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The Hard Zone
Andrew O'Hagan at the Republican National Convention

6742 wordsThere was  lightning in the sky over Chicago, and I was waiting at the airport. An announcement echoed across the departure gate: there was going to be a delay. I hadn't looked at the book in front of me in more than thirty years - Norman Mailer's Miami and the Siege of Chicago, his two convention pieces from 1968 - and just as my phone began to buzz my eye landed on a sentence: 'The reporter was a literary man - symbol had the power to push him into actions more heroic than himself.'
I picked up. 'Are you safe?' my 20-year-old said.
'There's none of us safe in the world.'
'No, I'm serious. Trump's been shot or something.'
I got up CNN on my phone. 'Loud bangs heard at rally; Trump whisked away with blood on face,' the headline said. It was all symbols. The red cap that said 'Make America Great Again'. The tight little fist raised in defiance. The Stars and Stripes fluttering at the edge of the photograph. One of Trump's favourite phrases is to say that a person or a thing is from central casting. And now he was: that bloodied face, the hero's grimace, the whole thing like a campaign advert directed by John Ford.
[image: ] Donald Trump and J.D. Vance, with the junior Trumps behind them.




In Milwaukee, I bumped into Robert Auth, a member of the New Jersey General Assembly, who began telling me and a Swedish journalist that the Republican Party had always been all about surviving and staying on course. 'We're shocked,' he said, 'but we'll go about our business.' He was wearing a blue cap that said: 'Trump. 45th President'. He then spoke to CBS. 'Someone else died - we're horrified at that. But this is not going to stop Republicans from participating in the democratic process.'
'What about security?'
'I think Biden should also give a security detail to Robert Kennedy Jr.'
Since 1968, the number of 'active shooter incidents' has grown steadily in America, almost tripling since 2015, with such events now seeming part of American normality. Some shootings scarcely make the news. The numbers - so much higher than Canada, so much lower than Guatemala - are deployed by people at either end of the argument, and the whole discussion is politicised, as if American reality must always be a matter of opinion and prejudice. It took only a few minutes for the attempt on Trump's life to become the dark centre of competing conspiracies, which is what very often passes for news and analysis in contemporary America. The talk shows lit up with hymns to carnage and theories about which 'deep state' forces were behind the shooting. J.D. Vance, author of the dads-and-crawdads memoir Hillbilly Elegy and favourite at the start of the convention to be Trump's pick for vice president, quickly issued a piercing dog-whistle. 'Today is not just some isolated incident,' he posted on X. 'The central premise of the Biden campaign is that President Donald Trump is an authoritarian fascist who must be stopped at all costs. That rhetoric led directly to Trump's attempted assassination.'
'Trump was just elected today, folks,' one supporter said. 'He's a martyr.' America loves a clear-cut victim just as much as it hates a generalised one. What it loves most is a hero. A survivor. The digital sphere was soon crowded with shocked obsequies from political leaders. 'It was a movie,' a Turkish man told me when I arrived in the centre of Milwaukee. 'We have seen that before. He wants to get the firmer support of his followers. Because I can assure you, if someone from the other party shot him, he wouldn't have missed.'
'Do you think President Trump would be bad for America?'
'Very,' he said, 'because America will not exist anymore. He will be the ultimate judge and the ultimate policeman. We have seen all these scenarios before. All the extreme white supremacists will take to the streets, I guess.'
In the rush to recognise Trump's new victim status, nobody seemed to be thinking about his own invocations of brutality. Before he was banned from Twitter, he had been warned for 'glorifying violence'. He said Mexicans trying to cross the border illegally should be shot in the leg. At the time of the Black Lives Matter protests relating to the murder of George Floyd, he tweeted: 'when the looting starts, the shooting starts.' In July 2017, he advised police officers not to be 'too nice' when handling suspects. He praised someone for body-slamming a reporter and encouraged supporters at a rally before the Iowa caucus in 2016 to 'knock the crap out of' protesters, saying he would pay their legal fees. He has a history of inciting crowds: he awaits trial on an accusation of inciting the riot in the Capitol building on 6 January 2021. In Louisville, Kentucky in 2016, when confronted by protesters, he told his supporters to 'Get 'em out of here.' Trump has always understood that violence is comprehended by one portion of his base and relished by another. 'I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn't lose voters, OK?' he said at one campaign rally. 'It's, like, incredible.' He has made his rallies places where the threat of violence might now and then be justified.
Milwaukee's  mayoralty was held on and off by socialists from 1910 until 1960. The city had German and Scandinavian immigrant roots, and was defined for a hundred years by its progressive and anti-slavery views. It was famous for what was sometimes called 'sewer socialism' - Milwaukee's socialists sometimes boasted about the local public sanitation system - but Emil Seidel, an early mayor, had higher ambitions. 'We wanted a chance for every human being to be strong and live a life of happiness,' he said. 'And we wanted everything that was necessary to give them that: playgrounds, parks, lakes, beaches, clean creeks and rivers, swimming and wading pools, social centres, reading rooms, clean fun, music, dance, song and joy for all. That was our Milwaukee Social Democratic movement.' This view of life flourished and then faltered, after a sequence of events that included the introduction in the 1930s of redlining (a sort of credit rationing where 'good housing' in 'good areas' could only be insured by white people, concentrating and racialising poverty in specific neighbourhoods), then there was the devastating effect of the closing of local industries, followed by prolonged attacks on public sector unions and the denuding of local universities through huge budget cuts. The city was horribly gerrymandered in the 2010s. Paul Ryan, former Speaker of the House of Representatives and a native of Janesville, Wisconsin, acted as a wrecking ball on social care in the area and was a friend to people who believe that tax cuts are evidence of enlightenment. The Democrats had grown complacent (Hillary Clinton was so sure she would win Wisconsin in 2016 she scarcely visited). The sport of working-class people voting against their own interests has become a dependable spectacle in 21st-century America. Milwaukee remains one of the country's most segregated cities, and Wisconsin is a battleground state that was won by Trump in 2016.
In Milwaukee, the mayor had received $75 million to host the RNC - 'all gone in expenses,' an official told me, 'we didn't make a dime' - and it was hoped the uplift to the local economy would be considerable. The area around the convention centre was called the Hard Zone by the security people. With assault weapons, batons, stun guns and, for all I knew, lasers, every entry was a Checkpoint Charlie. The surrounding streets were empty, filled with the vivid estrangement you experience at Disneyworld - the same stranded sense of jollity, bunting and junk food, at the still point where wonder meets commerce - all of it made stranger yet by the military paranoia that held it together. Inside the Hard Zone, everybody had credentials, and security consciousness was a cult religion, with those who wanted to be safe accepting they were chained to a higher power. For the delegates, Christian faith is a form of specialness - the backbone of the 'American exceptionalism' we would hear about all week - and its lessons seemed clear. It meant that God would protect them, as he protected Trump from the wicked shooter. God was very much in evidence, if never in actual attendance, in the Hard Zone, the cartoon world of the kettled Elect, alone together in this embattled world, cheek by jowl with the merchandise. 'WANTED,' it said on many drinking vessels, with the police mugshot of former President Trump. There were gold lame boots with a huge 'T'. A mountain of teddies. Shot glasses. There were baseball caps for $30 and 'Never Surrender' T-shirts in Republican red. 'I'm Voting for the Felon 2024,' another T-shirt said, next to one giving parenting advice to Trumpian couples: 'Raise Lions Not Sheep.'
'How much?' I asked.
'Fifty dollars for two,' he said. (Apparently nobody wants just one.)
There were bumper stickers. 'Rigged 2020' was said to be very popular, along with 'Mean Tweets 2024'.
'It's got this beautiful soft brown cover on it,' a woman said of the Trump-endorsed Bible she got for $75 plus tax. 'I love it,' she added. 'It shows how much our future president is leaning into his faith.'
I spotted a man who was selling The Collected Poems of Donald J. Trump. 'It's a breakthrough in literary development,' he said, 'and it's fun to have out when people come over.' I pondered on this. Maybe I needed new friends. The man was from Nashville and said I could have Volume One for $45. (Volume Two was coming soon, and, if Trump got elected, there would be a third volume provisionally titled 'The Return of the King'.) 'I think he's the greatest poet of our generation,' the man said.
'Why?' I asked.
'I think he has done more to call attention to the use of the English language than anybody else in our time and he has been more creative with the usage.'
'Is he a modernist, a romantic?'
'One of the things that defines him is that he defies all boundaries. And he is constantly reinventing himself - a bit like Picasso.'
'As a politician?'
'The politics are kind of secondary for us. We're here for the art.'
'I know you'll say he's incomparable,' I said. 'But if you had to compare him with another artist, who would it be?'
'It would be Picasso,' he said. 'Or Shakespeare, who's a bit of a poet. People who defined a new movement in their time.'
The New York Times ended a few days of self-suppression with a summation of the Trump lobby's atmospherics. 'For Donald J. Trump's most ardent supporters,' it said,
the assassination attempt on Saturday was the climax and confirmation of a story that Mr Trump has been telling for years. It is the story of a fearless leader surrounded by shadowy forces and intrigue, of grand conspiracies to thwart the will of the people who elected him. A narrative in which Mr Trump, even before a gunman tried to take his life, was already a martyr.

History often starts with a photo. The transfer from digital capture to T-shirt might take less than an hour. And there it was on the morning the convention opened, the latest instalment in the commercialisation of savagery. Interestingly, the violent culture Trump promoted is now beatifying him as its most famous victim. He had mouthed 'Fight! Fight!' as he was pulled off the stage and thereby brought his own bullet-points into company with their resounding denouement, a bullet that clipped its mark. The iconography of his fist-pump and bloodied face immediately became the image he had waited for all his life, as - on the floor, with mad bravery and media savvy beyond the bounds of reason - he prepared for the photo-op. 'Let me get my shoes. Wait. Wait,' he said. In a country where a combined $2.7 billion will be spent on presidential campaign ads, Trump knew by instinct that he was about to have a priceless advert that would play for ever on the networks and define him as the hero of his own hour. The real heroes, of course, were his security detail, who threw their bodies over his, and whose lives he risked by breaking cover and presenting himself to the cameras. 'Fight' was the word he used to the agitators on 6 January 2021, when he encouraged them to defend democracy and go to the Capitol, a journey that led to five deaths (nine if you include the suicides of four police officers). The blood this time was not on his hands, it was on his face, a fact that served to reverse engineer all his warnings, making him seem like an American saviour who took a bullet for his own people.
The shooter, Thomas Crooks, was wearing a T-shirt for a YouTube channel called DemolitionRanch, which has 11.7 million subscribers. He was a registered Republican who donated $15 to ActBlue, a register-to-vote pressure group. He was killed instantly by Secret Service snipers who had failed to see him climbing onto a neighbouring rooftop with an AR-15.* A person familiar with local gun laws told me it wasn't unusual to see people at Trump rallies or in adjacent car parks and towns carrying rifles. 'Crooks hadn't actually done anything illegal,' he said, 'until he climbed up on that roof.'
I couldn't help but see all of this as the ultimate political fiction of the modern era. I kept imagining it as a short novel, in which a nominee, desperate to achieve completion and electability, stages his own attempted assassination, drawing on all his reality TV expertise, all his dark arts, surrounded by willing performers, even a willing shooter, who is 'shot' at the scene by pretend shooters, and taken away, as the candidate is, while the world's media covers its mouth in disbelief. This fantasia, a fiction inside a fiction inside a reality, had the vital energy of seeming more plausible than the truth. And that is our world. Conspiracy nowadays may be as fleet as thought, and theories of fiction gather around every true event. 'Theories that Trump had engineered the shooting himself for votes,' Fiona Hamilton wrote in the Times,
or the opposite narrative that it had been carried out by the 'deep state', got hundreds of thousands of engagements within hours. Experts warned that up to 50 per cent of accounts spreading key false narratives were themselves fake. Imran Ahmed, managing director of the Centre for Countering Digital Hate, told the Times that 'we saw a vast proliferation of false and speculative narratives. It's almost inevitable that when an event of such seismic magnitude occurs, people are typing to reconcile what they know with what they already believe and feel,' he said.

