore of interest whether Saddam received any endorsement from Washington before launching the war on Iran. There have long been rumours of American encouragement, but the absence of hard evidence has led at least one academic researcher, Hal Brands, to conclude that 'the green light thesis has more basis in myth than in reality.' Chas Freeman, a distinguished US diplomat, recently provided me with a clue as to what might really have happened. In January 1981, as the Carter administration was preparing to leave office, Freeman, who was at the time director for Chinese affairs at the State Department, was tasked with reviewing National Security Council files relating to China. Among the papers, he remembers coming across a 'memcon' summarising a meeting in late June 1980 - three months before the war began - between Carter's national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and a senior Iraqi diplomat. In the meeting Brzezinski clearly stated that America would be content with an Iraqi attack on Iran - a green light if ever there was one. Such a document would normally have been filed with papers relating to Middle Eastern affairs, but it had been misfiled with the China material (perhaps deliberately, Freeman suggested to me), and he handed the memcon over to a White House official. It was never seen again. 'Probably shredded,' Freeman said.
Washington was so anxious to assist Saddam in the war the US had encouraged that CIA emissaries posted to Iraq were authorised to deliver invaluable intelligence material without asking for any favours in return. High-level visitors from the US included Donald Rumsfeld, appointed special envoy to the Middle East in 1983. Rumsfeld's visits to the region were not generally popular (the US ambassador in Damascus would invariably leave town whenever he came to stay, locking the drinks cabinet and taking the key with him). But Saddam's coterie actually liked Rumsfeld 'as a person', a US diplomat recorded, deeming him 'a good listener' who made it clear that Saddam's use of poison gas to repel the Iranians wouldn't get in the way of harmonious relations with Washington. The budding friendship even survived the revelation in 1986 of Reagan's covert arms shipments to Iran and passing on of military intelligence (in a bloody battle on the al-Faw peninsula in early 1986, both sides worked off satellite maps provided by the Americans). Exposure of these dealings will have reminded Saddam that the Americans were not to be trusted. But Washington came through when it counted, furnishing diplomatic cover for his heavy deployment of chemical weapons. In 1988, when Iran-backed Kurdish groups occupied the city of Halabja in Iraqi Kurdistan, Saddam responded by showering the city with poison gas, killing as many as five thousand civilians.
Coll suggests that the US response to the massacre was even-handed: the administration, he claims, 'embraced flawed intelligence reports ... that both Iraq and Iran had resorted to gas'. But in fact Washington made it perfectly clear whose side it was on. As Joost Hiltermann details in A Poisonous Affair: America, Iraq and the Gassing of Halabja (2007), within days of the attack, US diplomats around the world began publicising the lie that Halabjans had died from Iranian chemical weapons, thereby eliciting a Security Council resolution which didn't explicitly condemn Iraq, but merely urged both sides to refrain from the use of chemical weapons. Encouraged by the absence of international opposition, Saddam proceeded to quell Kurdish rebellion with further gassing of the civilian population.
Once Iran had thrown in the towel in 1988, Saddam began laying plans to take over Kuwait, to which he owed billions of dollars in war loans. By this stage, Washington's interest in the Middle East had waned, as decision-makers focused on the accelerating decline of the Soviet Union. Yet signs of Saddam's aggressive intentions did attract the attention of some US envoys in the region. Freeman, who was now ambassador to Saudi Arabia, recalls attempting to alert Washington, but he was largely ignored. The ambassador in Baghdad, April Glaspie, vainly sought guidance on official policy regarding Saddam's designs on his oil-rich neighbour, but was given none.
Saddam apparently took this lack of interest as a sign of US acquiescence. Years later, as Coll records, he complained to an American official: 'If you didn't want me to go in, why didn't you tell me?' When, following his conquest of Kuwait, it dawned on Washington that he was now in a position to help dictate the global price of oil, rapid action ensued with Operation Desert Storm. By March 1991, Saddam's army had been soundly defeated and driven from Kuwait. The US then ordained an indefinite siege of the Iraqi economy, securing UN endorsement of comprehensive sanctions that were formally justified by the belated discovery of Saddam's efforts to develop a nuclear weapon.
George H.W. Bush had refrained from advancing into Iraq to put pressure on the regime, but two months after the ceasefire he signed a secret 'finding' enjoining the CIA to work for Saddam's removal. Frank Anderson, head of the agency's Near East and South Asia Division, accepted the directive with reluctance, scribbling 'I don't like this' across the memo. He knew that there was little or no chance of subverting Saddam's well-entrenched government, and that Bush's order was little more than a pro forma gesture. As he reflected to me some years later, quoting the former CIA director Richard Helms, 'covert action is frequently a substitute for a policy.' Nevertheless, he set to work corralling opposition figures, especially the fraudster-banker Ahmed Chalabi. Chalabi was selected by the CIA because, as Anderson frankly admitted to me, 'he was weak,' with no useful connections inside Iraq, making him easier to control.
At the same time, sanctions were proving to be a lethal weapon against the Iraqi population at large. By the summer of 1991, the middle classes, impoverished by rocketing inflation, were selling off their possessions to buy food, while plutocrats, including Uday Hussein, grew vastly rich from black market profiteering. Coll touches only briefly on the misery inflicted by the sanctioneers, though he pays attention to Saddam's rake-offs from the Oil for Food programme instituted later in the 1990s, which permitted Iraq to export some oil. But as Denis Halliday, UN supervisor of aid distribution under Oil for Food, remarked on resigning his post in 1998 in protest at the ongoing sanctions, the blockade was destroying the underpinnings of Iraqi society as young people lost hope and sought relief through emigration or immersion in religious fundamentalism.
The sanctions were always publicly justified as a means to get Saddam to relinquish any and all nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. In fact, he had destroyed his entire arsenal of WMDs in 1991, but had done so in secret, keeping no record of their disposal. The secrecy was supremely ill-judged, making it difficult later to prove that he had no such weapons. A UN inspection force, Unscom, led by the Swedish diplomat Rolf Ekeus and partly manned by CIA undercover agents (with his acquiescence), combed the country for years in search of the non-existent WMD stockpiles. By the first few months of 1997, Ekeus had concluded there was nothing more to be found: 'Iraq had completed the disarmament phase of the ceasefire agreement,' he wrote in Foreign Affairs in 2012. The way should have been clear for lifting the sanctions. But, as Ekeus went on to say,
the United States took a different view. In the spring of 1997, former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright gave a speech at Georgetown University in which she stated that even if the weapons provisions under the ceasefire resolution were completed, the United States would not agree to lifting sanctions unless Saddam had been removed from power. With regime change now a stated US objective and the easing of economic sanctions off the table, Saddam lost his appetite for co-operation.

After subjecting the inspectors to increasing harassment, Saddam finally kicked them out. This, Ekeus suggested to me, was exactly what the administration hoped to achieve with Albright's provocative statement. Finding an excuse not to lift sanctions protected Bill Clinton from Republican accusations that he was being soft on Saddam. 'The Unscom inspectors,' Clinton stated without a blush in February 1998, 'believe that Iraq still has stockpiles of chemical and biological munitions ... and the capacity to restart quickly its production programme and build many, many more weapons.' Later that year, Clinton signed the Iraq Liberation Act, written by a congressional Republican staffer, Stephen Rademaker, with input from Ahmed Chalabi, who had by then fallen out with the CIA but had found new allies among neocons eager for an aggressive military policy in the Middle East. Passed by Congress with overwhelming bipartisan majorities, the law called for the US 'to support efforts to remove the regime headed by Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq', citing among other justifications Saddam's expulsion of the weapons inspectors.
America's path to war was already clearly marked by the time George W. Bush became president. The 9/11 attacks accelerated the pace. The Pentagon was still burning when, according to an aide's notes, Rumsfeld, now defence secretary, instructed the acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Richard Myers, to find the 'best info fast. Judge whether good enough [to] hit S.H. [Saddam Hussein] @same time ... not only U.B.L. [Osama bin Laden] Hard to get good case. Need to move swiftly - Near term target needs - Go massive - sweep it all up. Things related and not. Need to do so to get anything useful.' From then until March 2003, Bush led his government and his obedient ally Blair inexorably towards war. Just as the White House had disregarded warnings that bin Laden was planning an attack in the United States, it now disregarded or suppressed all evidence that Saddam did not possess weapons of mass destruction. The CIA obligingly confirmed that the desired conclusions were correct. For his part, Saddam believed that the CIA knew full well his weapons store was empty - which meant he was the subject of yet another conspiracy. Experience had taught him that was usually the case, and he was right.
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Poems by John Burnside

904 wordsNotes towards a Devotio Moderna
I
As if there was a sky where we could
pause a while, like medieval
pilgrims, we are patient to the last
and have no thought of After, or the gods
that might have been: the green amidst the black,
the changelings, or the newly resurrected.
Unlike the saints, we have no use
for angels, all that
bright dust floating down
from worlds we have no reason to pursue;
though sometimes, in the house we learned by heart
as children, everaftered in a fog
of Sabbath and the scent of mother love,
we let some devil in to make its bed:
wind in the ashes, chemtrails in the cinders.
We have the dead, their voices calling home
at nightfall; we have
ghost lights on the stairs;
rats in the attic, baskets of windfall plums,
but no one here has miracles to tell,
or not, that is, beyond the simple fact
of birch woods, or the first snow of the year,
or, somewhere down the river, where the reeds
are thickest, one last
warbler calling out
from everywhere, a warbler in the dusk,
and then an owl, first
one thing, then the next, and everything
so close to unison, we bow our heads
and call it prayer, as if all things were One.
II
Never a fall, these autumns lead us back
to elsewheres we have reason to believe
are ours, though peopled solely with the shapes
of others, neither memories nor ghosts,
but phantoms, nonetheless, as we have been.
Fog on the roads, the harvest gathered in
by lantern light; our work, if it is work,
accomplished.
Deer at the fence lines,
field-mice in the larder
and all the local kingdoms in their
singing, frog
and heron and that clearing where the air
is thick and sweet with rot, not
blackened yet, but tender with the fade
of quince, or damson, strafed into the grass
and bruised to softness by a week of rain,
the wasps grown quick and blind
around that feast, the pigeons
fattened in the hedges, blind with song.
No need to say how gladly we are pledged
to lost and loved.
How still the field is, now the crop is in.
How blue the sky,
now Heaven is foregone.
III
Late in the year
and everything we know has turned
to chrysalis, the gardens blanked
with snow, the houses
floating in the gold
of festival;
but what is winter here,
if not a ploy
to be recused, the business of the heart
too vague
to be forgotten
or remembered?
The dead lie in their sleeves
of gilt and ice, cold
featherings and tongues to set against
our hatcheries
of marrowfat
and yarrow;
and one thing leads, directly,
to another, lustreless
as early picture books:
a gateway to a path,
the path to water,
junkyard lamps reflected in the still
black surface, shadows
flickering away - a bird, a vole -
while somewhere up ahead, just out of reach,
a winter we have yet to comprehend
waits heart-in-hand
to furnish us with wings.