Hashtags like #stagedshooting got tens of millions of views.
At the dead centre  of the Hard Zone, in the Fiserv Forum, the balloons were inflated and netted aloft, ready to be released in a few days' time. Making my way through the delegates, I heard the news that Robert F. Kennedy Jr had been given Secret Service protection.+ Trump said on Truth Social that this was the right thing to do, 'given the history of the Kennedy family'. There was extra buzz around the iconic lookalike (actually lunatic anti-vaxxer) because of the shooting, but also because his son, the punitively named Robert Kennedy III (a 'writer-director-actor') had released a recording on X of his father and Trump having a bonkers conversation about the vaccine. Kennedy isn't going away. I was told that Vivek Ramaswamy, the 38-year-old tech billionaire who dropped out of the race for the Republican nomination in January after finishing fourth in the Iowa caucuses, had considered the relentless RFK Jr as his running mate. In his bid to become president, Ramaswamy also suggested that he would pardon Trump, Edward Snowden and Julian Assange, and that he intended to fire 75 per cent of federal employees. Anyone who thinks that Project 2025 - the Heritage Foundation's 900-page document about what should happen in Trump's second term, advocating the transformation of institutions and the replacement of 50,000 government employees with Trump loyalists - does not reflect the deeper wishes of Trump's younger circle should watch Ramaswamy as closely as they watch J.D. Vance. For these guys, RFK Jr is closer to the mainstream than he's imagined to be by the party faithful, who are yet to be persuaded by the more frightening ideas of Trump's anti-globalist youth movement. (They will be. And some.) I was surprised by all the fuss about RFK Jr - a man who thinks that if children drink tap water it will make them transgender.
Before going into the convention hall, I encountered Ramaswamy and held up my recorder as he expounded on unity. It takes a truly intelligent man to be so stupid. He wanted to oppose 'the fake astroturf version of unity' and go for something real, he said, but he didn't acknowledge for a second how divisive Trump is. He believes 'the deep enemy is the void at the heart of our country.' A former libertarian, Ramaswamy had the shaped eyebrows and the tailored trousers of the Millennial puritan, the sort of self-discovered American who loves the idea of the future and is obsessed with evil. His parents are 'legal' immigrants from India, and his own story of success in making multi-millions has convinced him that everywhere is set fair for brown and black people in modern America. (He fools himself in the same way as every one of the black politicians who were happy to mount the podium for Trump, men made stupid by their own good fortune, who claim there is no prejudice in Trump's heart.) Ramaswamy wanted to be suavely philosophical about the shooting: it was a lesson, not an opportunity. 'This is an occasion for all Americans to step back and ask ourselves "Who are we?"' he said. 'Do we actually care about this country and preserving one nation under God?'
It had been twenty years since I last wandered the blaring halls of a Republican National Convention, but this time it was extra-jubilant, no doubt because the God who appeared to lift the room had actually shown himself, if you go in for that sort of thing, in a concatenation of luck for Trump that defies belief. In a few short weeks, his opponent, President Biden, had made a catastrophic showing at their first TV debate, then Trump had survived a volley of bullets from a young lone-wolf member of his own party, and then, on the first day of the convention, a judge in Florida had dismissed the federal criminal case against him for hoarding classified government documents at his Palm Beach estate. He has other cases to face, but the sun was certainly shining on Trump. Within days, he had transformed all of his follies into glories, all of his previous convictions into conquests, all of his party enemies into loyalists, and all of his personal, egotistic weaknesses, abundant and profound, into a show of strength that would baffle political science. To the ordinary mind, Trump's return may represent the victory of shamelessness over accountability. Reality is no longer a thing to agree on, but a battle you've almost certainly lost.
The notion of Trump's heroism did not diminish at the convention: it was raised beyond the roof, with senators calling him 'America's Braveheart'. (I took more than ordinary exception to that one, but never mind.) The lies and distortions in Trumpian politics are so wild and continuous it's impossible to tame them, and no reckoning with their own deep violence was ever likely to occur. Lieutenant Governor Mark Robinson of North Carolina was due to speak that first day, a black man deeply committed to the happy fiction that Donald Trump and his followers are not at all racist. But Robinson goes the extra mile. He's a prince of violent talk who opposes violence when it touches the dispenser of his political privilege. 'Some folks need killing,' he said in a sermon on 30 June at the Lake Church in Bladen County. But from the podium in Milwaukee he thanked his God and Saviour, before telling the audience about his former poverty, how he lost two jobs, a car and a house, before being saved so that he could tell the story. 'There is hope and I am proof,' he said. The audience hollered as if the truth was as clear as spring water. There were few black people in the hall, but the ones who were up on stage had nothing to say about that, repeating instead that America would only be safe in the hands of Donald Trump.
I had breakfast with a guy I won't name. He came from outside the world where outsiders make a living in American politics. He had the facts. 'Listen,' he said, 'there are racists among the Democrats too. You can be against slavery without being against racism.' This seemed almost Hemingwayesque in its clarity. 'A lot of urban Republicans might vote for Trump, but they don't want to,' he said. 'Outside the city it's Trump signs and "Fuck Biden" signs, just remember that.' At the convention centre, the people were bussed in from places that don't have TV studios. 'The problem is the Trump-curious, but I have to tell you I'm stunned and terrified that he even has a chance.'
'I want to kiss his poor ear,' one of the delegates from Kentucky said. She and her friend were cosying up to a giant Trump poster in the foyer of the forum. I was shattered all over again by the blunt-force orangeness of the man, and it didn't help - given my native Catholic hopes about the beauty of the saints - that, despite his personal unbecomingness, he had lovingly been raised to a condition of latter-day martyrdom. Down on the floor, Governor Tate Reeves was describing his state, Mississippi, as 'home to B.B. King, Elvis, Faulkner and the best catfish in the entire world'. Surrounded by blonde women, Reeves stood in the glory of his self-belief, his pink cheeks swelling. ('Dreams have only one owner at a time,' Faulkner wrote. 'That's why dreamers are lonely.') In my worst nightmares, people are pink and full of acclamation and they sleepwalk into theocracy, just like this. Yet humour lurked in quiet corners. The delegation from New Jersey barked on cue and were, to the roots of their hair and the silk of their ties, like a bunch of strip-joint habitues, a side contingent from the Bada Bing. 'I want you to want me,' sang the band, a collection of brainwashed hipsters from 1973, drilling for sound so far down the middle of the road that it was coming out in Australia.
I sat down for a while and considered the matter of Gerald Ford. 'The political lesson of Watergate is this,' he once said. 'Never again must America allow an arrogant, elite guard of political adolescents to bypass the regular party organisation and dictate the terms of a national election.' But the delegates from Texas were not listening to my thoughts; they were waving their cowboy hats. Well into the first evening the speeches tumbled forth: the poor ones flowed together, and nearly all of them were poor, a tam-tam of unspeakable prejudices masquerading as public policy. Take it from me that they abused the word 'Again' and always gave it a capital 'A'. Make America Great Again - or 'Once Again', as if to underscore the implausible redux - was repeated so often that one began to wish for the tepid days before nations had to be great. I say that, of course, as a person from Great Britain, who wishes for a life less excessive (Again).
The preferred inoculation that day was 'Make America Wealthy Once Again', and it felt rich - richest - to close your ears. But I'm a professional man. I watched with all the curdled hope of a reality-poacher, the ruined ambition of a fact-checker, and I felt refrigerated up in the bleachers as the hours burned. At 3.52, the band went south, and 'Let's Build America First' came out all hillbilly, a companion to J.D. Vance as he made his way into the hall, having been picked as Trump's running mate. Vance, aged 39, the bumpkin latest of a Scots-Irish tribe and the son of a former junkie who once tried to crash her car, with him in it, into a tree, is the first Millennial to present as White House material and brings an amazing combination of brutality and evangelical survival narrative to the table. He ended up at Yale Law School, having escaped from a house, God bless him, in which his grandmother liked to keep nineteen loaded handguns, just in case. Now isn't that the sort of person whose twitching fingers you want to have on the nuclear codes?
'J.D. Vance! J.D. Vance!' the forum chanted.
I'll take that as a yes.
Ron Johnson, the Wisconsin senator, complained about 'biological males competing against girls'. I suspect he will never know how sinister he sounds speaking about 'girls', but his transphobic contortions were entertainingly undercut by the public address system, which erupted into 'Y.M.C.A.' by the Village People, an anthem so queer it almost sashayed away with the whole afternoon. Trump himself, the Nijinsky of dad dancing, was up on the big screen working his elbows and murdering the tune. I was about to ask the woman beside me, from the good state of Kentucky, which member of the Village People she would most like to have sex with if the opportunity arose, but then she started cheering for Marjorie Taylor Greene, the far-right representative of Georgia's 14th Congressional District, who was telling the hall that Joe Biden 'gave us Trans Visibility Day instead of Easter Sunday'. Then Greene closed her theatre of hate and headed for the exit in her glittery gold stilettos.
Governor Kristi Noem of South Dakota took to the podium to praise Trump and say that nobody had endured as much as he had. 'They've attacked his reputation, they impeached him, they tried to bankrupt him and they unjustly prosecuted him. But even in the most perilous moment this week, his instinct was to stand and to fight.'
'Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!'
'Amen,' a man from New Mexico said. We both knew the word 'fight' was now owned by Donald Trump.
Eventually, like a dark knight returning - or a dark night everlasting - Trump appeared on the screen from the bowels of the building. Like a prize wrestler, he was followed by lights and camera into the arena, buoyed, guarded, pimped by his attendants, the music blaring and his face a rictus of childish defiance. It was his first public appearance since the shooting, and hilarity arrived, as it always will, in the shape of a Lilliputian white pillow fastened to the side of Trump's head, over the injured ear. Swift himself might have enjoyed the drama over the Distressed Lobe.
Former congressman Gary Franks of Connecticut told me the tone of the convention was going to be 'muted'. They were doing well in the polls, and it was good politics to avoid all the fire and brimstone. 'The Democrats are wounded,' he said, 'so let them bleed out.'
Trump had reached his enclosure. He shook hands with the doom-slinging former Fox News host Tucker Carlson, then patted Vance on the arm.
'Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!' the delegates chanted, punching the air. The crowd was delirious and ready for action.
'Now it feels like a convention,' Franks said.
On 16 July 
, at the convention perimeter, a 43-year-old homeless black man called Samuel Sharpe Jr was shot dead by five police officers from Ohio, who were in Milwaukee to help with the security effort around the RNC. The victim was living in a tent with his dog and was said to have produced two knives and threatened another man living in the same encampment. Alderman Robert Bauman, who represents the area, said that the killing would not have happened if the police officers had been local. They 'would have known ... this is King Park, this is a known area for homeless to camp out, folks with mental disabilities in here - tread carefully, de-escalate.' The visiting police wouldn't know King Park from Central Park.
'Make America Safe Once Again' was in full swing at the convention. Nobody mentioned guns or police violence. Nobody mentioned nuclear deterrence. Nobody mentioned the climate crisis or pesticides or protecting women's abortion rights. 'Safe', at the RNC, means safe from illegal immigrants, and speaker after speaker spoke of an 'invasion'. Tom Homan, a sort of minister for deportation, a man from New York who seems proud of his own coarseness, drew tremendous approval from the delegates, particularly the Southern ones, by speaking about 'a record number of known and suspected terrorists sneaking across the border'. Whom would he classify as a terrorist? Someone seeking humanitarian protection? Like so much else that was said to great applause, to shouts of 'Amen', Homan shied away from the available facts, provided by the US Customs and Border Protection Service itself, that 'encounters of watchlisted individuals at our borders are very uncommon.'
After a whole day of criminals sneaking across the border - rapists, murderers, Fentanyl suppliers 'killing our children' - I wanted to ask a question. Is America itself, along with the Republican nominee for president, living out a fantasy of persecution, ignoring the fact that America has always been a place where vulnerable people could seek a life, as the families of Marco Rubio, Vivek Ramaswamy, Ron DeSantis and Ted Cruz did? 'Stop Biden's border bloodbath,' screamed the placards presented to Cruz when he mounted the podium, from which he spoke of Americans 'murdered, assaulted, raped by illegal immigrants that the Democrats have released'. These politicians, with Trump as their puppet-master, are forever talking about America as the 'greatest nation that ever existed', yet the irony is that they make it sound like a place of perpetual darkness. When speaking of safety, not one of them spoke about foreign alliances or accords, nor did they mention Nato or Russia. None of them mentioned the Middle East, except to raise a salute to Israel, and none discussed AI. I've been to conventions before, but this was the most intellectually empty.
'Send them back! Send them back.'
On the third evening, the stage went quiet for a few minutes and a small man emerged from the wings wearing full military uniform. His name was William Pekrul. He was 98 years old and the father of eleven children. Pekrul had served in Normandy, and he spoke with zeal and punched the air in support of the American ideal. Everybody stood, just as they had for the 'Gold Star Families' who lost serving family members during the withdrawal from Afghanistan, and though many of the delegates delighted in Sergeant Pekrul and were moved to tears to think of the Greatest Generation, all the leading speakers made it clear that, in Trump's world, there would be no standing up to fascist dictators. Vance, the new kid on the block, may wring his heart out over the great defenders of freedom, but he won't be one himself.
America First. America last. Trump's march to the podium, baroque Band Aid in place, was encouraged by younger men who already see a life after him. Their eyes are already on 2028. To Vance and the Trump boys and their wives, as well as the young intake who adore Trump's 'courage', earlier Republican presidents had a fatal interest in allies and globalism. The biggest lesson of the 2024 convention in Milwaukee was about 'economic nationalism', an America where borders can be shut down and foreign treaties ripped up, to be replaced with tariffs, self-protection, and the art of the deal, with 'the working man' a compliant army. Trump's great gift to the next generation was to teach them that you can say anything. Nothing need be true. You can say what you like and believe what you like, and if you say it with a straight face, other people will say and believe it too. In such a world, the Iraq War can be blamed on Biden, America can boast about being energy dominant ('Drill, baby, drill!') and Vance can describe Britain under Labour as the 'first truly Islamist state' with nuclear weapons. Allies can be insulted. Dictators feted. And the convention audience, struck by the 'ordinariness' of this rich, soap-operatic family, find they can ignore all the little things and make space for those feelings that move them to tears. 'I went to prison so as you don't have to!' said Peter Navarro, another Trump ally who broke the law. It isn't true, but it's nice to have someone who thinks about you like that.
Trump's  second chief of staff, John Kelly, used to refer to his boss's White House as Crazytown. According to The Divider, Susan Glasser and Peter Baker's riveting account of Trump's presidency, Kelly, who thought Trump was the most flawed person he'd ever met, bought a copy of a book called The Dangerous Case of Donald Trump (written by 27 mental health professionals) to help him deal with the erratic president. It occurred to me during the week of the convention that if you want to identify a father's mania, it's sensible to look at his sons. Donald Trump Jr bestrode the stage like a colossus of nothing, with the self-regard that stands for something with people who believe that wealth is a talent. With the Trumps, having no historical imagination is a defence mechanism. Now is the only place that matters, now is the only currency and now is a narcissist's bunker. Beneath a helmet of gelled hair, the younger Donald smirked at the TV cameras. The assassination attempt, he said, was an event that had 'once seemed unimaginable'.
'Er, no,' I said to the woman beside me, a delegate from California. 'It's exactly imaginable, if you know about Lincoln, Kennedy or Ronald Reagan.'
'Detail,' she said.
'The truth is that my father is a malignant presence, a bully and a liar. This is the day his reign ends. He's a fucking beast. Maybe the poison drips through. I don't wanna be you. I can't forgive you. There are times to be someone. I'm a good guy. Fuck the weather, we're changing the cultural climate. I'm the eldest boy!'
That's what was going through my mind, not Trump Jr's anodyne nonsense but the ravings of that other daddy-obsessed, spoiled dickwad, Succession's Kendall Roy. At one point in his speech, Trump Jr acted as if he cared about the price of groceries. He cared about democracy. 'All hell has broken loose in America,' he said. But only one thing is certain: Donald Trump Jr knows as much about the price of groceries, or about democracy, as his father does, and the masochism of his empty days involves repeating for a living the old man's lies. 'Who's running things?' he asked, slick and over-groomed under the lights.
'Obama!' the Florida delegation shouted.
'The cartel,' Arizona shouted.
On the final night, the audience looked as if the life had been squeezed out of it by the ferocious bear-hug, the repetition of the same dozen phrases that stood in for policy, vision and hope. Tucker Carlson mounted the stage without notes or teleprompter to offer a portrait of his good friend Donald Trump. Like all of them, he found it hard to see the assassination attempt for what it was: a terrible action by a young man who was a registered Republican, and a lucky escape by a politician whose advocacy of violent behaviour should now give him pause. No: the shooter was somehow the latest form of Democratic 'persecution', and 'the president' a hero, a leader of nations and the bravest man ever to have lived, for putting on his shoes and raising his fist amid a thicket of far braver guardians.
Hulk Hogan, a retired wrestler with a moustache as drooping as his morals (he was caught on a sex tape using the N-word and has been accused of homophobia), suddenly stormed onto the stage. Wrestling is to sport what Republican politics is to morality, falsification in the interests of entertainment. Trump's politics is like the madder branch of wrestling, a brutal comedy of insults, but the lack of respect for reality means that all the gains are phoney. The only limitations being tested are the limitations of showbusiness. Trump appeared on the stage amid a whiteout of theatrical lighting. He mumbled and preened for the better part of two hours, a toe-curling paragon of fake humility, giving voice to incendiary ideas and untruths that can be disproved in seconds. The day he was shot, there was 'blood all over the place', not the trickle we could see in the image above him. 'Venezuela is sending its murderers to the United States of America ... The invasion into our country [is] killing hundreds of thousands of people a year.' Then he boasted of things he had never done and made promises he can never keep. He has the warped mind, we already know, of a not especially bright 15-year-old who watches too many horror films and takes part in too many apocalyptic combat games. 'Depression', 'despair', 'disaster', 'danger', 'corruption' and 'insanity' - these are the words he used to conjure his American nightmare, a picture of violence in which he himself is deeply etched.
While he spoke, and the energy drained from the hall, people out there in the world of facts were checking everything he said. My favourite correction came from Shawn Fain, president of the United Auto Workers. 'Trump is a scab and a billionaire and that's who he represents. We know which side we're on. Not his.' Stick that in your 'hard-working man' hillbilly piety, J.D. Vance. In fact, as the speech made clearer than ever, Vance just about got it right - eight years before accepting his place on the ticket - when he said that Trump has the makings of 'an American Hitler'. His intellectual cousins, if such a thing can be said without laughter, are not Ronald Reagan or George W. Bush, who were globalists in their own damaged way - no, Trump's tradition of white Christian nationalism, as well as his middle-finger politics and his 'America First' ranting, comes from David Duke, the former grand wizard of the KKK; from George Wallace, the segregationist governor and former presidential nominee; from Joe McCarthy, who thought America was being overrun by aliens; and from lynch-happy Pat Buchanan, protector of the rights of the white, property-owning elite.
I listened to the words and stared for an hour at the netted balloons. High over the arena they waited to drop into all this chaos, all this celebratory prejudice. The man who denied the results of the election, who raised a desperate army, who incited hatred, violence and dismay all around him, who stole documents, who paid people off, who exhibited gangsterism and was convicted for concealing the truth, who was ordered to pay $83 million to a woman he defamed and who accused him of rape, this man - this candidate - was lecturing the people and promising to save America from those who opposed him. I looked at him one last time. Just as he was praising the Hungarian mobster and press-hater Viktor Orban - to a round of applause - my mind began to wander to that children's film about the red balloon that drifts above the streets of Paris and is loosed into a universe of hope. Outside, the evening was fresh, and people were gathering to rejoin the city and get away from all this. A balloon popped, and I turned like everybody else to make sure it wasn't a gun.
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What's a majority for?
  'Few seats are really safe anymore,' James Butler writes in the wake of the general election (LRB, 18 July). Indeed, just 54 out of 650 MPs won a  majority of the votes cast in their constituencies. Butler describes Reform's 98 second places as putting them at the 'heels' of a 'swathe' of Labour MPs. Actually, in the 89 Labour seats where  Reform came second, the average gap in percentage of votes won between the two parties was 25 per cent. The combined vote for Reform and the Conservatives was greater than that for Labour and the  Liberal Democrats in just six of these seats. There is no meaningful threat here.
  However, in more than 140 seats where the Conservatives came second to Labour, the combined vote of Reform and the Conservatives exceeded the total for Labour and the Liberal Democrats. That Labour  has a majority at all is down to the split in the right-wing vote, and - as Butler describes it - the 'efficiency' of the left-wing vote. Labour came second in just two of the 72 seats won by the  Liberal Democrats, while the Liberal Democrats came second in just six of the 411 seats won by Labour: an unannounced, but highly effective, electoral pact.
  In a report published after the election, UCL Policy Lab and More in Common warned that - so anaemic was Labour support compared with 2019 - if voters who supported Johnson in 2019 but abstained in  2024 returned to the Conservative fold next time it would cost Labour 33 seats. The report noted that voting behaviour is far more complex than simple 'right versus left' and that it may take some  time for the majority of those who defected from Conservative to Reform (as opposed to abstaining) to contemplate supporting the Conservatives again. Yet in the context of an electoral pact between  the Conservatives and Reform that reluctance might be far less of an issue: in which case, all 140 of the vulnerable Labour seats could be at real risk, even if not a single 2024 Labour voter  changed sides. In such a scenario, Labour might not even be the largest party in the Commons in 2029. Rarely can there have been so fragile a 'landslide'.


David Elstein

				Sevenoaks, Kent
			


Housing Crisis
'It's not easy to be recognised as statutorily homeless,' James Meek writes, 'even if you present yourself to a council as having nowhere to go' (LRB, 4 July). 'You have to show you literally have no roof over your head,' and notice of eviction isn't enough. You also have to prove you have a 'local connection', otherwise 'you'll be told to apply to your home council'; that you have a 'priority need', because you have young children or are ill or disabled; and that you haven't 'made yourself intentionally homeless', having quit a flat, perhaps, 'because it was a horrible place to live'.
These tests do not reflect the law, although many homeless people are made to think they do by local council housing officers. This is unlawful gatekeeping, which denies homeless people their right to temporary accommodation and a position on the housing waiting list. Crucially, a homeless person does not have to show they 'literally' have no roof over their head: the legal definition of homelessness is much broader than that. Someone may be legally homeless if they are housed but, for example, are a victim of domestic abuse; or if the property is dangerously overcrowded or in a hazardous state of repair; or if it has become unaffordable or unsuited to their medical needs. (Leaving a place in such circumstances does not amount to making yourself intentionally homeless.) A person can also be legally homeless when their landlord has a possession order from the court, which can be months before any bailiffs are due to arrive. A homeless person doesn't have to show evidence of a 'local connection': that is a discretionary power a council does not have to use. Also, the local connection test can only be used to refer an already open homeless application to another area: it should never be used as grounds to refuse emergency accommodation.
The rights of homeless people in England, hard fought for, are relatively robust. Wales has got rid of the 'intentional homelessness' test altogether, and Scotland has gone one better by removing the 'priority need' and 'local connection' tests. Most of the difficulty in getting recognised as homeless is not down to the law, but stems from decisions made in housing offices and their treatment of homeless people, which our mutual support group has more than a decade of experience in challenging. We are often dismayed by the energy and resources that councils use to deny homeless people their legal rights, instead of fighting for the new council housing needed to solve the homelessness crisis.
We take issue with the description of council housing as 'subsidised housing'. The NHS, like council housing, is run on a not-for-profit basis, but no one describes it as subsidised healthcare. Social housing tenants pay rent for their homes, which pays directly for their construction, maintenance and repairs. By contrast, the government's Help to Buy scheme, alongside the infamous Right to Buy, has involved the use of billions of pounds in public assets and taxpayers' money to subsidise home ownership, yet these schemes are not stigmatised as 'subsidies'.


Housing Action Southwark and Lambeth


James Meek writes that 'families don't get additional child benefit if they have more than two children.' Actually they do. It is the child element of universal credit (a means-tested benefit) which is subject to the controversial two-child cap. But it gets worse. If you do claim child benefit for more than two children, and claim universal credit as well, you're much more likely to be affected by another restrictive policy - the total benefit cap.


Will Hadwen

				London SW11
			


Grow Your Own
Patrick McGuinness contrasts the expensive sourdough from bakeries in a gentrified patch of Oxford with the bread in the small, once industrial town of Bouillon in Belgium, where 'there is excellent bread (known, simply, as "bread", the alternative being unimaginable)' (LRB, 6 June). Indeed. After living near a small town in rural south-west France for many years, and having a favourite small bakery for most of them, my wife, chatting to the baker one day, discovered that they grew the wheat for their bread in their own field. Imagine the fame of any British bakery that could claim the same. And the price of its bread.


Michael Gray

				Sainte-Dode, France
			


Not in Front of the Servants
  Simon Murray writes that his great-grandfather Gilbert Murray 'remains the youngest person ever appointed professor [at the University of Glasgow] at the age of 23' (Letters, 18 July). Lord Kelvin, or William Thomson as he was then, became professor of natural philosophy at Glasgow in 1846 at the age of 22. When I was an undergraduate  many years ago in the same department (still then called Natural Philosophy), I would pass a glass case containing some of Kelvin's scientific instruments on my way to labs. Later, lecturing in  various institutions, I would make a point of explaining to physics students the reason one of the seven base units of the International System came to be named after a tributary of the Clyde.


Craig McFarlane

				Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire
			


On the Nightingale
  Mary Wellesley writes eloquently about the nightingale (LRB, 6 June). However, I fear she falls into the anthropomorphic trap of believing that these  birds enjoy singing in response to music played to them by humans. It seems more likely to me, though evidence either way is lacking, that their response is a counter-attack against a threat to  their sound-space - as Wellesley says, the nightingale sings to attract a mate and to defend its territory.


Nigel Saxby

				Barcombe, East Sussex
			


Story of Eau
  Steven Shapin says Margaret Thatcher 'made England and Wales the first countries in the world to have a wholly privatised water system' (LRB, 4 July).  The Welsh Water Authority was indeed privatised in 1989. Renamed Hyder in 1996, the company collapsed in 2000. Since then water in most of Wales has been managed by Glas Cymru, a not-for-profit  company with no shareholders. This is one of several ways in which Wales has in recent history taken a different path from its English neighbour, which is burdened with debt-laden, profit-gouging  water companies. That said, the more benign governance structure at Glas Cymru did not forestall an instruction from Ofwat in March that the company should pay compensation to the tune of PS40  million for having 'misled customers and regulators on its performance on leakage and per capita consumption data'.


Paul Evans

				Crickhowell, Powys
			


Rolling Furious Eyes
  James Vincent suggests that early automata were given the form of 'religious men and courtly women' because the voluminous clothing of such personages allowed the internal mechanism of the  automaton to be well hidden (LRB, 22 February). This reminded me of a remark made by Charles Dickens in Pictures from Italy (1846) about the  port of Genoa:
    Two portentous officials, in cocked hats, stand at the gate to search you if they choose, and to keep out Monks and Ladies. For, Sanctity as well as Beauty has been known to yield to the    temptation of smuggling, and in the same way: that is to say, by concealing the smuggled property beneath the loose folds of its dress. So Sanctity and Beauty may, by no means, enter.  



Olivia Judson

				Berlin
			


Villainy
  Colin Kidd's review of Robin Douglass's Mandeville's Fable: Pride, Hypocrisy and Sociability anticipates that the reader will see associations between Mandeville's Fable of the  Bees of 1723 and Hayek's 'spontaneous order' of society and its economy (LRB, 18 July). In fact, Hayek himself devoted his 1966 British Academy  lecture to the argument that Mandeville (perhaps unconsciously) developed this idea. Hayek's anxiety for this precedent faces certain textual difficulties, and, as Douglass demonstrates in his  book, distorts Mandeville's legacy.
  Hayek ignores and Kidd skirts around Mandeville's notorious attack on charity schools, which along with 'everything else that promotes idleness, and keeps the poor from working, are more accessory  to the growth of villainy, than the want of reading and writing'. Mandeville also writes that the sooner 'men who are to remain and end their days in a laborious, tiresome and painful station of  life ... are put upon it at first, the more patiently they'll submit to it for ever after'.
  Though he plays with provocative satire elsewhere, these passages are deadly serious, as is his vigorous praise for capital punishment. Hayek's advocacy for Mandeville was not without its success.  In 1979, Keith Joseph and Jonathan Sumption wrote in their book Equality: 'It is more comforting to think that one is poor, because one belongs to the class whose lot is to be poor.'


Patrick O'Connor

				London WC1
			


Name Recognition
Andrew O'Hagan was on a visit to Malawi when he came to appreciate the extent of David Beckham's fame (LRB, 18 July). I lived for a time with the Evenki nomads of Inner Mongolia. During introductions, I asked which other English people they knew. Theresa May? No. Tony Blair? No. They then smiled, gave a thumbs up and said: 'David Beckham!' Apart from the queen, he was the only English person this family of reindeer herders isolated in a forest soundproofed by snow could recall.


Harry Penfold

				London N1
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Short Cuts
Bonapartism, Gaullism, Macronism
David Todd

2631 words'Citizens, you are dissolved.' With those words General Joachim Murat dispersed the Council of Five Hundred in November 1799 and ended France's first experiment with parliamentary democracy. The scene was the culmination of the 18 Brumaire coup, which enabled Napoleon Bonaparte to seize power. A British cartoon mocked 'the Corsican crocodile dissolving the council of frogs', but in France the coup's success was mostly greeted with relief. After ten years of revolutionary chaos, the French people wanted a strong government and the man who had conquered Italy and Egypt before he turned thirty seemed the ideal candidate to restore order. His success has cast a long shadow over French politics.
There was an echo of Murat's laconic severity in Emmanuel Macron's announcement on 9 June 2024: 'I therefore dissolve the National Assembly.' An hour earlier, exit polls had shown that his party, Renaissance, and its allies had been routed by the far right in elections for the European Parliament. The dissolution wasn't a coup in the ordinary sense of the term, though Macron played fast and loose with constitutional conventions (the speaker of the Senate, who ought to have been consulted, was informed in a quick phone call). But it had the hallmarks of a coup d'etat in the original sense of the phrase, as coined by Gabriel Naude in the 1630s. According to Naude, a protege of Cardinal Mazarin, coups are 'bold and extraordinary deeds, which princes are obliged to resort to in the face of desperate and difficult circumstances'; they may 'exceed common law' and 'harm particular interests' in order to promote 'the public good'.* Naude opposed religious fanaticism, yet he upheld as a model coup the St Bartholomew's Day massacre of 1572, when Charles IX ordered the slaughter of thousands of Protestants. Naude regretted only that the deed 'was but half done', because too many Protestants, whose republican ideas endangered royal authority, survived.
Macron's act took everyone by surprise. His opponents were stunned. The leaders of the far-right Rassemblement National (RN), who had perfunctorily requested a dissolution only thirty minutes before the announcement, were fearful of falling into a trap. Macron's supporters were horrified. Transposed to a national election, the results of the European poll implied a near annihilation of Renaissance MPs. Why had the president decided to organise a St Bartholomew's Day massacre of his own side? Pundits wondered about his sanity, while journalists pointed to the influence of malevolent advisers, little known to the public. Was the president-king the toy of courtly intrigues?
The decision to dissolve the Assembly, and the manner in which it was taken, reminded everyone of the awesomeness of presidential powers in the Fifth Republic. A British prime minister can call a snap election, but Parliament - in practice usually the prime minister's own party - can also oust him or her from power. In lieu of this balance of fear between the executive and legislative branches, the US constitution provides for a balance of impotence: the president cannot dissolve Congress; Congress can remove the president only through an impeachment procedure that has never succeeded. The French president combines the powers of a British prime minister with the political immunity of an American president. His constitutional stature resembles that of Russia's head of state, who can dissolve the Duma of his own accord. This is no coincidence, since the 1958 constitution of the Fifth Republic was one of the sources of inspiration for the Russian Federation's constitution of 1993. In theory, the French president's powers are even more extensive than those of his Russian counterpart, since in ill-defined circumstances, Article 16 of the 1958 constitution allows him to assume 'exceptional powers', unlimited in scope and time, subject only to the non-binding consultation of a handful of officials.
French presidents have not always been endowed with powers greater than those of other Western leaders. The origins of the current dispensation lie in the 1958 constitution, designed by Charles de Gaulle in the midst of the Algerian war of independence. After liberation, with the military but also constitutional debacle of 1940 in mind, de Gaulle had argued for the creation of a powerful presidency: the head of state should be 'an arbitrator above political contingencies', able to call for new elections in moments of 'confusion' and with the means to act as 'guarantor of national independence' in cases of emergency. Instead, the founders of the Fourth Republic (1946-58) established a parliamentary regime with a weak presidency. The regime proved unstable, with 24 prime ministers in a dozen years. In 1958, a putsch led by officers determined to prevent Algerian independence threatened to march on Paris if de Gaulle was not recalled to power. The government caved, enabling de Gaulle to establish a republic that conformed to his views on presidential powers, and he became its first head of state.
In Le Coup d'Etat permanent (1964), Francois Mitterrand inveighed against the Gaullist regime as the product of a coup and as leading inevitably to 'the continuous strengthening of personal power'. He wondered whether the Fifth Republic should not instead be characterised as a 'temporary dictatorship', an 'elective monarchy' or a 'pashalik'. The brilliance of his polemic helped Mitterrand become the leader of the left and later, ironically, the longest-serving president of the Fifth Republic (from 1981 to 1995). In those years he did nothing to constrain presidential power. Instead, he extended it when he refused to resign after his Parti Socialiste lost the general election in 1986. When, in 1969, de Gaulle had narrowly lost a referendum, he duly resigned. Mitterrand, by contrast, remained as president in 1986 and appointed Jacques Chirac, the leader of the centre right, as his prime minister. Sticking to the letter of the constitution, Mitterrand acted as a check on the government's power. Chirac confirmed the legitimacy of the practice a decade later when he, too, remained as president after his opportunistic dissolution of the National Assembly in 1997 resulted in his party's surprise defeat.
The 'cohabitation' of a president with an opposition prime minister might seem to restore the status of parliament. But in such circumstances the president retains enough powers - especially in foreign affairs and defence - to obstruct and undermine the prime minister. France has experienced three such cohabitations (1986-88, 1993-95 and 1997-2002), each of which ended with the resounding failure of the prime minister's presidential bid.
The young Mitterrand's intuition that the president's powers would keep growing has proved correct. In 2000, constitutional reform sought to make the risk of cohabitation less likely, by aligning the president's term with that of the National Assembly: it was argued that if general elections immediately followed presidential elections, the president would command a parliamentary majority (this hope was disappointed in 2022, when Macron only obtained a plurality). Nicolas Sarkozy, president from 2007 until 2012, was known as the 'omnipresident' due to his day-to-day involvement in domestic affairs. His successor from 2012 until 2017, Francois Hollande, propounded a less assertive presidency - and went on to see his popularity disintegrate. In an interview in 2016, Macron explained that a president should be 'Jupiter-like' rather than 'normal'. 'The French, a political people, want something more,' he said. 'Hence the essential ambiguity of the presidential role, which, in our institutional system, is connected to the monarchical trauma.'
Macron's analysis implied that the French president's extensive powers have deeper roots than de Gaulle's return to power in 1958, pointing towards a secret yearning for the absolute king put to death in 1793. French history since the revolution of 1789 certainly doesn't suggest an unequivocal abhorrence of kingly power. After Napoleon became first consul in 1799 and crowned himself emperor in 1804, France experimented with a restoration of the Bourbon dynasty, the liberal monarchy of their cousin Louis-Philippe and the rule of Napoleon's nephew as president of the ephemeral Second Republic (before he became prince-president and finally emperor). The Constituent Assembly of the Third Republic (1870-1940) originally favoured another monarchical restoration, but the conditions posed by the pretender, the would-be 'Henri V' (notably the replacement of the Tricolore by the fleur-de-lys flag), foiled royalist hopes. In 1875, the Assembly passed constitutional laws that avoided the word 'republic', except to describe the extensive powers of a 'president of the republic', who could easily be replaced by a dynastic monarch.
It was political contingency, specifically an ill-advised dissolution of the Chamber of Deputies by the royalist president Patrice de MacMahon in 1877, which turned the Third Republic into an authentically republican regime. Republicans had won the 1876 general election and an uneasy, forgotten first cohabitation between a royalist president and a republican premier ensued. MacMahon's dissolution, in the hope of regaining a parliamentary majority, was denounced by republicans as a 'coup'. The republicans won the snap election and asked MacMahon 'to submit or resign'. MacMahon submitted before resigning two years later. His successor, the republican Jules Grevy, renounced his right to dissolve the Chamber of Deputies in 1879. The resulting supremacy of parliament lasted until July 1940, when the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate infamously handed over unlimited powers to Marshal Petain, yet another providential saviour - one imbued with corporatist and fascist as well as monarchical ideas.
Revolutionary republicanism saw the personal power of surrogate kings as a grave threat to liberty. Germaine de Stael, who supported a constitutional monarchy or a moderate republic, insisted that only dynastic kings could exercise monarchical power wisely: 'A man who's not a king should not be placed alone at the head of the government,' she wrote on the eve of Bonaparte's Brumaire coup, 'and a man who is placed there would want to become king.' This traditional conception of republican power lost much of its appeal after the Third and Fourth Republics collapsed in ignominy. But it remains influential on the left, which continues to see the Fifth Republic as republican in name only. It also helps to explain why the French left hates Macron almost as much as it does Le Pen. For the left, Macron isn't just a French version of Bill Clinton or Tony Blair - a supposedly progressive politician who extols the free market and has sold out to big business. He also conjures up memories of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, who launched his 1851 coup by papering Paris with posters announcing: 'I have dissolved [the National Assembly] and I make the entire people our judge.'
Such suspicions may appear ill founded. After all, de Gaulle, too, was accused of wanting to create an authoritarian regime, yet no serious scholar would describe the Fifth Republic as a dictatorship. It has proved compatible with freedom of expression and for decades the centre left and centre right alternately exercised power, as in most liberal democracies. But the party system that sustained the Fifth Republic has collapsed in the last ten years. Since 2017, the left-wing and right-wing coalitions have been replaced by three irreconcilable poles: a radicalised left, a pro-Macron centre and the far right. This new three-way system, combined with a majority vote, presents two risks: that no coalition will obtain a sufficient majority of seats to govern, or that it will do so only with a minority of votes. Grudging support from the left in the second round enabled Macron to defeat the far right in 2017 and 2022. But in 2022, the pro-Macron majority was reduced to a plurality in parliament, making the passing of new legislation excruciatingly difficult.
The best explanation for Macron's decision to dissolve the National Assembly is that he hoped to reactivate the left's endorsement of him as a lesser evil, in the face of the serious threat that the far right would gain a majority. The left itself seemed weak, and bitterly divided over Israel's invasion of Gaza, with its different constituents accusing each other variously of antisemitism or Islamophobia. Yet within a few days, the left formed a new coalition which, on 7 July, went on to gain nearly two hundred out of just under six hundred seats (though they are having difficulty deciding on a candidate for prime minister). The pro-Macron MPs were relieved that their numbers were only reduced to 170, while the RN and its allies gained only 140 seats, despite topping the first-round poll. The rump centre right held on to its fifty seats. The 'clarification' called for by the president has instead produced unprecedented confusion, with no discernible majority or significant plurality.
In the short run, the only certainty is instability. Any minority, coalition or technocratic government is unlikely to last long or pass substantial legislation. The fragmented parliament resembles those of the detested Fourth Republic. The French president retains extensive constitutional powers, however. He is barred from dissolving parliament again for twelve months - a provision rooted in memories of consecutive dissolutions by the last Bourbon king, Charles X, which the liberal opposition also castigated as an attempted coup, triggering the revolution of 1830. But Macron's other prerogatives remain intact, and his supporters, though diminished in numbers, occupy a pivotal place in the new National Assembly. Macronism is wounded, but not dead.
Three-way logjams have in the past proved propitious for 'ordinary' coups. Napoleon's Brumaire coup broke a deadlock between the Jacobin left, moderate republicans and the royalist right. Louis-Napoleon's 1851 coup broke a deadlock between the democratic-socialist left, Bonapartist supporters and the reactionary Parti de l'Ordre. Even de Gaulle's quasi coup of 1958 owed much to the tripartite division between a communist-dominated left, moderate republicans and a hard right hostile to decolonisation. In each case, the centre and the right benefited to varying degrees, while the left lost out.
Will the dissolution of 2024 lead to a genuine coup? A coup is usually staged from within the state apparatus and Macron is a confirmed gambler: he may wish to take even more risks. The coming instability could provide a motive and Article 16 of the constitution on exceptional powers would grant legal cover. But a coup also requires at least the acquiescence of the army and police, which currently support Le Pen. Macron rose to power as a champion of opposition to the RN and any rapprochement seems implausible, but French monarchs or surrogate monarchs, from Henri IV to Mitterrand, have accomplished more spectacular political reinventions in the interests of the state. Over the past six months, Macron has begun to decry the radical left as an existential threat comparable to that posed by the far right. It's not inconceivable that the plurality of left-wing MPs in the new National Assembly will accentuate the president's pivot against islamo-gauchisme, a nebulous concept but a convenient slogan. The anglophone media like to portray Macron as a liberal centrist. But his rhetoric of 'transcending' (depasser) the left-right divide also harks back to a Bonapartist tradition of authoritarian centrism. What distinguishes Macronism from Bonapartism or Gaullism is its lack of support among the working class. The logical step, according to this way of thinking, would be for Macron to strike a deal with the RN, whose voters mainly come from the white working and lower middle classes.
As things stand, such a scenario is nothing more than a frightening fantasy. But the crisis unleashed by Macron's dissolution is only in its early stages. Who could have predicted the twists and turns that followed the Brexit referendum and Trump's election in 2016? The growth of nationalist populism has tested constitutional order in other countries: Boris Johnson unlawfully prorogued Parliament while Trump abetted a mob attack on the Capitol. France is a country of coups as well as revolutions, historically far more tolerant of extra-legal means of seizing or consolidating power than the anglophone world. If the outbreak of national populist fever in France doesn't result in greater political or constitutional upheaval than in Britain or the US, it will be a happy surprise.
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Guardainfantes
Nicola Jennings