From 'The Memory Wheel'
?Y no es nadie la ilusion?
                                   Juan Ramon Jimenez

Gulls in the wind; cicadas; drifted leaves;
the steady click of death watch
beetle in the beams above our heads:
nowhere is more attuned to analogue
than where we lived
and failed to call it home.
Bound to the wheel,
we have no gift
for magic,
and eldritch is no
proxy when the house
is full of presences
and forms unseen,
tatters of feerique
and lilac time,
some local instances
of fauna, blanched
and sightless
in that space beneath the floor
where nothing sings.
No remedy for loss, no
cure for rot,
no solace to be found
in mere ideas:
metempsychosis, say, or presque vu,
time running backwards,
or brought to a perfect standstill;
the myth of the stranger, fifth
in a party of four;
The Flower Sermon;
silence;
unforgetting;
but, some days,
when the light comes through the yards
and calls us out, we find the world again
exactly as it was when things began:
small rain
in a stand of black bamboo,
smoke in a doorway,
the lingering scent
of persimmons.
All afternoon, we listen for the next
extinction, faultlines
spindrift in the blood
of others, and that dream of emptiness
that kept us entertained, when things
seemed plausible.
But nothing comes, you say:
only the wind;
only the wind
in a groundswell of drifted leaves,
and so, we go on, apprenticed to illusion:
too much to learn,
and nothing too small to forget:
Vesalius, the art of penmanship,
such angels as have fallen
and the ones
who prosper, being
faithful to their god.
Nothing can match
the bodies they infer
from attic windows
streaked with lime and rain,
wild for to hold and altogether
lovely, till they bleed away and leave
the faintest evidence of having been,
all that we thought we owned,
but left to chance:
flaws in the timelapse,
lesions in the fabric,
aporia as modus operandi.
*
If I fail to remember the angels, let me be
bedded with such shadows as I glean
from lamplight, in the warmest nook
of Bedlam, white
as apple blossom, whiter than the white
of first snow, when I walked home from the blue
of cinema and all the creatures there
came out to see what moved beneath the stars
as they did, with no After or Before
to speak of, only
witness, bright,
and constant as this house
where no one sleeps,
but everything is dreamed.
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Macron's Dance
Jeremy Harding on France and Israel

3663 wordsOn  27 May, Emmanuel Macron tweeted his outrage at the Israeli bombing of a tent encampment in Rafah that left at least 45 civilians dead. 'These operations must stop,' he wrote. 'There are no safe areas in Rafah for Palestinian civilians. I call for full respect for international law and an immediate ceasefire.' Macron had already marked his distance from Israel in April, six months into the onslaught on Gaza, when he signed a joint statement with King Abdullah of Jordan and Egypt's Abdel Fattah el-Sisi calling for an immediate ceasefire and stressing 'our determination to step up our joint efforts to effectively bring about the two-state solution'.
Since taking office in 2017, Macron has made many such gestures. They set him apart from other Western leaders and reverberate among parts of the French electorate that remain suspicious of his economic policies. Even before his election to the presidency, Macron was a revisionist on the colonial question. 'I have always condemned colonisation as an act of barbarity,' he told an Algerian TV presenter while on the campaign trail in 2017, 'a crime against humanity.' A few months later, on a presidential visit to Burkina Faso, he told an audience of students that he belonged to a generation 'for whom the crimes of European colonisation cannot be disputed and are part of our history'. In 2018 he acknowledged that Maurice Audin, a young French militant for Algerian independence, was murdered in detention in 1957; no previous head of state had been willing to admit as much. In 2019 he authorised a commission to report on the role of France in the Rwandan genocide of 1994, and on a trip to Kigali in 2021 acknowledged its 'damning responsibility', though his commission was careful to say that France was not 'complicit'. In 2020 he ordered 19th-century specimen skulls held in the Musee de l'Homme to be returned to Algeria; he also commissioned another investigation, by the historian Benjamin Stora, into disputes (intra-French and bilateral) over the late colonial period in Algeria and France's undeclared war against the independence movement.
Most of Macron's interventions concede a point of principle in parts of the world where, in practice, France has single-mindedly pursued its economic interests. But Israel is a separate matter, despite its resemblance to France's colonial project in Algeria and the fact that several senior figures in the Israeli political class, including the finance minister (Bezalel Smotrich), the national security minister (Itamar Ben-Gvir) and the deputy mayor of Jerusalem (Aryeh King), have spoken of Palestinians in much the same way as Hutu exterminationists spoke of the Tutsi in 1994. (In a bitter irony for Palestinians, the Israeli president, Isaac Herzog, flew to Rwanda in April to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the genocide and, while he was at it, to call for the release of Israeli hostages held by Hamas.) France only changed its stance on Rwanda many years after the event and, whatever Macron's pronouncements, there may be no serious French revisionist position on Palestine until long after Gaza is razed to the ground.
Israel grips the imagination of the French political class; Palestine does not. Historians have done industrious work on the deportation of 76,000 Jews to death camps with the active support of the Vichy regime. Israel may well be a rogue state in the eyes of the Global South, but in France its existence goes some way to repairing past wrongs. The best that French presidents can do is to affirm that, like those of any abused minority, Palestinian rights need to be taken seriously. This remains a hypothetical position, overshadowed not only by the constant work of Holocaust memorialisation but by France's economic relationship with Israel, which accounts for roughly 40 per cent of French export earnings in the 'Near East' (the other countries are Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria). The military component is trifling: around EU210 million worth of equipment over the last ten years. But Israel's big infrastructure projects have long looked attractive to French engineering companies, even when they violate international law by contracting for transport links that extend through occupied East Jerusalem towards the illegal settlements on the West Bank.