1821 wordsClothes  have rarely mattered more than they did at the Spanish court in the 17th century. Portraits were already key to the game of sartorial diplomacy and one-upmanship. When the itinerant Charles V was struggling to establish his rule over the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, he sent the Spanish court Titian's copy of his portrait, originally painted by Jakob Seisenegger, in magnificent gold and white. Our image of later Habsburg kings comes largely from Velazquez: Philip IV rigid in narrowly cut black; his queens and infantas imprisoned in vast hoops and boned corsets. The title of Amanda Wunder's book refers to these portraits, but its subject is the man who designed and produced many of the garments. Mateo Aguado was tailor to the Habsburg queens of Spain for some forty years. The details of textiles, cuts and decorations - which Velazquez's brushwork reflected only in a summary manner - encoded specific meanings about costliness, privilege and politics both domestic and imperial. None of Aguado's creations has survived, but Wunder sets out to recreate them from the tailor's accounts, from those of other specialist craftspeople, and from merchants and unillustrated pamphlets describing the ceremonial dress on display at royal events.
Aguado came from a humble background. He was born in a village outside Madrid sometime around 1605. His apprenticeship may have been to his first wife's father, a master tailor of middling success. A few years as a poorly paid journeyman in a master's workshop would have followed, then guild exams in which, for a fee, the candidate could choose between making a garment for a man or a woman. Provided he accurately estimated the amount of fabric required and drew the pattern pieces, he was given leave to make his final work, the 'masterpiece'. There appear to have been no women tailors, though Wunder notes that women seamstresses made the shirts that were worn under other garments. Aguado was soon spotted. He is documented working for Francisco de Soria, tailor to Queen Isabella, in the 1620s. When Soria died in 1630, his office of sastre de camara (chamber tailor) was left vacant for the first time in almost three decades, providing the young Aguado with the chance of a lifetime.
As tailor to Isabella of Bourbon, Aguado was present for the daily ritual of dressing the queen - one of very few men allowed into her inner sanctum. This necessitated Aguado to arrange his own marriage: the position was open only to men who were 'married and well regarded'. When his first wife died within a year, he married Bernarda Ruiz de Reinoso, the 13-year-old daughter of the king's milliner, with whom he would go on to have fifteen children (only three of whom survived him). Also involved in dressing the queen were embroiderers, glovers, farthingale-makers, shoemakers, cordmakers and trimmings-makers. Isabella seems to have taken a close interest in her wardrobe, especially in the selection of fabrics and decorations. Wunder refers to an occasion when she stopped production of a fabric specially commissioned for her, presumably on account of its design or quality, suggesting that she may have visited the royal weavers' workshop, just as the king visited Velazquez's studio.
Aguado's role in designing and making the queen's outfits was extremely demanding. In 1631, he created 23 new three-piece vestidos (gowns) and two two-piece sayas enteras (full skirts) for formal occasions, each with its accessories and petticoats. He also designed outfits for the royal children and retinue. At any one time, he had as many as fourteen journeymen and fifty seamstresses working for him. Although he received only a modest salary (much of which went towards the pension he was obliged to pay his predecessor's widow), he was allowed to charge for each garment. He seems to have made a good living, even after paying for materials and, like many other artists and craftsmen, having to wait years for the king to reimburse him. According to a post-mortem inventory of his estate in 1673, he owned many expensive garments of his own, as well as paintings, furniture, silver, jewellery and books.
[image: ]Velazquez's 'Isabella of Bourbon' (c.1631)




It is to Velazquez's portraits that Wunder turns to get a sense of what Aguado's outfits looked like and the way they were styled. His designs had to respond to Isabella's frequent pregnancies, Philip's half-hearted attempts to impose sumptuary laws and, above all, endless wars. Velazquez's first portrait of Isabella, c.1631, shows 'dramatic developments' in the decorations of her dress in comparison with an earlier version. Rows of straight trimming were replaced with gold thread alamares - decorative features with buttons on one end and loops on the other - that stand out against the rich black fabric. These artefacts were a favourite decoration of the military elite, appearing in the battle paintings commissioned for the Hall of Realms in Buen Retiro Palace. By 1635, Aguado was adding pricking and slashing - again associated with soldiers' uniforms. Isabella's new militarised look was disseminated to other European monarchies in portraits like the one at Hampton Court attributed to Velazquez and workshop, which was sent to Charles I along with portraits of Philip IV and Prince Baltasar Carlos dressed in armour.
Beneath Isabella's dresses lay a 'scaffolding of rigid undergarments that flattened her chest, cinched her waist and hid her legs'. These included corsets made from taffeta and whalebones, and layers of petticoats, almost always in blood-red silk - blood being one of the four bodily humours - and decorated with silver or gold thread. Cone-shaped farthingales or verdugados had been worn at the Spanish court since the late 15th century, but in the mid-1630s a new type, the outrageously wide guardainfante, became popular. The fashion originated in France, where unmarried women used it to conceal pregnancies; one critic called it 'diabolical'. In Spain, it was said, a guardainfante could be as wide 'as an entire street'. Thanks to its associations with France and low morals, Isabella was slow to adopt the new fashion. Constant speculation about her ability to produce a 'spare' male heir seems to have worn her down. The Hampton Court portrait, probably painted a year or so before she gave birth to the Infanta Maria Teresa, shows her in a guardainfante. Over it, she wore a quilted pillow for the hips, designed to avoid chills to the uterus that were believed to make it 'inept for reproduction'.
Another fashion from France was the low-cut bodice or escotado. In 1636, Marie de Bourbon, a distant cousin of Isabella's and wife of one of her husband's allies, arrived at the Spanish court. She appeared at public events including bullfights and Corpus Christi festivities, and her revealing necklines and slim skirts - by then farthingales were no longer fashionable in France - made her an object of fascination. But it was the arrival at the end of the following year of the bewitching Marie de Rohan, duchess of Chevreuse, which convinced the ladies of the Spanish court to reveal their decolletage. (Wunder rejects the suggestion that Velazquez's Lady with the Fan at the Wallace Collection is Chevreuse, noting that she is wearing a type of skirt not fashionable for another decade.)
In the early 1640s, Isabella's look started to change again, this time to reflect her new role as regent of Castile while Philip campaigned against the Catalans. By 1643, when she was in mourning for her brother, Louis XIII of France, her dresses were mainly black, with black trimmings rather than silver or gold. A year later Isabella herself died, her last outfit a habit of the Poor Clares provided by the nuns at the convent of Las Descalzas Reales. Aguado became sastre de camara to the royal children, Maria Teresa and Baltasar. They had barely emerged from mourning when the prince caught smallpox and died, making it imperative for the monarchy to produce a replacement male heir. The 11-year-old Mariana of Austria, who had been engaged to the unfortunate Baltasar, was now offered to Philip. In 1649, Aguado went to the Valencian port of Denia to meet her ship with a garment bag containing a dress, cloak and farthingales. His role was to ensure that the Austrian princess was already dressed as queen of Spain when she set foot on Spanish soil.
[image: ]'Queen Mariana of Austria' (1652)




Velazquez's first portrait of Mariana (Mariana in Black and Silver at the Prado) was painted in 1652, after she had recovered from the birth of Margarita, her first child. Aguado designed for her a skirt so wide that Velazquez had to add a strip of fabric to the left-hand side of the canvas. Her wig, also designed under Aguado's supervision, was decorated with bows, gold ornaments, plumes and a brooch, echoing the shape of the guardainfante. The following year he painted Maria Teresa in an almost identical outfit and wig. Either Aguado was repeating a trusted formula or Velazquez used the same template (which he often did for the royal portraits). This portrait, now at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, was sent to the Emperor Ferdinand - one of several versions sent to other courts as part of her marriage negotiations.
Aguado also designed clothes for the Infanta Margarita. Best known is the one she wears in Las Meninas, painted in 1656, the year of her first public audience. The dress, also worn in a portrait sent to Ferdinand, was one of her first 'mature' dresses (at five years old), consisting of a guardainfante and doublet. Here, as elsewhere in the book, Wunder turns to Velazquez's paintings for her analysis. Although his famously quick brushwork 'elided and eliminated decorative details', the portraits give us a more penetrating understanding of the image that the Spanish monarchy wished to convey than any textual description supplied by accounts or pamphlets. The portraits reveal the paralysing isolation imposed by the garments, and why the rituals of dressing and undressing took up so much of the queen's day. As Aileen Ribeiro puts it in Clothing Art (2017), Velazquez 'captured the essence of dress', ignoring mundane details. (This struck me again at the Sargent and Fashion exhibition at Tate Britain this year, where the preserved garments seemed lifeless compared to their representation on canvas.)
Velazquez died in 1660, Aguado in 1672. Aguado was quickly forgotten while Velazquez's celebrity only grew, largely because painting was regarded as the higher endeavour. Painters were winning the battle for recognition as practitioners of the liberal arts, but tailors remained craftsmen, and had a reputation for cheating customers by overestimating the cost of materials. The various turns in art historical theory and criticism along with democratisation and decolonisation of museum displays mean that few people hold with such hierarchies in quite the same way. Appreciation of Aguado's artistry and his role in translating the political imperatives of his employer is long overdue.
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Real Romans
Michael Kulikowski

3613 wordsThe title  of Michael Moorcock's novel Byzantium Endures, published in 1981, captures with one verb the conventional picture of a whole civilisation. Byzantium's antiquity and grandeur are timeless and static - Yeats's 'monuments of unaging intellect'. The future lies elsewhere, in the rise of a West from which Byzantium is excluded. As with most things we all somehow 'know', this picture is nearly impervious to change. For decades, English-speaking readers had the choice of superannuated handbooks translated from German or Russian or the works of Steven Runciman - which, though palpably Hellenophile, reinforce the impression that Byzantium matters as and when it pertains to a Latin, Western European history.
 Anthony Kaldellis will have none of this. He reprehends the terms 'Byzantine' and 'Byzantium' as the fraudulent legacy of 19th-century scholars determined to claim the heritage of Roman antiquity for (North-) Western Europe, dispossessing its rightful heirs and smearing them, perversely, with tropes of Oriental despotism invented by the Greeks of the classical age. Save in the book's subtitle, a commercial concession, Kaldellis restricts the offending word to historiographical contexts. His subject is the Roman Empire, the one founded by Augustus after the Roman republic had conquered much of the known world. His protagonists are Romans - Romani, Rhomaioi - and their polity is Romania. Other rulers might claim Roman titles or pretend to rule a Roman empire, but the real Romans were subjects of the emperor in Constantinople. It's a frontal assault on traditional assumptions.
 In popular history, size is the key proxy for importance. To compete with the annual collection of doorstoppers on topics readers already recognise as important, a thousand pages of text, plus notes and end matter and a portentously austere dustjacket seem about right: anything smaller would concede the field before battle was joined. Big history books risk being baggy, but Kaldellis is disciplined. This is a narrative of dynastic politics, war and ecclesiastical controversy at the very highest levels. If that seems old-fashioned (and it is), it is in part because, for non-professionals, war and high politics is the stuff of history. We get the odd paragraph on economy, society or culture by way of unavoidable context, but we're swiftly back to who's killing whom. The familiar bits of the story are the ones with Western angles: the 'fall of Rome', Justinian's wars and the first four Crusades. Even these take on new valences seen from Constantinople, and much of the rest will be new to most of the potential audience.
 For symbolic reasons, the story begins in 324 CE, when the emperor Constantine broke ground for a new city on the Bosphorus, on the site of the ancient polis of Byzantion. Notwithstanding later legend, this was not a Christian capital. It was an imperial residence, a Roman city under the patronage of Apollo, the sun and the emperor himself. By the time Christian monuments began to proliferate, the victorious Constantine and still more his son Constantius II (r. 337-361) had set up the emperor and his government as enforcers, and to some extent arbiters, of disputes among Christian clergy, not least over the correct form of Christian belief. Since believing the right thing was the difference between salvation and damnation, this mattered a great deal and left little room for compromise.
 Unfortunately, the paradox of a triune god - a holy trinity and the wrathful deity of Old Testament monotheism - isn't easily explained. Every solution opened new questions, every neologism was submitted to hostile scrutiny, and no formulation could ever command unanimous assent. Doctrinal positions became badges of individual and group identity (Kaldellis calls them 'brands'), their intellectual merits irrelevant. A dozen or more phases of theological conflict, beginning in 325 when Constantine called the Council of Nicaea to settle the precise relationship between God the Father and God the Son (the so-called Arian controversy), didn't exhaust themselves until the seventh century, after Arab conquests had removed swathes of irreconcilable believers from imperial jurisdiction. During the intervening three hundred years, by backing one theological brand over another, enforcing adherence and punishing dissent, emperors created winners and losers and religious subcultures at odds with official doctrine. The sheer expense of all this, whether measured in blood, treasure or wasted energy, is incalculable. But it is an unignorable backdrop to imperial history in late antiquity.
 That history took in much of Europe, the Near East and the Mediterranean in the fourth and earlier fifth century, and its narrative centre is usually the western empire, where Rome lay. Constantinople tends to become an onlooker, fuelling the suspicion that real Roman history remained in the west even after Rome's fall, and making Constantinople and its emperors seem something other than Roman, something Byzantine. Centring the narrative on Constantinople is an effective perspectival shift. Instead of the Rhine frontier, Pictish raids in Britain or dynastic wrangling among Berber princelings, Persia, the Danube and the Caucasus take pride of place in the fourth-century narrative. The impact is even greater in the fifth century, during the proverbial fall of Rome. Rather than asking why the eastern empire didn't suffer the same systemic breakdown as the western, one can ask why the western empire was so institutionally brittle that it couldn't weather civil war, usurpation or exogenous shock as the east did.
 The answer remains the same: a combination of limited access to fresh gold, an aristocracy less dependent on and so less invested in the imperial bureaucracy, and a greater willingness to use threatening outsiders opportunistically against fellow insiders. Yet the way you pose the question matters, with the second version normalising the strength, continuity and competence of eastern governance. The fall of the western empire becomes a sideshow while Romania, the Roman polity, persists and develops. In that light, the long reign of Theodosius II (r. 408-50) seems transformative, entrenching a civilian administrative structure, creating a defensive network around Constantinople that functioned as intended for nearly a thousand years and, less happily, enmeshing theological disputes ever more deeply in imperial politics. Zeno's reign (474-91), from the western angle a tiresome succession of coups, counter-coups and feuds among clans - Zeno was an Isaurian (from the Taurus Mountains, now Turkey's Konya province), his birthname Tarasikodissa - is shown instead to mark the critical point when the emperor and his court were able to sideline overmighty generals and prevent state capture by warlords.
 The first half of the sixth century, and especially the long reign of Justinian (527-65), is familiar thanks to countless books on Rome resurgent and the vast histories of Procopius on which they rely. Kaldellis regards the emperor's wars in Africa and Italy as reconquests, which is not the way most Italians saw it at the time, but then he parts company with the triumphalists: Africa and especially Italy were drains on imperial coffers, both at the time and later, and diverted attention and resources from new, closer and far more dangerous threats from Slavs, Bulgars and Avars in the Balkans and north of the Black Sea. Along with the ever present threat of a Persian war these 'costs of overextension' came due soon after Justinian's death. His nephew Justin II watched a Lombard invasion nullify most of the Italian conquests, just as an ever more interconnected world, stretching from Central Asia to the Don and Dnipro, began to test the limits of imperial diplomacy. Even competent rulers like Maurice (r. 582-602) struggled to fight wars on multiple fronts.
 Maurice's assassination in 602 begins a chronicle of near ceaseless disaster. The Persian shah Khusrow II, who owed his throne to Maurice, launched an invasion to avenge his murdered 'father'. The great war with Persia lasted a generation and for the first time Persian armies held on to captured territory in Syria and even Egypt. Tens of thousands of Roman captives were deported to the eastern edges of Iran and, in 615, Khusrow's generals penetrated Asia Minor as far as the Bosphorus, in full view of Constantinople. More and more of the Balkans slipped into the hands of Slavs and Bulgars, leaving only coastal outposts like Thessalonica and the immediate Thracian hinterland of Constantinople under imperial control. The emperor Heraclius (r. 610-41) considered moving the court to Carthage in North Africa. Instead, in the early 620s, he took vast sums in silver and gold from the churches of the capital, raised a new army and invaded Persia.
 He didn't go through Mesopotamia, as Roman armies had for centuries, but up the Euphrates into eastern Turkey and Armenia, destroying Zoroastrian temples and laying waste to the countryside. Khusrow responded by besieging Constantinople from Asia, while the Avars did the same from Thrace. Heraclius left the capital to fend for itself (it was saved, we are told, by the intervention of the Virgin Mary) and, having allied himself with the khagan of the Western Turks and joined up with a Turkish army, ravaged the Persians' agricultural heartland of Mesopotamia. It was all too much for the Persian aristocracy: in 628, Khusrow was deposed and the Persians began to withdraw from Roman territory. Both empires were financially ruined and crippled agriculturally. Both had survived, but barely, and neither was in a fit state to handle the sudden appearance of Islam's armies in the 630s.
 Muhammad's companions and successors Abu Bakr and Umar launched large, co-ordinated invasions of Persian Mesopotamia and Iran and Roman Egypt and Syria, where they took city after city and won a comprehensive victory at the Yarmuk in 636. By the time Umar was murdered in 644, Heraclius was dead, the imperial succession was a tangled mess and a truncated Romania stopped at the Taurus Mountains on the edge of Syria: more than half the tax-paying population and the vital Egyptian grain supply had been lost. Soon, Crete, Rhodes and the Aegean would also be threatened or captured as the Arab war machine added a navy to its armoury, though for the next hundred years our historical sources are so sparse that we have only intermittent glimpses of events. Constans II (r. 641-68), a grandson of Heraclius, made sporadic efforts at reasserting imperial authority, taking advantage of Muslim civil wars. He was successful in the Caucasus and Armenia, but his travels in Italy and Sicily neither endeared him to his Latin subjects nor made much of an impact on the rapid fragmentation of government there. When news arrived of Constans's assassination in Syracuse, Constantinople itself was under siege by an Arab army.
 Rather against the odds, the teenage Constantine IV (r. 668-85) both fended off the siege and, around the year 673, won a combined land and naval victory in southern Asia Minor that ensured decades of stability. But Greece and the southern Balkans, though still technically part of the empire, were largely submerged in Slavic settlements and threatened by an emerging Bulgar polity. Inside this shrunken state, Constantine managed to broker an end to centuries of ecclesiastical warfare at the Third Council of Constantinople in 680-81. After disputes about divine substances, then natures, then energies, this final round, which dealt with whether Christ had one or two wills, was already two generations old. It was resolved with a bit of fudging by Constantinople and Rome, made easier because their disputes with Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem had been rendered moot by Muslim control of the east.
 Another consequence of the Arab conquests was a new homogeneity in what it meant to be Roman. With the empire's more distant outposts severed, a national, perhaps even ethnic, identity could be discerned among the populace of Romania's new core: Constantinople, Thrace, Asia Minor, the Aegean islands and a few mainland enclaves on the Greek coast. They were Greek-speaking, embraced a common theology, and absorbed and Romanised large numbers of Armenians and Slavs thanks to the strong centripetal force exercised by Constantinople. This new imperial core survived an eighth century every bit as disastrous as the seventh. North Africa was finally lost to the Arabs, Sicily was raided and colonised, and Ravenna was seized by the Lombards before the Frankish Carolingians established their hegemony over northern Italy. The period is popularly remembered, if at all, for the 'iconoclasm' of Leo III (r. 717-41), which is in fact hardly attested by contemporary evidence, and Constantine V (r. 741-75), who convened a council to inveigh against idolatry but did little of the image-smashing of which he was retrospectively accused. The decision of the empress Irene to rule in her own right from 797 to 802 provided one excuse - the throne was vacant, since a woman could not be emperor - for the proclamation of Charlemagne as emperor of the Romans at Christmas 800.
 During the rule of Nicephorus I (r. 802-11), overlapping military and civilian administrations were consolidated under military governors, while a new census more accurately assessed the resources available to the imperial state. A mass resettlement scheme brought Greek-speaking settlers from Asia Minor to mainland Greece, where they mingled with, and over time absorbed, the Slavic population. All these reforms would bear fruit in the tenth century, but their immediate impact was overshadowed by Nicephorus's death in battle against the Bulgar khan Krum in 811. Krum turned the emperor's skull into a silver-chased drinking cup and the Bulgarian kingdom remained a powerful force in the region for two centuries. The machinations of khan Boris (r. 852-89), who flirted with both Rome and Constantinople before accepting Christian conversion from the latter, raised the awareness in both east and west of growing theological differences. The middle of the century brought the terrifying advent of the Viking raiders, who would soon found the Rus' kingdom at Kyiv on the Dnipro.
 Under Basil I (r. 867-86), known as the 'Macedonian', the empire secured a new presence in the Adriatic and in Apulia, traces of which are still audible in Pugliese dialects. Basil's focus on Greece and southern Italy was possible because the eastern frontier was now host to squabbling Arab statelets, far from the effective control of the caliph in Baghdad. At this point, and thanks not least to the reforms of Nicephorus, a landed aristocracy began to develop for the first time in the history of Romania, with the same family names recurring again and again in the annals of the ruling elites. Unlike the fissiparous feudal nobility of the west, this Roman aristocracy remained focused within the framework of the imperial state, and for that reason was a powerfully unifying force. At the same time, what has sometimes been characterised as a Macedonian Renaissance tried to discover, or manufacture, a literary and historical continuity between the Romania of its own day and that of the distant past: the compilatory efforts directed by Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (r. 913-59) had the incidental effect of preserving fragments and excerpts of many late antique histories that we now rely on and would otherwise have been lost.
 In the second half of the century, a series of senior generals ruled in consort with descendants of the Macedonian dynasty, and reincorporated Syria into Romania for the first time since the seventh century. A decade of civil wars during the minority of Basil II (r. 976-1025) were exploited by the Bulgar khan Samuel, but when Basil, the longest-reigning emperor in Roman history, reached his majority, he waged a relentless war in the Balkans that earned him the retrospective nickname of Bulgaroctonus, the Bulgar-Slayer. He was said to have put out the eyes of fifteen thousand Bulgarian warriors and sent them back to their king, guided by the men, just one in a hundred, who had been blinded in only one eye (the atrocity may be authentic, but the numbers are certainly too high). It was also under Basil that the Venetians received favourable trading status in Constantinople in return for helping to supply the imperial headquarters at Bari in Puglia and policing the Adriatic against Arab raiders. Basil also founded the Varangian Guard, Norsemen personally loyal to the emperor, but his decision to remain childless, never explained, led to decades of aristocratic competition, with the purple passing between the Ducas and Comnenus clans before the latter emerged decisively on top in the reign of Alexius I Comnenus (r. 1081-1118).
 By then, however, the rise of the Seljuk Turks on the eastern frontier and the arrival of opportunistic Norman warlords in Sicily and southern Italy once again pruned back the frontiers of Romania, this time for good. Though it is always described as a decisive battle, what actually happened at Manzikert in 1071 is very unclear. All we can be sure of is that the senior reigning emperor, Romanus IV Diogenes (r. 1068-71), was captured and held for eight days by the Seljuk sultan Alp Arslan, throwing the Roman leadership into disarray and allowing the Turks to conquer territories in the Caucasus and along the south-eastern shore of the Black Sea that were never recovered. That same year, 1071, the Norman Robert Guiscard took Bari, the empire's most important Italian possession.
 Alexius seized the throne a decade later, wiping out the provincial levies of his rivals with the help of Turkish and Latin mercenary armies. A similar calculus lay behind his request to the pope for assistance against the Turks. That metastasised into the First Crusade, the prism through which his reign is too often viewed. In fact, Alexius was an extraordinary ruler, as we know from his daughter Anna's Alexiad. While partisan, it can be triangulated with other sources to give a good picture of an emperor who played a weak hand with great skill, making concessions to gain time and immediate support - tax-free trade to the Venetians, for instance - while seizing the assets of churches, monasteries and rival families whenever the opportunity presented itself. With takeovers of this sort, Alexius effectively grafted his clan onto the state, so that the family name came to convey an authority greater than that of actual government officials.
 Such a system could work, but only if the ruler was able to control his relations. Under John (r. 1118-43) and Manuel (r. 1143-80), the Comneni multiplied and ramified, with rivalries developing among their different lines. John spent his long reign trying to recover the large parts of Asia Minor that had been lost to the Seljuks and also became entangled in the intrigues of the Crusader principalities. Manuel continued these entanglements, but on a larger scale, building connections with many of the significant players in the Latin, steppe and Islamic worlds. In this multipolar political landscape, as the Second Crusade demonstrated, Latins increasingly saw the inhabitants of Romania as 'Greeks', both different from and inferior to themselves - a disdain fully reciprocated in Constantinopolitan court poetry of the era. On Manuel's death in 1180, all the familiar predatory neighbours, as well as the rising powers in Hungary and Serbia, began to nibble at imperial territory. The emperor in Constantinople became just one claimant to the imperial title, and not even the most powerful one. In 1204, the Fourth Crusade looted the treasures of a millennium and burned huge tracts of Constantinople to the ground. Latin Greece, in the words of Pope Honorius III, became quasi nova Francia, like a new France.
 Up to this point, Kaldellis has succeeded at doing what he set out to do. The reader will not just be convinced of this history's importance, but surprised that it should have been so widely neglected. His strategy of taking Christian theological disputes seriously but not literally works: one understands why they were central to political developments without having to worry about the minutiae of hypostases or ousia. His determinedly imperial and Constantinopolitan perspective rarely strays into polemic. His baddies are the Normans, towards whom (and anyone else using the 'old Norman playbook') he displays an animus almost unseemly in a dispassionate historian. And though it is unfair of Kaldellis to accuse modern historians of recycling anti-Greek calumnies from the ninth-century papal ambassador Anastasius Bibliothecarius, he is quite right that too many accounts of the Fourth Crusade go out of their way to excuse or explain away the cynicism and brutality of the venture. The eight pages he devotes to it are a masterly refutation of such apologetics.
 If only the book had ended there. It is almost impossible to make the story of the next two hundred and fifty years - overripe with minor characters fighting over ever decreasing spoils - anything other than a sad coda. His practice of giving roughly the same number of pages to a set number of years, regardless of the density of the source base, is generally very effective at maintaining narrative pace, but becomes a liability after 1204. The Laskarid dynasty at Nicaea is no more plausible a conduit for the continuity of imperial Romania than other refugee dynasties in Epirus and Trebizond. The 'return' of Michael Palaeologus to Constantinople in 1261 marks the start of a last, dispiriting threnody, prolonged until 1453 only because of the Ottomans' shattering loss to Tamerlane's Mongols at Ankara in 1402. The last stand of Constantine XI Palaeologus at Constantinople's outer walls on the morning of 29 May 1453 retains its poignancy.
 But these final sections are bound to feel impoverished. They may even revive memories of the Byzantine stereotypes Kaldellis has been at such pains to counter. That would be unjust. It's hard to write a good book as long as this one. There are 1129 years between his start and end points. That's an awful lot of history: if you count that far back from 2024, you find yourself in 895, when Alfred the Great was fighting off the Vikings just north of London.
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Poem
The Noise
Raymond Antrobus

128 wordsdied so I looked online
and couldn't believe the price
for a new noise, so I bought
a second-hand noise, deliverable
and like-new. The noise arrived
on my windowsill
the next day in a box wrapped
with too much tape. I tore
each layer of the sticky plastic
like unwrapping a bandage.
The noise was delicate
as a small glass
of steam and ash.
The thing I liked most about
the second-hand noise
was how much it deepened
the sensation of walking
through the house
with a newfound
breeze. But I didn't know
how loud my noise was.
I was breathing
like snoring
while awake.
When my neighbours
complained something heavy
was moving on the other side
of their wall, slamming doors
and knocking tables, I got out
my noise, astounded again
by its hovering lightness
and said nothing.
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Ill-Suited to Reality
Tom Stevenson