By contrast, French civil society, with its plethora of associations and NGOs, has never been at ease with the occupation of Palestine, and a robust network of pro-Palestinian solidarity groups and activists has achieved some notable victories. In 2019, after years of work, a diverse alliance of human rights groups, pro-Palestinian activist organisations and France's two biggest trade unions prevailed on Alstom, the giant French train manufacturer, to pull out of a new phase in the Jerusalem Light Rail project. Alstom ended up explaining to two Israeli partner firms that the project might put the company in breach of French law. Veolia, which played a key role in the early development of the JLR, as well as in bus services, landfill and waste-water treatment for the settlements, divested its holdings in Israel in 2015.
The trickle of French military sales has also been challenged in the courts by pro-Palestinian groups, as other countries - Canada, Spain - opt for a full embargo. Objections to the supply of weapons technology to the Middle East are not new in France. Several French companies have been called to account, on grounds of complicity in war crimes, for arms sales to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and their deadly consequences in Yemen. There were protests about transfers to Israel during the 2014 war on Gaza, and eventually there was a court case in Paris, brought by the Shuheibar family, who lost three children - they were on the roof of the house feeding their pigeons - to a guided missile containing a sensor made by the French company Exxelia. The case is ongoing.
Since the butchery in Gaza began, the government has held its own against a barrage of parliamentary interventions - 'questions' would be putting it mildly - from left-wing MPs in La France Insoumise. But it has certainly flinched under pressure from the big human rights organisations such as Amnesty International, and at the end of May it announced that Israel, which planned to send 74 of its arms and security companies to Paris in mid-June, would no longer be welcome at this year's Eurosatory, a biennial arms bazaar hosted by France (the courts have just ruled the decision unconstitutional, too late for this year's fair).
The pro-Palestinian movement in France germinated in the late 1950s, after the Suez Crisis, largely among Christian intellectuals troubled both by the 'Arab question' in Palestine and the colonial war in Algeria. The review L'Esprit, whose humanist Catholicism had taken a turn to the left after the German occupation, was well disposed towards the young Jewish state, but made its reservations plain. In an article published in 1958, Paul Ricoeur challenged the claims of Andre Neher, a fellow contributor to L'Esprit, that the accession of Jews to biblical lands anchored an 'essence' of Jewishness. 'Is this essence you invoke,' Ricoeur asked Neher, 'which in your view founds your right to the land of Palestine, compatible with the existence of others, in surrounding territories and, indeed, on the same land?' Ricoeur worried about the looming 'racist' spectre of Israeli 'militarism and expansionism' and ended his piece by calling for the 'great powers' to impose 'an embargo on all arms destined for any country in the Near East'. Macron - an admirer of Ricoeur who worked closely with him in the 1990s as an editorial assistant on one of his last books, La Memoire, l'histoire, l'oubli (2000) - would do well to revisit that piece.
French trade unions, too, had their doubts about Israel's Potemkin village, in which the desert bloomed, muscular Jews toiled at the land and dispossessed Palestinians were kept entirely out of the picture. Whatever the allure of Israel's socialist-style kibbutzim, the disaster that befell the Palestinians had still to be reckoned with. The Confederation francaise des travailleurs chretiens was slow to rally to the idea of Algerian independence, but at the time of Suez it was reminding members of the public that 'all peoples, all nations are equal,' including Algeria, Vietnam, Hungary and 'Israel-Palestine'. In the early 1960s the union morphed away from its radical Christian origins to become the more secular CFDT, today the second largest union in France. It has recently called for France to recognise Palestine as a state. So has the (thoroughly secular) daily L'Humanite, with an appeal signed by twenty thousand people.
The Comite inter-mouvements aupres des evacues (la Cimade) was set up in 1939 by a Protestant activist group to help hundreds of thousands of evacuees in north-east France who had been moved away from the Maginot Line on the eve of the German invasion. Many were Jews. Now an influential lay association with a residue of Christian socialism, la Cimade prefers not to insist on ironclad positions - it resembles the 20th-century version of the International Committee of the Red Cross in national microcosm - but it urges its donors and activists to subscribe to the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement, and in May suggested they sign the appeal in L'Humanite.
This restless impatience with Israeli apartheid policies has rarely coincided with the views of any French administration, though Michel Rocard, an outstanding figure on the French left and prime minister under Mitterrand between 1988 and 1991, did his best to push the Palestinian cause up the list of foreign policy priorities. A Protestant by conviction before his late turn to agnosticism, Rocard rose through the Parti Socialiste Unifie, which opened a dialogue with Yasir Arafat in 1969. He went on to develop ties with Mahmoud Hamshari, the PLO's representative in Paris, who was cleared for diplomatic status by the French foreign office in 1970.
Unlike the PSU, Mitterrand's Parti Socialiste had no misgivings about the Israeli Labor Party, which it identified as a fraternal socialist organisation. In the spring of 1972, Mitterrand arrived in Israel at the invitation of Golda Meir and was chaperoned, without the least objection on his part, on a tour of the recently occupied territories (East Jerusalem, the West Bank, the Golan Heights and parts of Sinai). By the end of that year, after the terrorist attack on Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in September, Meir had decided that Hamshari should be one of several PLO figures to pay the price. He was critically injured by a bomb planted in his Paris home and died a lingering death. Rocard was at the interment at Pere Lachaise. Hamshari's assassination foreshadowed the fate of Dulcie September, the ANC's representative in Paris, who was murdered by apartheid agents outside her office in 1988. Unlike Hamshari, she has a street in Paris named after her.
Rocard abandoned the PSU a couple of years later and threw in his lot with the PS. He accompanied its first secretary, now leader of the opposition, on another visit to Israel in 1976. Under Rocard's guidance, Mitterrand was introduced to PLO supporters on the West Bank and discouraged from swanning around the Golan Heights with Labor Party dignitaries. Jean-Pierre Filiu, the author of Mitterrand et la Palestine (2005), recalls that in 1980, when Rocard stood as a rival for the PS presidential nomination, the Mitterrand faction began a whispering campaign against him based on his pro-Palestinian position. For Rocard in the late 1970s, the problem was not so much the charge of antisemitism, which wasn't automatically levelled at critics of Israel until much later, as the PLO's record of terrorism and hijackings.
Rocard was defeated in the PS primaries and Mitterrand took the Elysee in 1981. When he became prime minister in 1988, six months into the first intifada, Rocard persuaded Mitterrand to invite Arafat to Paris and - according to Filiu - hosted him at the prime ministerial residence in Matignon. Rocard and his allies had hoped to cultivate more of these high-level Franco-Palestinian connections, but events got in the way. In 1991 the Mitterrand administration angered the opposition Islamic Salvation Front in Algeria - which had just won the largest share of the vote in parliamentary elections - by lending tacit support to the FLN in its successful bid to stay in power. In 1993, the PLO signed up to the Oslo Accords, which promised Palestinians a pitiful slice of their territory in return for peace. Arafat concurred. Yitzhak Rabin, then prime minister and Israel's broker at Oslo, was murdered in Tel Aviv in 1995. The same year, radical Algerian Islamist groups struck in France. The facile association of Palestine with instability in the Middle East and violence at home was irresistible.
Since the Six-Day War, however, Palestine has shaped the political imagination of French Muslims of North African descent. The most striking evidence of this was the appearance of Palestine Committees, formed in reaction to Black September in 1970, when thousands of exiled Palestinian fighters and refugees were killed in Jordan, after which the PLO decamped to Lebanon. The Palestine Committees are an underexplored moment in the history of Franco-Palestinian solidarity, partly because they were short-lived but also because they were formed by Maghrebi students in Paris, whose own story is often overshadowed by the larger field of scholarship on immigrant labour from the Maghreb. The committee members, mostly Tunisian and Moroccan students, were disenchanted with the independence regimes at home and enjoyed close links with Maoist factions on the far left, including the Gauche proletarienne, which shared their preoccupation with Palestine.
These expatriate student revolutionaries found a resounding echo in a much larger organisation, the Movement of Arab Workers (MTA), which came together in 1972 as the committees dissolved, taking many of the students with it. The MTA made its mark with high-profile strikes and demonstrations over workplace injustices, the bitter issue of work permits, life in the grim migrant hostels and a bout of ferocious racism that resulted in the deaths of dozens of North Africans in 1973. The movement didn't last beyond the 1970s but it was briefly a model of non-violent postcolonial activism, and the Palestinian cause was close to its heart. Today, as the death toll rises in Gaza, new Palestine committees have sprung up among students - at Sciences Po for example - whose actions, like those of the campus protesters in the US, are met with the same predictable slurs.
Macron and his followers are right to think they can ignore events in Gaza so long as they call for a ceasefire and advocate a two-state solution (with or without the input of Palestinians): these gestures cost nothing. Nor is there any harm in voting to upgrade Palestine's standing at the UN, as France did in April. Macron can even assert that there is no 'taboo' against recognising a Palestinian state, as Ireland, Spain and Norway did in May. Nonetheless, the reason he gives for not following suit - that this is not the right moment - has angered some of his advisers and entrenched suspicion among people who doubt his resolve. By recognising Palestine, Anne Tuaillon, the disconsolate president of France-Palestine Solidarity, told the press, France could have sent a strong signal to Israel and the world. It would have been 'a vital stage in the resolution of the conflict', according to Salman el-Herfi, the former Palestinian ambassador in Paris. So if not now, when? The same question was put to Macron's predecessor, Francois Hollande. The answer, perhaps, is that every French administration since Oslo has seen recognition as a one-shot weapon and possibly its most powerful: use it and you have nothing comparable left in the arsenal. But that's to imagine it far too grandly as a deterrent, the diplomatic equivalent of France's nuclear force de frappe. Does anyone really believe that Israel would hold back from its atrocities in Gaza and violent expansionism on the West Bank for fear that France might formally recognise Palestine?
French  public opinion can be gauged from a poll conducted in April by the national polling organisation Ifop, which asked respondents where they stood on the war in Gaza and its repercussions for France. Perhaps thinking of the Bataclan attack, 71 per cent imagined that a version of 7 October could play out in France at some point in the future. Seventy per cent expressed their sympathy with Israel and 56 per cent with Israel's ambition to extinguish Hamas, while 12 per cent held Israel entirely responsible for its war in Gaza. I was reminded of Ifop polls conducted in France during and after the Six-Day War, in which support for Israel came out at around 50 to 60 per cent, while support for the Arab alliance reached its nadir at 2 per cent. Not long after Israel's victory in 1967, a rival polling organisation, Sofres, asked a broader question, to male respondents only, about their racism of choice: are you by disposition anti-Arab or anti-Jew? (A confusing question given that many 'Arabs' were Christians or Jews.) Thirty-three per cent of respondents said they were neither anti-Jewish nor anti-Arab; 20 per cent were equally opposed to both; 44 per cent had a stronger aversion to Arabs than Jews. Only 3 per cent were more anti-Jewish than anti-Arab.