4462 wordsNato' s cheerleaders like to call it the most successful multinational alliance in history. Part of that is down to its longevity. It turned 75 this year, and has now overtaken the Delian League between Greek city-states, formed in 478 BCE, which survived for 74 years. The Egyptian-Hittite 'eternal treaty' was in place for longer, though it included just two states, where Nato now has 32 members. But this is also a matter of definition: several Indigenous American confederacies - notably the Haudenosaunee, or Five (later Six) Nations, with some form of central council operating since at least the 16th century - can claim a longer lifespan. The Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, signed into existence by 23 states in Rio in 1947, also predates Nato, though it isn't celebrated in anything like the same way - perhaps because the US has a record of attacking the other signatories.
 The claim that Nato is unique among international alliances in duration and character is less a historical than a political assertion. Its 75th anniversary, arriving at a time when it has been rejuvenated by the war in Ukraine, has prompted a carnival of self-congratulation. In July, the leaders of all member nations, from Biden to Orban to Zelensky, turned up in Washington for Nato's birthday summit, including Starmer in his first week on the job and Macron days after losing his governing authority. The Danish academic Sten Rynning presents Nato as a kind of kumbaya co-operative working 'in the service of public betterment' and guided by 'valiant ideas of freedom and democracy'. The journalist Peter Apps credits it with preventing the end of the world and allowing 'whole generations' to 'grow up largely in peace'. In its own promotional material Nato claims to have 'kept over one billion people safe for 75 years'.
 It has suddenly become popular to cast Nato as the first benign military alliance in history, without concealed politics of any kind. But that is to erase some uncomfortable facts. The most egregious cases of international aggression since the founding of the alliance have all involved the US: Korea, Vietnam, the First Gulf War, Afghanistan, Iraq. Yet thanks to the alliance, US-led wars have usually been defended in Europe by appealing to their righteousness. Actions which, taken by any other state or coalition of states, would be treated as evidence of insanity have been deemed unimpeachable. Triumphalism about Nato has also tended to conceal the extent of US covert activity inside Europe throughout the Cold War, including anti-communist networks in Italy (Operation Gladio), Denmark (Operation Absalon) and France (the Allied Clandestine Committee), as well as in West Germany and the Netherlands. With arms caches in the countryside and support from European intelligence agencies, 'stay-behind' military and paramilitary units would be mobilised in the event of a Soviet-sponsored attack. The CIA was heavily involved in securing the takeover of Greece by a military junta in 1967. Twenty years earlier, the US had orchestrated the expulsion from government of leading political figures in France and Italy. It might be cosier to imagine a world without CIA torture sites in Poland, Lithuania and Romania, but that isn't the world we live in.
 In the Anglosphere, Nato's history remains bound up with a mythology of the Second World War that ascribes victory to Anglo-American co-operation. The conditions for the creation of the alliance were established by Britain's survival in 1940 and its role as a springboard for Eisenhower's 'Crusade in Europe'. And if the new world's liberation of the old had to continue as a lengthy military occupation, that was because of the threat of the Soviet Union. But as the Nato official Jamie Shea observed in an address delivered for the sixtieth anniversary of Nato in 2009, the impetus for its creation was never simply Soviet military strength. It was also formed at a moment of anomalous American strength and devastating European weakness. Few international military alliances have involved quite so lopsided a balance of power among their members. Nato is far more top-heavy than the 'definitive treaty' signed by Britain, Austria, Prussia and Russia after the defeat of Napoleon in November 1815. And it is not unique in its rhetorical commitment to high-minded ideals: even imperial Japan's Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere professed 'mutual co-operation' in the service of constructing 'an order of common prosperity and well-being based upon justice'. The obvious comparison is the Warsaw Pact. But to see the two alliances as in any way similar invites the thought that Nato might not be so benign after all.
 It is sometimes argued that the US was hoodwinked into forming Nato by clever Europeans seeking to surrender military responsibilities in exchange for wealth and comfort. Donald Trump expresses something close to this sentiment in his complaints about European free-riders. Others attribute its origins to the persuasive powers of Ernest Bevin ('his crowning achievement', in the words of the new foreign secretary, David Lammy). Apps describes Bevin as 'the man who would strike the initial spark that started Nato' and who took the 'first faltering steps' towards its creation. But however long you pick over Bevin's correspondence with George Marshall and Arthur Vandenberg in search of British genius, the story doesn't fit. Secret meetings between the US, UK and Canada to set up the alliance began at the Pentagon just five days after the Treaty of Brussels was signed in March 1948, leading to plans known as the 'Pentagon proposals'. Nato's founding treaty was delayed until April 1949 so that Harry Truman could fight off a challenge from Thomas E. Dewey in the 1948 US presidential election. Britain requested that the treaty be signed in Barbados; Portugal suggested the Azores as a symbolic mid-Atlantic location; but the US insisted on Washington and so it was. Say what you will of the Delian League, at least its early congresses were held in Delos rather than Athens.
 Nato has two strategic commands: one based in Virginia, the other in Mons, Belgium. But since 1949 every holder of its senior military office, the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), has been a US general or admiral. Applications for membership of the alliance must be submitted to the US government, not Nato HQ. Thirty-five years after the end of the Cold War almost a hundred thousand US military personnel are stationed across Europe: around 39,000 in Germany, 15,000 in Poland, 13,000 in Italy, 10,000 in Britain, 4000 in Romania, 3250 in Spain, 1150 in Belgium, 1100 in Norway, 600 in Greece and Kosovo, 450 in the Netherlands, 250 in Portugal and Lithuania, and around 150 each in Hungary, Bulgaria and Slovakia. Another 12,500 are with the Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean. Europe, from Stavanger in Norway to Souda Bay in Crete, is dotted with US military bases. Tactical nuclear weapons are deployed at air bases in Germany, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands, fitted on B61 gravity bombs. Only US officials can give orders for their use.
 The descriptions of Nato by US leaders have often had little to do with the defence of Europe and a lot to do with Nato as a strategic asset to the US. In 1948 the US Army General Staff prepared a memorandum for Eisenhower making clear that 'the US government position' was 'We are in Berlin by right of conquest.' As late as 1966, Robert McNamara briefed the president that one of the objectives of US military forces in Europe was to discourage 'the revival of German militarism'. Douglas Lute, the US ambassador to Nato under Obama, was even more explicit. The alliance 'fundamentally serves a vital American interest', he said, since in the event of a crisis the US 'enters that crisis with thirty like-minded, militarily capable partners'. There is a political rationale too: 'Alongside our 25 per cent of GDP we can bring the European roughly 25 per cent of GDP and compete unfairly in the coming decades with China.' This gives the US a 'geostrategic advantage': neither Putin nor Xi 'have anything to compare' with it.
 In the introduction to Natopolitanism, a collection of essays and leaked documents revealing less celebrated aspects of Nato's history, Grey Anderson argues that even during the Cold War the alliance was never principally a mutual defence pact. Particularly in the early years, 'European leaders looked to Nato as a bulwark against internal subversion as much as against the Red Army.' Another function, as Washington saw it, was to forestall the development of an independent European military force. Charles Bohlen, US ambassador to France in the 1960s, warned the then secretary of state, Dean Rusk, that de Gaulle 'envisaged the emergence of Europe after the war as a third power centre in the world'. Bohlen was confident that 'it lies within the power of the US and our allies to prevent de Gaulle's policy from coming into fruition.' Anderson dates the emergence of modern European Atlanticism to the 1970s, when the US Information Agency, the Atlantic Council, the German Marshall Fund and the Atlantik-Brucke led a reaction against German Ostpolitik. None of this had much to do with the Cold War. In 1966 Zbigniew Brzezinski, then an adviser to Lyndon Johnson, noted that the presence of the US army in Europe would still be useful even if the Soviet threat disappeared, to help build a 'world order on the basis of closer collaboration among the more developed nations'. In January 1992 a CIA report noted that Nato helped secure European assent on 'economic security decisions of vital interest to Washington'.
 If Nato was the main mechanism for wrangling Europeans into line, it was only natural to want to extend that influence to Eastern Europe when the opportunity presented itself. Mary Elise Sarotte, in Not One Inch: America, Russia and the Making of Post-Cold War Stalemate (2021), her account of Nato's enlargement in the 1990s (a section of which is included in Natopolitanism), relates that during negotiations with Gorbachev over the reunification of Germany, the US secretary of state, James Baker, floated the idea of a pledge not to expand Nato eastwards. But the question of whether US and European leaders 'promised' there would be no eastward expansion is neither here nor there: Moscow was under no illusion about US intentions, and in any case was in no position to resist. Sarotte shows that what was really at work was an ambitious opportunism: Washington 'realised it could not only win big but win bigger'. 'Not one inch eastwards' became not one inch of territory off-limits to Nato. As the 1992 Defence Planning Guidance put it, US policy in Eastern Europe would be 'anchoring the East-Central Europeans into the West' through Nato liaison and security commitments.
 One of the ironies of Nato enlargement was that it was opposed most strongly by establishment intellectuals and military historians. George Kennan described the prospect as 'a strategic blunder of potentially epic proportions', which could destabilise Eastern Europe and resurrect Cold War hostilities. In 1998, John Lewis Gaddis bemoaned that the decision to admit Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic was taken with almost no public debate and that 'with remarkably few exceptions' historians saw it as 'ill-conceived, ill-timed and above all ill-suited to the realities of the post-Cold War world'. Enlargement violated the principle of magnanimity in victory, and risked driving Russia to forge an anti-hegemonic alliance with China. From the left, Peter Gowan argued in 1999 that rhetoric about spreading democracy was cover for a desire to eliminate Russian political influence from the region. That entailed significant risk of future conflict, since Russia wouldn't always be weak. More than two decades before the event, Gowan predicted that the presence of Nato infrastructure on Poland's borders could 'very rapidly' lead to crisis in Ukraine.
 In the 1990s relations between the US bloc and a weakened Russia briefly showed promise. Russia opposed Nato military actions in Yugoslavia but there was enough common ground for the Nato-Russia Founding Act to be signed in 1997, committing both sides to non-aggression and to co-operation on security issues. According to the terms of the agreement, Nato would not station significant combat forces or deploy nuclear weapons in new member states. But in 2001 the US announced its decision to withdraw unilaterally from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, and over the following years it set up ballistic missile defence systems in both Poland and Romania. Romania's Mihail Kogalniceanu air base is now a major US military centre: four thousand Nato troops are stationed there and the number is set to increase. The beginning of Nato's Baltic and Balkan expansion in 2004, along with the accession of Slovakia, coincided with the Orange Revolution in Ukraine, setting relations between Russia and the US on their current trajectory. The announcement at Nato's summit in Bucharest in 2008 that Ukraine and Georgia were on the path to membership only heightened tensions further.
 Proponents of enlargement stress that Nato membership is mostly voluntary, with few strings attached. That wasn't quite the case when the Republic of Macedonia was admitted in 2020, but only after changing its name, under pressure from Greece, to North Macedonia. And there was no demonstrated democratic mandate in favour of Nato membership plans in Ukraine in the mid-2000s when Viktor Yushchenko did much to advance them, or in Montenegro in 2017 when it joined. But for many new adherents in Eastern Europe Nato seemed to represent a shining alternative, or at least a way of overturning past errors. Rather than having to engage in a balancing act between the local great power and the global hegemon (Vietnam's current position), the new Eastern European nationalists wanted to go the whole hog with the empire. It isn't difficult to see why, from the US perspective, the incorporation of Eastern Europe was enticing: imperial powers have always seen the advantage of cultivating local vassals. But on neither side did the expansion of Nato have much to do with security. By the late 1990s and early 2000s Nato could in no sense be defined as a defensive alliance in Europe. As even Rynning's fawning account admits, Nato's 'main challenge moving forward from 1997 was not Russia' but balancing the politics of enlargement and 'out of area operations'. Beyond Europe it would soon be involved in military action from Mazar-i-Sharif to the Gulf of Aden. Eastern Europe, like Western Europe before it, would be a consort in the American global project: Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Libya, Iraq.
 On the face of it, it's strange that US political influence is even more deeply embedded in Europe than in Latin America, where the architects of the Monroe Doctrine focused their attention. Nato was never a club of democracies: it happily included Salazar's Portugal, imperial Britain, the Greek and Turkish juntas, and - unofficially - Francoist Spain. Nato membership came to represent formal membership of 'the West': a synthesis of the cultural identities of North America and Europe on the one hand and the integrity of American power on the other. The most enthusiastic collaborators in the US global project, other than the UK, are the states that joined Nato in the late 1990s and early 2000s, where being recognised as part of 'the West' was a key goal for local elites. Having faded somewhat in the early 2010s, that status is now enjoying a revival, largely thanks to the war in Ukraine. Since the existence of an American empire in Europe is not something one acknowledges in polite society, once again the confrontation is between Russia and the amorphous ideal known as 'the West'.
Beginning  in 1952 and for decades afterwards, Nato ran a fleet of trucks, trailers and buses known as 'mobile information centres': travelling exhibitions installed for a few days at a time in cities across Europe, sometimes screening propaganda films voiced by Charlton Heston. Today no Heston equivalent is required. Popular and intellectual opposition to Nato of a kind that was once common in Europe is now rare. Natopolitanism is a collection of the strongest examples of the survival of that tradition. The chapters by Susan Watkins (on Nato and Russia), Regis Debray (on Nato and France) and Richard Seymour (on Nato and the UK) demonstrate its depth. But this is marginal dissent all the same. The alliance's official motto - 'animus in consulendo liber', 'in discussion a free mind' - is almost unknown. But since Russia's invasion of Ukraine there has been no shortage of European politicians ready to chant 'si vis pacem, para bellum' - if you want peace, prepare for war.
 The question of whether the war in Ukraine was 'caused' by Nato expansion or the inherent nefariousness of Russia's government is a dead end. But the strategic conditions in which a war takes place are always a first-order concern. Natopolitanism includes an essay by John Mearsheimer, 'Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West's Fault', first published in Foreign Affairs in 2014. In describing Nato enlargement as the 'taproot of the trouble' and predicting that US and European policy towards Ukraine would 'exacerbate hostilities with Russia and devastate Ukraine in the process', Mearsheimer attracted the ire of ideology professionals on both sides of the Atlantic for scrutinising his own side's policies without demonising Russia in the required way. But all accounts of the negotiations held in Belarus and Turkey in 2022 between the Ukrainian and Russian governments show that Ukraine's status with regard to Nato was a major point of contention.
 In 2021, when Russia began mobilising forces near Ukraine's borders, Nato membership was not an immediate prospect for Ukraine. But that shouldn't stop us from asking whether the policies of the US and other Nato powers contributed to the outbreak of the war. Tony Wood's chapter in Natopolitanism argues that 'the US and its Nato allies necessarily played a role in shaping the context for the invasion.' Outrage at Russia's actions and solidarity with Ukrainians are wholly justified - but they 'should not be allowed to shut out larger questions of historical responsibility'. In August 2021, the US and Ukraine signed a Strategic Defence Framework agreement in which the US promised to help Ukraine 'counter Russian aggression' while making progress towards 'Nato interoperability'. Leaving aside the narrow question of formal Nato membership, between 2014 and 2022, under Obama, Trump and Biden, the US and its allies helped to rebuild the Ukrainian armed forces completely, an effort that played a part in worsening relations between the US and Russia, and proved critical in frustrating the Russian advance in February and March 2022.
 The ostensible strategy of the Nato powers in Ukraine since the invasion is based on the premise that as soon as Ukraine is supplied with the right combination of high-tech weapons systems - HIMARS, ATACMS, FPV drones, Starstreak missiles - it will be able to drive Russia out. But since spring 2022 the war has been one of grinding attrition. No weapons systems, no matter how advanced, can bring an end to this kind of war. Unless Nato armies join the fight - which would bring an unacceptable risk of nuclear holocaust - a decisive victory in the field is very hard to imagine. For the US and its Nato allies, keeping Russia bogged down in Ukraine has its benefits: as the US secretary of defence, Lloyd Austin, put it in April 2022, the goal was 'to see Russia weakened'. It's not clear how effective this has been: Russia has lost many soldiers, but for now it has insulated itself from too much economic and social damage, even considering the breadth of sanctions wielded against it. But one consequence of the war is that it has considerably strengthened Nato. As Biden told graduates of the US Naval Academy in Maryland in May 2022, the Russian invasion had 'Natoised' Europe.
 Over the last two years Nato's 'enhanced forward presence' - established in 2017 in Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania and Poland - has expanded to south-eastern Europe, with new battlegroups in Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia. The German government has increased its military spending to 2 per cent of GDP for the first time since unification. Romania increased its military budget by 55 per cent in a single year. Poland, which increased its spending by 81 per cent, also took out loans from South Korean banks to buy tanks and howitzers, and bought Patriot missile batteries from the US. New Nato command centres have opened in Adazi in Latvia and Elblag in Poland. The expansion of the alliance to Finland (April 2023) and Sweden (March 2024) added two new members and 1300 km of border with Russia. Even before its official accession, Sweden granted the US the use of 17 military sites on its territory. In December 2023 the US and Denmark signed a defence co-operation agreement that allows the US to base soldiers and equipment in Denmark permanently. In May 2024 the US deployed its Strategic Mid-Range Fires missile system to Bornholm Island in the Baltic Sea, over which Nato air forces already regularly intercept Russian flights.
Internally,  relations between Nato's European officials and Washington still resemble those of courtiers paying tribute to the throne. Last June, Karine Jean-Pierre, the White House spokesperson, was asked whether Jens Stoltenberg, Nato's secretary general, would be staying in his post for the moment. Jean-Pierre answered that Biden 'hasn't made any decision yet'. The lead candidate to replace Stoltenberg at the time was the Danish prime minister, Mette Frederiksen, who had the backing of both Emmanuel Macron and Olaf Scholz. Frederiksen visited Washington but was rejected by Biden, having 'failed the interview'. Britain's candidate was the former defence secretary Ben Wallace, who was rejected without an audience. In the event Stoltenberg was kept on for another year. Stoltenberg's anointed successor is now the former Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte, who saw off a brief challenge from Klaus Iohannis, the current president of Romania. In advance of the 75th anniversary summit in Washington, the way was cleared for Rutte to take office in October, just in time for the US presidential election.
 The near unchallenged support Nato enjoys among European elites has allowed for the purchase at massive expense of large numbers of American F-35 fighter jets, now operated, or soon to be operated, by the UK, Italy, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Belgium, Poland, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark and the Czech Republic, with Romania and Greece to follow soon. Many Eurosceptic and ethnonationalist political forces across the continent share an affection for Nato almost indistinguishable from that of the German Greens. Even the Rassemblement National has softened on the question. The UK's new defence secretary, John Healey, has declared Labour the 'party of Nato', but his Tory predecessor, Grant Shapps, was equally ingratiating: in January, he celebrated the alliance's latest military exercise, Steadfast Defender 24, as the 'largest deployment of land forces to Nato for forty years', while in the same breath indulging in fantasies about mass migration as a 'weapon of war' and talking up threats to Europe's ethnic composition. Far-right political movements in Germany, Poland and Italy maintain a rhetorical opposition to many forms of European political integration, but for the most part they do so while humming the 'Hymne de l'OTAN'.
 One might ask whether the fervency of the new Natoism in Europe can last. A more pressing question is whether it can last in the US. Trump frequently makes statements about the alliance that worry its adherents. In February, a week before this year's Munich Security Conference, he complained about 'delinquent' Europeans refusing to spend more on their militaries and said if this continued he would not honour Nato's Article 5, which commits member nations to come to 0ne another's aid in the event of an armed attack. But it's very unlikely that a second Trump term would mean the end of the alliance. However many times during his first term he threatened to withdraw the US from Nato, he never came close to doing it. Some of the people most likely to serve as national security adviser if he returns to office believe that the US should prioritise East Asia at the expense of Europe, but none can quite be described as Nato critics. Trump's speeches are not usually anti-Nato so much as demands, thinly connected to reality, for better transactional deals with European governments. Even after blowing through the 2018 Nato summit excoriating European heads of state, he repeatedly described himself as 'a big supporter of Nato'. Trump wants Europe to spend more on arms, especially those made in America. Even if the US were to withdraw from the alliance, it's hard to imagine it dismantling any of its military positions in Europe: the strategy would be unchanged, just without the constraint of Article 5.
 The US committed itself to Nato partly to limit independent European military strength. But it is worth keeping in mind the vast scale of European investment, and the military advantage Europe has gained from it. In June, a study by the Centre for Strategic and International Studies noted that 'Nato's cumulative capabilities far exceed Russia's - even excluding the United States.' Even before 2022, Nato armies without the US had almost double the number of soldiers and aircraft fielded by Russia, and more than twice as many tanks. It isn't a law of nature that Dutch pilots should fly F-35s and carry US nuclear bombs on orders from Washington. Could Trump, even inadvertently, make other European security arrangements possible? The idea that American reticence about the alliance could usher in a pan-European force through the back door at present seems fanciful. The last thing Trump and his hangers-on want to see is an independent Europe entering into strategic competition with the US. Europe doesn't want that either. One thing it gains from its subordination in Nato is immunity from American aggression. When Macron speaks of European 'military independence', it is in the spirit of better serving the US global project, so as 'never to put [America] in a strategic dilemma that would mean choosing between Europeans and [its] own interests'.
 A world without American military domination of Europe would be a different world. It would demand a new equilibrium between both Europe and Russia and Europe and the US. But ideas of European strategic autonomy have always been vague. The Weimar Triangle group - the alliance between France, Germany and Poland established in 1991 - does little beyond holding an occasional summit. The Franco-German defence and security councils are empty shells. Instead, European leaders still speak, as Scholz did recently, of Nato as 'the ultimate guarantor of peace and security in the Euro-Atlantic area'. So it is now, Scholz said, and so it 'must continue to be'. Military spending by European states has increased by more than 60 per cent since 2014. Yet G7 meetings are still surpassingly easy for US diplomats to run. Nato is both stronger than ever and just as unsuited to averting the next world crisis.
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We can breathe!
Gabriel Winant