Next week voters in France will start electing a new National Assembly. The destruction of Gaza is a peripheral issue among a majority of the public and most political parties, which still identify with Israel. The outlier is La France insoumise, led by the veteran left-wing orator Jean-Luc Melenchon. Palestine weighs heavily on LFI's internationalist conscience, as it did for Corbyn's Labour Party. Melenchon's fortunes peaked in 2022 when he forged a left alliance that ended up with an impressive 131 seats in the National Assembly. LFI is now part of a hastily assembled left coalition, the Nouveau Front populaire, which hopes to diminish Marine Le Pen's standing in the next French parliament by fielding a single candidate from the alliance in each constituency. Melenchon and the LFI activist Rima Hassan - who was born in a Palestinian refugee camp near Aleppo and has just won a seat in the European Parliament - are fierce defenders of the Palestinian cause, but Melenchon is a problematic advocate for Palestine. To announce that Jesus was killed 'by his compatriots', as he did in 2020, is to reproduce a virulent Catholic antisemitic trope in France. To hint that the national loyalties of French Jews who defend Israel are tenuous, as he has on more than one occasion, is to mirror Le Pen's identitarian suspicions about France's Muslim population.
Le Pen's party, Rassemblement National, looks set to make impressive gains and may well be able to appoint the youngest prime minister in French history, her presentable 28-year-old protege Jordan Bardella. (He has recently claimed that he won't accept the post unless the RN wins an absolute majority.) Le Pen insists that her party is the best defence for French Jews against the forces of darkness: nobody mistrusts France's Muslim minority more than the far right in its current, philosemitic mode. Le Pen condemns the anti-war student encampments in France as 'pro-Hamas' and stands by Israel's destruction of Gaza.
Not all of France's Jews support the Zionist cause - prominent Jewish campaigners for Palestinian rights include the journalist Sylvain Cypel and Rony Brauman, a former president of Medecins sans frontieres. Of those who do, not all will rally to Le Pen as Israel shows its true colours, yet again, in Gaza. But Le Pen's flirtation with the Jewish community appears to be paying dividends. In a piece for Le Monde in 2015, Serge Klarsfeld, the pre-eminent archivist of the Holocaust in France and a former tenacious Nazi-hunter, cautioned French Jews against the fantasy that a Jewish vote for Le Pen's party would see off 'Muslim fundamentalists'. He was convinced that 'the rare German Jews who chanced their arm by voting for the Nazi party, because they were afraid of Bolshevism, came to regret it.' But not long after 7 October Klarsfeld had a dramatic change of heart. In February he agreed to meet Le Pen, and in June announced that if it came to a showdown between the RN and a unified left, with LFI fielding the largest number of alliance candidates, his vote would go to the far right. This is a huge symbolic gain for Le Pen. Klarsfeld is still venerated in France's Jewish community, and he still embodies the sense of euphoria - and anxiety - that took hold in the diaspora after Israel's victory in the Six-Day War.
In France, with its record of collaboration in the murder of the Jews, self-discovery by descendants and survivors of the Holocaust had to be taken one cautious step at a time. Many far-right French revanchists who regretted the loss of Algeria were also passionate antisemites and it paid for the Jewish community not to cause a stir. But in 1967, Israel's prowess under arms earned the far right's grudging admiration. That year, the conservative weekly Minute published a piece that put the case for Israel to its growing number of far-right readers: 'In any event, with the Arabs, only one policy is possible: rule by intimidation ["la trique"] and a kick up the arse. Force is the only thing they understand and respect.' The far right hadn't come to love the Jews, but Israel had done what France had failed to do in Algeria.
Le Pen has recast these sentiments in acceptable terms for the 21st century. If her party does as well as she hopes in these elections, she will turn with a vengeance to the insoluble problems of immigration and the troubling abundance of Muslims on French soil, to which she claims to have all the answers, as the last vestiges of her father's antisemitism are seemingly swept away. It's nevertheless an alarming finding by France's consultative commission on human rights that 24 per cent of her followers believe the 'Jews have too much power in France.'
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Diary
My Niche
Mendez

2757 words'Good evening,' I said. 'Welcome to Brunswick House.' I never usually said that. Too corny. But I was in a good mood and the last two customers - this was the final table of the evening - were mature white gays. I wasn't sure if they were a couple, but you always want to flirt a bit, fan them, feed them grapes: a wronged queen will out-Karen any Karen any day. I went through the specials. 'Still, sparkling or tap?' 'Glass of champagne?' 'Any dietaries?' At this point, one of the men looked up and said: 'You have the most wonderful speaking voice. Are you an actor?' I rolled my eyes. People had made similar remarks in the past, but no one, as I told the man, who was in a position to help get my voice out there. 'Maybe it's your lucky day,' he replied. (Actually, I don't remember exactly what he said - it was 2014 - but we're friends now, and this is the sort of thing he says.) 'I'm an audiobook producer, and I think you should audition to read for us.'
 Back in the 1990s, my Jehovah's Witness congregation met every Thursday evening, to learn how to preach. (Annoyingly, this meant I couldn't watch Top of the Pops until it was moved to Friday nights.) The first half of the Thursday meeting was called the Theocratic Ministry School, and comprised of four talks. Talk one (fifteen minutes) was given by an elder or senior ministerial servant and drew on material from a standard reference book. Talk two (five minutes) was a Bible reading with an introduction and conclusion and was delivered by a younger brother. Talk three (five minutes) was a conversation between two sisters, usually one young and one senior member of the congregation; either the younger woman would ask the older one about a practical or spiritual problem that the latter would help her resolve scripturally, or the senior member would demonstrate how to break the ice on the ministry doorstep. Talk four (five minutes) could be a combination of any of the above or something else altogether, and might be delivered to the audience by one relatively senior brother, or two relatively senior sisters might speak to each other. Women were not allowed to address the congregation in the way a man would.