3414 wordsIn  1963, June Croll and Eugene Gordon took part in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Gordon was African American, raised in New Orleans; Croll was Jewish, born in Odessa at the beginning of the 20th century. Both fled their home cities as children to escape racial violence: Gordon, the Robert Charles riots of 1900, in which a mob of white Southerners murdered dozens after an African American man shot a police officer who had asked what he was doing in a mainly white neighbourhood; Croll, the Odessa pogrom of 1905, in which more than four hundred Jews were killed. Their story, uncovered by Daniel Candee, a former student of mine, forms an epic political anabasis. Croll became involved in communist politics and labour agitation in 1920s New York. Gordon, fresh from Howard University, became part of the New Negro movement and transformed the nationalist politics of Black self-defence, learned in his childhood, into communism in the early 1930s. Their relationship began at roughly the time the Popular Front was founded, and the movement offered them a way to universalise their early political commitment. They took part in workers' struggles, but also fought for Black civil rights, women's equality and decolonisation. As Richard Wright wrote, 'there was no agency in the world so capable of making men feel the earth and the people upon it as the Communist Party.'
After Hitler came to power it soon became clear that the Comintern directive t0 national communist parties to adopt a sectarian ultra-leftist strategy wasn't working, and that some form of co-operation with other parties was necessary to counter the fascist threat. In July 1935 the Seventh World Congress of the Comintern instructed national communist parties to form 'popular fronts' with anti-fascist forces, including factional rivals and liberal parties. Joseph Fronczak's Everything Is Possible describes the consequences this decision had all over the world. Black activists in Paris, London and New York united across factional lines to challenge white rule in the Caribbean and fascist aggression in Africa, accompanied by all the classic acrimonies. At a 1935 meeting of the Comintern-backed Union des Travailleurs Negres (UTN) to organise against Italian designs on Ethiopia, white communists who had read about the event in L'Humanite that morning outnumbered Black attendees, and reacted indignantly to the UTN's interpretation that 'the French working class had allowed itself to be co-opted by imperialism.' At a mass demonstration for Ethiopia in Trafalgar Square a few months later, C.L.R. James, Amy Ashwood Garvey and Jomo Kenyatta approached the colonialism question more subtly. 'You have talked of the "White Man's Burden",' Ashwood Garvey observed. 'Now we are carrying yours and standing between you and fascism.'
During the Arab revolt of 1936-39, Palestinian and Jewish revolutionaries formed an organisation called Antifa of Palestine which, according to Fronczak, rejected 'the whole idea of "national domination", "national sovereignty", "national privilege", or as Lenin called it, "the hyper-chauvinism of the dominant"'. Trade union organisers convinced workers to down tools, join picket lines and occupy factories. One of the most famous is the 'sitdown strike' at the General Motors plant in Flint, Michigan in 1936-37, which led to a huge growth in membership of the United Automobile Workers - from 30,000 to 500,000 in the year following the strike. Fronczak notes that there were waves of sit-ins around the world, carried out by dressmakers in Paris, textile workers in India, laundry workers in Johannesburg and crew on dredgers in the Mekong Delta.
It was a 'decade of heroes', as E.P. Thompson put it. 'There were Guevaras in every street and in every wood.' Popular Front coalitions won power in France, Spain and Chile, and sympathisers with the movement played a key part in Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration. Communists had a critical role in campaigns against fascist aggression. 'In a struggle that is national in character, the class struggle takes the form of national struggle,' Mao Zedong declared in 1938, elevating the practical necessity to a theoretical maxim. Still, they would exact a price, as Orwell saw in Spain. Everywhere, Fronczak argues, the Popular Front represented a worldwide left-wing identity, as particular ideologies of nationalism and sectarianism suddenly became compatible.
Communists and their sympathisers gained a new popularity by laying claim to local symbols and patriotic traditions. But the Popular Front also blurred distinctions that had an important political value. Authorising party members to work with progressive causes of all kinds - including those independent of party direction - and to join in coalitions with larger and more powerful liberal and socialist rivals threatened communism's distinctiveness, its oppositional consciousness and organisational world. In many cases, this was a right turn, undermining years of effort under repressive conditions building disciplined and durable organisations. Black communists in the American South, for example, found that the party's new orientation in the 1930s implied collaboration with Jim Crow Democrats and abandonment of the anti-racist working-class militancy that had begun to cohere early in the decade. Trotsky (not an advocate of a 'popular front' strategy but of the more rigorous 'united front', excluding liberal groupings) was scornful, writing in December 1937 that the Frente Popular in Spain was a 'political alliance between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, whose interests on basic questions in the present epoch diverge at an angle of 180 degrees'.
In the 'Third Period' that preceded the Popular Front, communists refused to collaborate politically or organisationally with socialist, social democratic, anarchist or liberal forces. The first two periods in this chronology were the revolutionary turbulence that began in 1917 and the capitalist retrenchment and restabilisation of the mid-1920s. During these years, debates had raged on the left about the nature of the emerging fascist threat: was it old wine in a new bottle, as the Italian communist Amadeo Bordiga insisted, or 'an exceptionally dangerous and frightful enemy', as the German Marxist Clara Zetkin believed? The answers to these questions had practical consequences. Should communists support street confrontations with fascists, a tactic Bordiga opposed, despite his rival Antonio Gramsci taking a different view? Should they form a 'united front' against the threat - as Zetkin argued, and the German communist Willi Munzenberg attempted in the form of the Comintern-backed Action Committee against War Danger and Fascism?
For Fronczak, the debates in Moscow and Communist Party headquarters across Europe are important chiefly as the distant echo of active anti-fascism - an emerging political identity in cities around the world. 'They came,' as Vivian Gornick put it in her classic book on American communism, 'from everywhere.' This was more true than Gornick realised, as Everything Is Possible shows. 'The mid-Depression years,' Fronczak writes, 'were when the basic idea of the left as some great aggregate of people who find common cause with each other the world over finally took form.' When the Comintern abandoned its Third Period view that liberals and even socialists were accomplices of fascism, it was following rather than leading a force that had already emerged. Wherever they appeared, the fascisti had been met by organised opponents. As Fronczak writes, the Arditi del Popolo in Italy anticipated the Popular Front. They were the vanguard not of the workers, but of 'the people': bruisers who went onto the streets to punch and shoot back. 'Mass ecstasy' was the way Eric Hobsbawm, then a teenager in Berlin, described street confrontations with the Nazis in the early 1930s.
The political concepts of left and right originate in the seating plan at the National Assembly of the French Revolution, but the rise of international socialist and communist movements at the end of the 19th century made it possible to identify groups in different countries that were like 0ne another in some abstract way - the British left, the Russian left and so on. Yet the term was more often used to describe a position within a workers' organisation than in relation to society as a whole - as in Lenin's diatribe against 'left-wing communism'. A coherent global left appeared only with the arrival of the fascist threat. It did not take long, as Fronczak emphasises, for fascism to provide a way for right-wing elements to identify themselves and their goals. In addition to German, Italian, Romanian, Spanish and Japanese far-right groups, there were blackshirts in Buenos Aires and Detroit, blueshirts in Paris and Peking, greyshirts in Beirut and Johannesburg, greenshirts in Sao Paulo and Cairo, silvershirts in Minneapolis, goldshirts in Mexico, as well as Falangist formations in South and Central America: comrades of Franco's clerical-military fascism, but with an extra emphasis on the racial unity of white Hispanic-Americans, or la raza, a group they thought had conceded far too much ground to Indigenous peoples and to democracy.
What we would now call the right-wing politics of the 19th and early 20th centuries had been pulled in different directions: back to feudal and religious authority, forward into industrialisation and liberalism. Between the two was the ever present discourse of racial hierarchy. Fascism, which proposed to pursue traditional right-wing goals - racial-national aggrandisement, commercial and territorial expansion - by revolutionary means, promised to modernise reactionary politics for the 20th century, and to resolve its incoherent counter-tendencies through the purification of popular violence.
As the sociologist Dylan Riley says, fascism was in this sense a form of democratic authoritarianism, suitable for a new political age. It appeared first in Italy, hazily before the country entered the First World War and then taking coherent form in the chaotic aftermath of the armistice, as Italy was gripped by strikes and recriminations. The fascists gloried in 'beatings in the street, brawls in the square, buildings burned in daylight, public humiliations and beards ripped out, victims dragged by rope, bullwhippings, purgations and public executions, some of them mock and some actual'. Fronczak emphasises that the violence seemed to feed a 'spiritual need', marking an 'expedition into the interior of one's self'.
Where fascism should be located on the political spectrum has been a source of vexation for decades, one exploited by later right-wing forces that have claimed socialist influence on fascist ideas. But fascists knew where they belonged. 'I am not at all displeased, honourable colleagues, to begin my discourse from these benches on the extreme right,' Mussolini declared in his maiden parliamentary speech. 'Left and right aren't where one begins,' Fronczak writes. 'Rather they are first encountered as a choice to be made: where will one go to make one's politics?'
There was a fascist riot in Paris on 6 February 1934, resembling Washington's on 6 January 2021 in its awkward gesturing towards a coup d'etat it could not enact. Another riot, triggered by counter-demonstrating communists, followed on 9 February. 'The drawback of the Ninth, from the perspective of the wide political community about to take form and become known as "the left",' Fronczak writes, 'was that it muddied the rationale for why the Sixth had been such a terrible and intolerable thing in the first place. It fed into the trope of fascism and communism as similar and equivalent forms of "extremism".' Another attempt was made, after another three-day interval: the largest demonstration yet, but calm and disciplined. 'Young and old; women, men and children ... socialists, communists ... Trotskyists, all fraternally united ... and anarchists, republicans and liberals too; French-born and Algerian-born; members of rival labour organisations and non-union workers as well: they all undivided themselves among the crowd.' 'Everyone finds their place,' one demonstrator said, 'because the place of everyone is everywhere.' Cries of 'Unity!' swept through the gathering.
Many of the most famous rhetorical moments of the Popular Front years are similar to this one. When the Spanish communist Dolores Ibarruri, known as 'La Pasionaria' and the populariser of the slogan '!No pasaran!', hailed the departing soldiers of the International Brigades in 1938, she made the same point about unity: 'communists, socialists, anarchists, republicans - men of different colours, differing ideology, antagonistic religions - yet all profoundly loving liberty and justice, they came and offered themselves to us unconditionally. They gave us everything - their youth or their maturity; their science or their experience; their blood and their lives; their hopes and aspirations - and they asked us for nothing.' The African American communist Harry Haywood said that the effort to organise help for Ethiopia after the Italian invasion of 1935 'inevitably became a fight against the growth of fascism right in Chicago against every petty persecution, Jim Crow degradation, misery and discrimination'. Fronczak writes that Chicago's South Side 'became a hotbed of Ethiopian solidarity', manifest in mass meetings and demonstrations, which likened fascism in Europe to segregation. And not only Chicago: 'The Tokyo newspaper Yomiuri Shimbun reported a local blacksmith's "astonishment" at how slow business had become "because of the news from overseas in the morning and evening papers, as well as the radio broadcasts - everyone's mind was on that faraway African country."' During the Battle of Cable Street in the Jewish East End of London on 4 October 1936, the protesters who beat back Oswald Mosley's British Union of Fascists shouted '!No pasaran!' A trace of this worldwide mood can be seen in Casablanca: the screenplay was written by three communists or sympathisers, and its hero, Rick Blaine, has fought in Spain and run guns to Ethiopia (in fact, the white leadership of the global left failed to rally to Ethiopia's cause).
As McCarthyists later discovered to their horror, party members and sympathisers were scattered across the bureaucracies enforcing the New Deal. Leon Keyserling, an economist who helped to draft some important pieces of New Deal legislation, including the Social Security Act and the National Labour Relations Act, though never a party member, wrote in private that 'there is no chance for lasting gains to either farmer or labourer save by revolution.' Chile's Frente Popular, which took power in 1938 after an attempted coup by the National Socialist Movement of Chile, attempted to replace imports with domestic production - though its best-known global legacy was a politician, Salvador Allende, its minister of health. In France, Leon Blum's Popular Front government, which held power between June 1936 and June 1937, carried out a furious programme of legislative reform, bringing in the right to strike, collective bargaining, a forty-hour week and two weeks' paid holiday in the face of massive strikes at home and across the empire. 'Finally, we can breathe!' Simone Weil exulted. But the coalition collapsed at the end of 1937 (it took power again very briefly in 1938). In Spain, the Frente Popular administration shattered under the violence of the fascist assault that followed the left's victory in the 1936 election. Republicans and communists joined to suppress rival left-wing factions whose indiscipline, they argued, aided the enemy - deliberately so, Ibarruri claimed in her attack on 'anarchotrotskyist fascists'.
For  thousands of communists around the world, the 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact represented their 'Kronstadt' - the moment of disillusion with the Bolshevik adventure. Unfortunately, Fronczak's narrative reaches this moment only in its final pages. Opponents of exploitation and racism had mingled freely across sectarian and partisan boundaries - people such as Keyserling and J. Robert Oppenheimer, along with millions of others. With the onset of the Cold War, this space emptied out. In the US, radical influence was purged from mainstream unions and centre-left parties, and the figure of the working-class or socialist militant was largely banished from popular culture. Social democratic policies were rolled back and interracial working-class opposition to segregation and discrimination was stigmatised. Oppenheimer was stripped of his security clearance and Casablanca's screenwriters named before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Keyserling and his wife, Mary, faced questions regarding their loyalty. In Europe, the welfare state held up better, but soon passed into the hands of Christian Democrats or conservatives. The prestige the left had accrued across Europe by its sacrifice during the defeat of fascism waned quickly, particularly after the outrages of Stalinism became evident. In a well-known 1945 poll, 57 per cent of French respondents gave the Soviet Union the greatest credit for Germany's defeat, compared with 20 per cent who chose the US; in a 2004 poll, these figures were reversed.
In Latin America, as the historian Kirsten Weld writes, 'the Spanish Civil War served as a living metaphor for those who disagreed, passionately, about how to organise their societies, and the energy that they poured into the cause did not dissipate with the Republic's defeat.' The Ubico dictatorship in Guatemala was the first foreign state to recognise the Franco regime, and the anti-fascist intellectual and diplomat Luis Cardoza y Aragon would locate the inspiration for the country's temporarily successful democracy movement of the 1940s and 1950s in 'Republican Spain, the eternal Spain that all of us carry in our hearts'. When a ship chartered by Pablo Neruda brought thousands of Spanish Republican exiles to Valparaiso in 1939, Allende, still Chile's minister of health, was there to welcome them. Four decades later, Augusto Pinochet, having dispatched Allende, told Henry Kissinger that his country had destroyed communism once before, and knew how to do it again. 'It is a long-term struggle we are a part of. It is a further stage of the same conflict which erupted into the Spanish Civil War.'
The Cold War's chief political accomplishment may well have been the end of the international solidarity formed in the fight against fascism. National and even regional lefts persisted, but in isolation proved vulnerable to what Vincent Bevins has called 'the Jakarta method', in reference to the purge of hundreds of thousands of Indonesian communists and sympathisers in 1965-66. Indeed, the escalating threat to the Allende government in Chile was made plain in the warnings stencilled in public places: 'Jakarta is coming.' Cut off from each other, descendant movements met as strangers, perhaps distant cousins. The struggles for Vietnamese independence and African American civil rights, for instance, both emerged from the Popular Front. Both Ho Chi Minh and Martin Luther King Jr could trace lines of influence back to interwar anti-fascism. Ho Chi Minh had visited the centres of the international left - working and reading in Paris, London, Harlem, Moscow and Canton. King had a more distant connection: among his advisers was the communist Jack O'Dell, and the leadership of the civil rights movement was full of veterans of the Popular Front, such as A. Philip Randolph, Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin. King attended the Highlander Folk School, one of the most important institutional survivals of 1930s American radicalism. When he delivered his 1967 speech opposing the US war in Vietnam, he said that the Vietnamese 'quoted the American Declaration of Independence in their own document of freedom', but 'we refused to recognise them.' The grounding of the Vietnamese struggle in the tradition of American liberty seemed to justify King's dissent while also voiding communism of its specific content - the paradox of the Popular Front all over again. In 1969, the Black Panthers called not for a popular front, but as Zetkin and Trotsky had once done, for a 'united front against fascism'.
Over time and due to Cold War repression, the decisive contribution of socialists and communists to the defeat of fascism was gradually obscured. 'Once I was young and impulsive, I wore every conceivable pin,' Phil Ochs's 1960s song 'Love Me, I'm a Liberal' goes. 'Even went to the socialist meetings, learned all the old union hymns/But I've grown older and wiser, and that's why I'm turning you in.' The left is in danger of being cut out of its own story - dismissed today as 'tankies', Russian stooges or fanatics.
In France this summer, left-wing parties unexpectedly managed to agree an alliance to fight the July parliamentary elections forced by President Macron, and called it the Nouveau Front Populaire (NFP). When they unexpectedly gained the most seats, consigning Marine Le Pen's far-right Rassemblement National to third place, thousands filled the Place de la Republique, chanting - what else? - '!No pasaran!' Macron's Renaissance party had seemed keener in the first round of voting to oppose the left as antisemitic on account of its Palestinian sympathies than to address the racism and xenophobia of the genuinely antisemitic right. In the run-off, Renaissance failed to extend its electoral collaboration pact to the largest left-wing party in the NFP, Jean-Luc Melenchon's La France Insoumise, which was seen as beyond the pale, like the ever growing far right. Not for the first time, the left was expected to give more than it received in the name of anti-fascist unity.
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I suppose I must have
Sophie Lewis

2352 wordsIn  the TV drama Bad Sisters, set in Dublin, four sisters conspire to murder their brother-in-law John Paul, an abusive monster who is married to their beloved sister, Grace. The dynamics of the marriage are clear from the pilot. It's Christmas Day and tradition has it that the siblings meet at Forty Foot - a swimming spot just south of Dublin - for a dip. But John Paul doesn't want his wife to go. To keep her at home, he brings her a glass of champagne when she is getting ready. Grace is surprised, and touched, at the gesture. 'You deserve it,' John Paul says. 'Drink up.' Minutes later, as Grace is about to leave, he appears, feigning shock. 'What are you doing? You just had a glass of champagne, you can't drive, are you kidding me? Come on now, think.' A glazed, cowering look comes over Grace as she protests that she's fine, completely fine. Or, if he insists, he can drive her to Forty Foot. 'Of course I can't. I had a glass myself.' She begins to look frantic, while John Paul holds firm: 'Sorry, sweetheart. I just worry too much.' Grace defiantly opens the door. He slams it shut, grazing her hand. 'Why would you go and make a scene,' he says, 'on Christmas Day?' Grace gives in. She texts her sisters: 'My fault. Too much to drink.'
The scene is a helpful introduction to the concept of gaslighting, in which the abuser manipulates the victim and then convinces them that they are at fault ('I'm not making a scene, you're making a scene'). The usual techniques are ridiculing the victim and making deliberately confusing and misleading statements. Anger is quickly succeeded by excessive affection or concern - a technique known as 'love-bombing' - which further undermines the victim. George Cukor's 1944 film noir Gaslight, based on the 1938 play by Patrick Hamilton, inspired the term, though it took some time to gain ground. Psychoanalytical scholarship first mentioned 'the gaslight phenomenon' in the late 1960s. In 1981, two doctors, Victor Calef and Edward Weinshel, gave an account of gaslighting in Psychoanalytic Quarterly: the 'victimiser', they wrote, tries 'to make the victim feel he or she is going crazy, and the victim more or less complies'. As Kate Abramson explains in her new book, On Gaslighting, the gaslighter
doesn't just want other people to think his target is wrong. He wants her protests framed as 'oversensitive', 'paranoid', 'acting out' and 'rants'. The more he succeeds, the less she will be able to engage in the relevant acts of telling, of protesting and so on ... But the silencing involved in gaslighting is actually much worse than this ... The gaslighter wants the target to see herself in the terms he paints her.