 The Theocratic Ministry School overseer was the most literate and attentive of the elders, although outside the Kingdom Hall he might be a window cleaner, school caretaker or vending machine salesman. He would keep a file on each speaking member of the congregation, marking them on tone, projection, modulation, pacing, volume, time management and structure. All this would be recorded on a speech counsel slip, so that the speaker's progress could be monitored. I gave my first talk two at the age of nine, and as I grew older and more confident I was trusted with talk four. Once I even put up my hand to give talk three, but the overseer, reddening and sweating, cast his eyes back and forth for anyone but me; eventually a pair of sisters nodded at each other across the room and you could detect his relief at not having to upset the gender imbalance further. Usually applause was reserved for a young person giving their first talk, but even at seventeen I was being clapped off the platform.
 At school I was in all the top sets with a West Brom fan, and sat next to him in French, geography, maths, music, science and English. It was in English that I remember being called out for not knowing anything about football. 'What's your favourite Premier League stadium name?' he asked. 'Anfield,' I replied, which I stand by, perhaps because it sounds a bit like 'anthem' and anthems are sung there with a fervour unmatched anywhere outside a cathedral during mass. He was impressed by that. But then he asked me to name a Premier League team beginning with the letter C. My mind went blank. 'Colchester United,' I eventually blurted out. He laughed for about ten minutes. In PE he gave me a wide berth. Once, frozen with fear at the prospect of saving a free kick, I watched the flight of the wet, muddy ball all the way into my own face. On another occasion, playing outfield, the ball broke towards me when I was near the posts. I kicked it five metres one way, chased it and kicked it five metres the other, then struck it emphatically into the goal, my foot at shoulder height. There was no net so it dribbled sadly into the distance. I'd never scored before and wheeled away in triumph before I noticed that no one else was celebrating. I had scored the most egregious of own goals. You're Black, you're a Jehovah's Witness, you can't play football. Your life is over.
 Between the summers of 1998 and 2001 - between leaving school and eventually, after resitting my A levels, going to university - I worked at McDonald's in Coseley, near Wolverhampton. I was living with my maternal grandparents, who subscribed to Sky Sports, so I now had unlimited access to football if I wanted it. Neither of my parents are football fans. The only game I remember us watching at home was England v. Argentina in the 1998 World Cup - the match in which Michael Owen scored that goal and David Beckham was shown that effigy-birthing red card.
 It was at McDonald's that I was introduced to tactical discourse and talk of transfer windows; to the idea that a player being sold by a club for millions of pounds could be seen as liberating while we were flipping burgers for PS3.25 an hour; to the difference between the way a team lines up on paper and the way they play together in practice. One day, while Aaliyah's 'Try Again' played on the stereo, a colleague laughed as he walked past me and away from a conversation. 'I wonder what Luis Enrique thinks of that!' he said. I was ashamed that I didn't know who Luis Enrique was. I now know that in 2000 Enrique was a current Barcelona and former Real Madrid player. That summer, Luis Figo of Barcelona had defected to Real Madrid. Sky Sports had made the European leagues accessible, and talking about them was fashionable. If nothing else, it showed that you had a dish on the front of your house or that you were free to spend lots of time in the pub watching foreign games and pulling women. Since all this mattered so much to my colleagues, I resolved to learn something about football, hoping that if I ingratiated myself to them, they wouldn't expose me as gay.
 The Enrique comment anointed Barcelona with a radical internationalist glamour. YouTube enabled me to watch many of their famous matches, from the Johan Cruyff-inspired 5-0 win over Real Madrid in 1974, to those from the era when his protege Pep Guardiola was coach and the team played the best football the world has ever seen. In spite of its economic and sporting predicaments Barcelona remains, in the words of its motto, 'mes que un club' - aligning itself with anti-fascist, anti-racist and inclusive politics.
 My 'audition' for the audiobook producer actually made it into the world as part of the recording of Andrea Levy's Six Stories and an Essay (2014). Levy read most of the book herself, but part of the titular essay is a monologue attributed to an older male Windrush immigrant, which I narrated. I listened back to it not long ago, mortified. I had been given the script on arrival and the producer immediately pressed play, prompting me to put on my best pan-Caribbean accent on the spot. It's cringeworthy to start - like an Irish person trying to 'do' Jamaican - and only marginally less so by the end. But, to the producer's ears at least, I passed.
 By far the most difficult book I've had to narrate was Rainbow Milk by Mendez, for which I required extensive coaching. The opening section is again in the voice of a Windrush immigrant, this time based in the West Midlands, so the dialogue switches between a Jamaican patois soft enough to be widely comprehensible and the locals' Black Country, written with a 1950s verisimilitude. Four further sections follow the journey of Jesse, a second-generation British-born Jamaican, from the West Midlands to London, where he works first as a waiter in a brasserie staffed by Portuguese, French and Italians, all of whose dialogue it made sense at the time to represent phonetically. He lives briefly in a hostel populated by - I keep thinking of that line in The Crown when Princess Margaret declares that Earl's Court is full of 'prostitutes and Aw-stralians'. Jesse becomes close to a Liverpudlian poet and, later, a Lebanese-French architect. But it's not just about accents. My sentences owe as much to Timbaland beats as anything literary, and I found many of them exhausting to deliver.
 Sometimes a throwaway comment directed at the right person can land you a gig, and when it became apparent to the producer that I was a queer Black person who knew a thing or two about sport, my niche was established. I still read the Guardian's football coverage almost every day, especially when teams I admire are being praised, when teams I don't like are being pilloried, or when a coach, player or tactical innovation is under scrutiny. Writing, I find myself channelling Barney Ronay (excitable, lyrical, camp) or Sid Lowe (mercurial, ominous, heavy). I catch myself reminding straight guys at the pub of the latest offside rules. Once, while living in an Earl's Court hostel, I got into an argument with a beefy Aussie over something Arsenal-related and he blew up at me: 'You're an arrogant cunt!' Whatever the issue was, I was right. Recently, one of my best straight friends tried to come for me when I said that Arsenal's 'Invincibles' team (2003-04) got 90 points. He sat there and googled it in front of me and, well ... Football is all about statistics. It's fried chicken for my brain.
 The first sporting biography I narrated was Ian Poulter's No Limits (2014), and I recommend you read the book if you're interested in Poulter or in golf because my performance, which I've not revisited, is marked for eternal damnation. I read in my own voice now, but back then I was encouraged to sound as close as possible to the author or dominant textual voice. For Poulter (who is from Hertfordshire), I affected a completely unrehearsed, dried-out, cod-Essex tenor from the jump and had to sustain it for three exhausting days in the studio. (I still make voice decisions on the spot. The clues are in the dialogue and don't always come across in the initial speed-read.) When I was chosen by the author to narrate Ian Wright's A Life in Football (2017), it seemed I was destined to become the voice of every notable Ian in modern sport (I'm yet to hear from Ian Botham's publisher or Ian Thorpe's). I was proud to voice Wright and still boast about it to guys down the pub when I'm feeling anxious and othered.
 Often people ask: 'Why can't the writers do it?' Well, for the same reason the real Erin Brockovich didn't play herself in the movie; could never have brought herself to life on camera the way Julia Roberts did. Reading aloud is not the same as reading to oneself. Few people have or give themselves the opportunity to perform the full intention behind every word in a book, much less bring characters to life so that the listener can distinguish them consistently.
 Last year I narrated Pele's My Autobiography - yes, I am the queer voice of the greatest footballer of the 20th century. This presented the challenge of voicing problematic and dated views, especially about women. I was being paid to say what was there, not to critique it; but, where I could, I inserted a self-deprecating inflection, leaving my tongue in the great man's cheek. These days, I usually get a couple of weeks with the manuscript before recording, to check pronunciations, especially pertinent with, for example, Brazilian Portuguese, which can be a lawless dialect. Minor players (largely forgotten outside Brazil) have names for which it's difficult to find a pronunciation guide without resorting to some AI-generated US-English whitewash. You can watch a whole YouTube video - sometimes of an hour or longer - only for the speaker to choke on the player's name.
 Syllable stresses that I've long taken for granted are frequently corrected by the producer (contribute or contribute?). You have to keep the energy up, the throat and sinuses clear, the mouth moist but not wet, clicky or sticky over the course of eight hours a day for at least three days, so you should avoid dairy, which produces mucus. You should read ahead so that you're not pausing to move pages or scroll on an iPad screen (you should keep your nails, or at least that nail, trimmed). You should wear clothing that doesn't swoosh every time you move, and it goes without saying that bangles, beads and dangly earrings must be removed. (There's a funny moment in the Netflix film The Greatest Night in Pop, about the recording of 'We Are the World,' where Cyndi Lauper nails her gospel-inflected vocal time after time, but every take sounds like trainers in a tumble dryer due to her enormous drag earrings flying around and hitting the headphones.) I've still not mastered the science of eating enough in the morning that I won't be starving by 10 a.m., but not so much that my digestive process is audible to the ultra-sensitive mic; cushions are provided to press against the abdomen, but some guts are louder than others.
 Reading out loud keeps the core engaged and is metabolically efficient. (Even reading to oneself is a healthier option than watching TV, burning roughly ten calories an hour more.) However pulverisingly dull the book, you must not sound like it's 4 p.m. on the final day of recording and you can't wait to get out of there and start downing Negronis. (Vocalzone lozenges are a miracle salve for an overworked voice towards the end of a session.) You should vary the tone of every sentence. For non-fiction, I tend to drift towards a Clive Myrie BBC sound, warm, lyrical and slightly judgmental, with a hint of Fiona Bruce head-shaking. I sometimes worry that the subjects or their fans will find out who I am, and what I represent, and protest. Fans, for example, of the serial shagger Frank Worrell, the first Black West Indies cricket captain, whose biography I recently recorded.
 The Society of Authors found in 2022 that the median annual income a UK-based writer makes from writing is PS7000 - down 60 per cent, when adjusted for inflation, from a similar survey in 2006. I've outperformed those figures, fortunately, but navigating life as an author without a complete second novel or parental support in the age of PS3.80 flat whites, I'm now back working a couple of shifts a week in a Margate restaurant. Every so often the owner introduces me to one of her friends as 'a brilliant writer!' as I scratch a blob of gravy from my apron. On one occasion it transpired that the friend had read my novel in hardback. She looked at me strangely, smiling with the bottom half of her face, yet screaming at me with the top half, evidently concerned for my mental health and social standing. I explained to her that a lot of things went right but a lot of things went wrong. I'm new in town with a flat to rent and bills to pay, and it is what it is. I console myself that I'm doing what needs to be done, but can't escape the thought that writers should be paid more for what we do as event chairs, panellists, reviewers, scriptwriters, teachers and interviewers. The worst thing that you can say to a writer, actor, musician, or anyone who works in hospitality is, 'Maybe you'll meet someone!' But perhaps, secretly, I'm waiting to be discovered again.
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