In Gaslight Ingrid Bergman and Charles Boyer play Paula and Gregory, a newly married couple in 1880s London. Gregory, we soon learn, wants to see Paula carted off to 'the madhouse'. To accomplish this, he plants his pocket watch in her handbag, then comments on its absence before supposedly discovering it in her bag. He moves a painting, then convinces Paula that she moved it. She reads aloud to him a letter addressed to her aunt; he later maintains that the letter never existed. He gives her a brooch, which mysteriously disappears (he 'forgives' her for losing it). Cukor keeps the camera tightly focused on Bergman's anguished face as she cries out, again and again, 'I didn't! I swear I didn't,' before her protests give way to self-doubt and depression. 'I suppose I must have.' Each time she gives in, Gregory's face flashes with something like arousal. 'Yes. YES,' he says. 'That's right: you're imagining things.'
Gregory's chief motivation isn't sadism but jewels, in particular a stash hidden in the attic of their house, which Paula inherited from her murdered opera-singer aunt. We discover that jewel-lust isn't new to Gregory. Indeed, he strangled Paula's aunt after failing to retrieve the stash and then hatched a plan to marry her heir. She had hidden the jewels well, however, and it takes months - long enough to break a just-married girl's mind - for Gregory to ferret out his treasure. He only has a moment to savour his success before Scotland Yard arrives. 'I don't ask you to understand me,' he says to Paula: 'Between us all the time were those jewels, like a fire in my brain, a fire that separated us.' That's all right, then.
The 'gaslight' of the title refers to the lamps in the house which grow dim every evening when Gregory leaves for work (in reality, to search for the diamonds in the attic), but this isn't part of his plan: he doesn't realise that he's diverting the house's gas supply to the attic, something a canny police detective eventually works out. The gaslight is what gives him away. It is the only unintentional part of the infernal treatment to which Bergman's character is subjected, and the one she knows for sure she isn't imagining. Gaslight is what undermines Gregory's gaslighting.
Gaslight has been useful for thinking with, despite the pretext of the jewels, because it holds the potential for more sinister and less explicit readings. The diamonds represent something even more covetable: Paula's mind. Will he finally have her in the palm of his hand? The answer appears to be yes; her final swoon is almost orgasmic. But she recovers at once, and turns the tables on Gregory, who has been tied to a chair by the cops. 'How can a mad woman help her husband to escape?' she asks, in mock simplicity. When he asks for a knife, she gets one, but withholds it: 'Are you suggesting that this is a knife I hold in my hand? Have you gone mad, my husband?' Nor is she done with her revenge: 'If I were not mad,' she tells him, 'I could have helped you ... But because I am mad ... I'm rejoicing in my heart, without a shred of pity, without a shred of regret, watching you go with glory in my heart!'
The distance between Gaslight and Bad Sisters is almost eighty years and no hidden treasure is now required to explain the desire to undermine another person's self-possession. People gaslight those close to them for the same reason that, say, husbands rape their wives - because they can. At the same time, the concept of gaslighting has become a popular heuristic for forms of psychic domination, real or imagined, beyond personal relations: Obama's 'gaslight presidency' (Wall Street Journal), Donald Trump's 'gaslighting of the world' (Washington Post) or pro-transgender activists' supposed 'gaslighting of Americans' (Daily Signal). This seems to me no bad thing, but according to Abramson we shouldn't use the term in this way. 'I want to urge that we not broaden our conception of gaslighting to include such social-structural issues under a new subcategory of "structural gaslighting",' she writes. Rather, we should use the term only to denote interpersonal interactions, because while 'oppressive social structures can play an extremely significant role' in gaslighting, it is ultimately 'not something the social structures do but something people do with those social structures'. She grants that the 'self-disguising features ... of subjugating systems' are pervasive and pernicious - for example, the bind of apparently benevolent racism or sexism, or the hermeneutical injustice of lacking the language to describe your abuse. But Abramson would reject, for instance, the argument of writers such as Reni Eddo-Lodge or Zoe Samudzi that Black people (and Black women in particular) are 'gaslit' in white majority societies, or accept that what the philosopher Sukaina Hirji describes as 'oppressive double binds' - those 'situations where no matter what an agent does, they become a mechanism in their own oppression' - qualify as gaslighting. If we want to save 'what's distinctive (interpersonally and morally) about the phenomenon for the sake of which the term was coined in the first place', she insists, we have to conceptualise such dynamics 'as something other than gaslighting'. As she sees it, 'people gaslight, social structures don't,' and pretending otherwise only 'conceals the fact that individual people are here the proper loci of moral responsibility'.
The first mistake here is to see the expansion of the term as letting individuals off the hook, when in fact it allows us to identify dissembling and manipulation in a wider range of contexts. Gaslighting is a helpful way of explaining what is happening when Donald Trump gives fake-news briefings and refuses to be held accountable for his actions while claiming - or allowing others to claim on his behalf - that it is his critics who are lying, whose actions have consequences. In emphasising private dynamics and interpersonal relationships, Abramson lets all of us off the hook. One could argue that we're all complicit in gaslighting, that we all feel its allure, whether the gaslighter is Trump or Hannibal Lecter.
It is also reasonable to ask whether Abramson's 'subjugating systems' are really that different from people. In the US, corporations have been granted many of the same rights as citizens. If MetaTM is a 'person' in the view of the courts, why shouldn't we critique its behaviour in similar terms? Companies and institutions are capable of engaging in behaviours equivalent to those between individuals even if they don't possess the rights granted by US legislators. In 2017, residents of Sarnia, a town of 70,000 people near Detroit, saw flames engulfing the Imperial Oil refinery. A spokesman said there was nothing to worry about: some gas had been burned off so an 'internal issue' could be resolved. But fires continued to flare up. 'Nothing is happening,' Imperial said. 'There is a small grass fire; it was put out.' Residents queried this but were met with silence. The refinery is near the Canadian border and the Canadian ministry of the environment looked into the fire and noted the refinery's 'unstable operating conditions' and a loss of 'air supply resulting in the shut-down of several processing units within the refinery'. But Imperial Oil wasn't charged with anything, no environmental impact data were released and residents were unable to find out any more about what had happened.
Abramson isn't interested in the ways interpersonal relationships are shaped by institutions. Marriage is itself a 'structure', even if it's individuals who are held accountable for violence. Society and the law grant parents responsibilities and rights over their children. This duality hasn't cramped social movements. Feminists and other social critics have always interrogated individuals and structures at the same time, recognising that social structures are nothing more than amassed human subjectivity. Activists like to remind us that behind corporate facades are powerful individuals with names and addresses, even though their broader complaint is with 'capitalism', 'white supremacy' or 'Zionism'.
Discussions of Gaslight rarely mention how alive and attractive Gregory's fire, or desire, makes him, and the allure that the jewels - and therefore control over Paula - hold for him isn't discussed in Abramson's book. Nor is the attraction the audience might feel for him, though this seems to me central to the power of the movie and to the wider cultural interest in the phenomenon. For Abramson's purposes, gaslighting is always monstrous and clearly gendered: with few exceptions, it is a man who gaslights and a woman who is gaslit. This schema leaves little room for the more uncomfortable considerations that other philosophers have explored in work on 'white feminist gaslighting', nor does it help us get to the heart of what, in the interpersonal context she favours, might make a person vulnerable to gaslighting and attracted to someone who engages in it.
Abramson's reminder that harmful behaviour need not be conscious to be intentional is a further reason to accept that systems of social relations and modes of production or reproduction may indeed 'gaslight' us. In any case, her plea seems peculiarly depoliticising at a time when more people than ever before are using the term 'gaslit' to talk about media norms and cultural hegemonies. As Leslie Jamison notes in the New Yorker, 'the popularity of the term testifies to a widespread hunger to name a certain kind of harm.' The term can be used cynically, of course, and its application questioned, but it usefully encompasses such PR and political strategies as misdirection, not-quite-lying, overemphasising, outright lying, bluster and defiance.
Nikhil Pal Singh, a professor at NYU, recently tweeted about 'the upside down, gaslit world that we inhabit', one in which politicians worry about antisemitic pogroms on the Upper West Side even as 'actual mass Palestinian graves are uncovered under hospitals in Gaza and Israel invades Rafah.' Shortly after Columbia University called riot cops on its pro-Palestinian students, the human rights lawyer Noura Erakat shared her frustration at the 'gaslighting that this is about Jewish safety'. 'In what universe do the police protect a racialised minority? It's not true now or ever.' Writing in the journal Political Quarterly, the political scientists Yasmeen Abu-Laban and Abigail Bakan argued that gaslighting was characteristic of 'anti-Palestinian racism', pointing to the denial of the Nakba and to the common 'political narrative of the Israeli state ... that it is a "democracy" - a designation frequently used to gaslight those who challenge Israeli apartheid'. Meanwhile, Joe Biden seems to be gaslighting us over his Gaza policy - 'I'm the guy that did more for the Palestinian community than anybody' - as well as over his capacity to govern.
Successful gaslighting creates helplessness and inertia, but it seems to me that we are in danger of giving gaslighters too much power. It is significant, I think, that it's Grace herself who murders John Paul at the end of Bad Sisters. Abramson usefully describes the depression resulting from gaslighting as the victim's 'last form of resistance'. If you can still wish things were otherwise, or mourn what once was, you aren't entirely lost.
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Two Stories
Diane Williams

551 wordsDevotional
'Thank god you don't hold a grudge,' he said, and I discovered a refreshing feeling in the room Seth Sharples and I decided to share.
He is an inamorato from years ago.
Of course, this feeling vanished as soon as I left that town.
At the airport ticket counter for my return, the fake eyelashes of the clerk nearly jammed themselves against her eyeglass lenses with her every blink. And this was, I was certain, an ugly matter of near misses.
A seat was hard to come by at the gate and I didn't get one, but there he was - another one! - Gus Radt. How these people turn up.
Radt was there - game to accompany me anywhere, or to happily send me on my way.
I used to visit Gus in Buck's County where he lived in a classical clapboard house set on a lawn that dipped into a stream. He seemed to be the most polished and accomplished human being, and far too splendid for me.
So often I spend time with these men in my mind, nowhere else. In reverie neither one of them is bigger than a nickel or a dime.
And when they smile - possibly elated? - enamoured? - drunk? - their effect on me is wholly pleasing.
Area of Surprise
She may have been on the brink, whatever that means.
She had set her teeth upon the edge of it - a gift from me - her lavaliere, that she next swung side to side, even as its chain cut into her throat.
And I guess everybody knows how to fall in love. I did and I do.
I kept on with it, watching Jacquenette, and then there she was - as if with her wings spread.
She stepped into the shallows of the sea for her somersaults and for her handstands and her shining legs were pointing skywards when a gull - taking long draughts of seawater by the water's edge - distracted me.
Occasionally, it tossed back its head, its neck curving slenderly, as if it were half snake, to permit the sluice to slide down.
The bird assumed an uncommonly coy pose, and Jacky was silvered by the sea when she neared me.
Her mere walking movements touched my mainspring - how she changed her foot positions, her arms gliding at her sides - yet I could see she was in a bad temper.
She turned away and arranged herself at a distance, while simultaneously a child and its mother arrived.
I considered, for starters, the mother's mouth that was moderately open, her lively gestures - how she shielded her eyes, curled her upper lip and petted her small boy's head. Her elaborate hairstyle was held in place by gold-coloured hairpins.
This mother said, 'I have a question -' as she came closer to me by way of graceful shifting, and then she squatted.
'Could you look after my boy for a bit? You'd be doing me a big favour. He likes to try to skip stones. I'll be back very soon. He has a bunch of flat ones.'
And so might begin a new life for me with Melissa Mulhowald. Must it be necessary to think this woman irresponsible?
Usually, I am aware of some slight pain, mostly tingling, while I am rising to the occasion.
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Rejoice in Your Legs
Jonathan Parry

3349 wordsIn  1863 extracts from the journal of the Hon. Impulsia Gushington were published under the title Lispings from Low Latitudes. Impulsia had joined the fad for Egyptian travel and enjoyed an English lady's usual adventures with camels, pyramids and cunning Orientals. Finally, she fell for the charms of a French aristocrat, Monsieur de Rataplan, and a sequel was promised that would detail the adventures of the lovestruck pair. It never materialised, for reasons best known to the author, Helen Blackwood, Lady Dufferin. One of Jane Robinson's many speculations in this biography is that Dufferin's satirical target was Barbara Leigh Smith, who had travelled to Algeria in 1856 and engaged herself to an eccentric French doctor of noble lineage, Eugene Bodichon. There's no evidence for this, and Bodichon, nee Smith, was by no means the only wealthy Englishwoman to find love in the East in the 1850s (Jane Digby, for example, became the wife of a Syrian sheikh in 1853, after three marriages to European aristocrats). But it might be true.
Robinson suggests that Bodichon is little known and seeks to bring her alive for a modern audience. To anyone who has taught 19th-century British history in recent decades, this is an odd claim. Bodichon's position as a pioneer of the women's rights movement is unassailable. She helped to found Girton, Cambridge's first women's college; she bankrolled the English Woman's Journal; she campaigned for women to keep their property on marriage. Since the LRB was founded, two biographies have appeared and been reviewed in its pages. Pam Hirsch's will, deservedly, remain the standard account. But Robinson's is a treatment for our times. It is a love letter to Bodichon. Robinson's enthusiastic authorial presence regularly demolishes the literary equivalent of the fourth wall. Her Bodichon is an inspirational force of nature. Robinson also moves beyond the established view of the women's movement as a valiant underdog battle against a crushing male hegemony. Here, male criticism is mostly reduced to a comic turn by the Saturday Review, a waspish vehicle for young fogies on the make. Robinson is just as interested in the displeasure that Bodichon provoked in other women - Dufferin, Elizabeth Gaskell, her censorious Aunt Patty and others. Bodichon's crime was her indifference to the conventions that so many other women relied on to secure their respectability.
The subtitle does the book no favours. Robinson understands well enough that Bodichon was not the first feminist to change our world. Forty years of academic research have established that the women's rights movement was a collaborative venture securely based in a radical Dissenting milieu. Bodichon's gender was obviously fundamental to her views and motivations, but so too was her network of highly politicised Unitarian families, for whom advanced views and behavioural codes were second nature. Her greatest friend, Bessie Parkes, and her drawing teacher, Eliza Fox, were both daughters of famous Unitarian public men. Robinson admits her surprise on discovering that 'libertarianism was accommodated so readily' in an era she had previously seen as 'stiflingly straitlaced and intolerant'.
Unitarians thought mainstream theology ploddingly irrational. They could find no evidence that Christ was divine, or that he had been sent to earth to redeem humanity from innate sin. It was more plausible that God loved his creations and wished them to develop their perfection by following Christ's human example. Individual character was not determined by a sense of sin or the guidance of priests, but by environment. A rational education and loving surroundings would best develop each person's moral sense and potential. Reason - a God-given faculty - would create truthful works of history, philosophy and art, and lead to scientific and technological discoveries that would boost national wealth and prosperity. This wealth should be invested in further improvements. Most dynamic British commercial towns had a cultured, influential Unitarian elite.
In principle, women could benefit from a rational education as much as men, and perform socially useful work. Yet in practice, many Unitarian families accepted the dominant patriarchalism of wider society, along with the idea that a woman should be content in a domestic role. The teaching given to the daughters of Unitarian families was often poor. Nonetheless, nearly all of the women who did receive a stimulating education in the early 19th century were Unitarians, and many subsequently worked to share their good fortune with others. Bodichon's father, Benjamin Leigh Smith, was the main supporter of the Westminster Infants' School, a progressive institution founded on the Owenite and Pestalozzian principles of activity, co-operation and all-round development, which he established in Vincent Square in 1826 under the guidance of the educationalist James Buchanan, and where his daughter was enrolled. Buchanan's childlike imagination and simplicity instilled in Bodichon and many other pupils an awareness of the natural world and the beauty of music and art. In 1849, aged 22, she began attending the Ladies' College in Bedford Square, the forerunner of Bedford College, founded by Elizabeth Reid, a family friend and fellow Unitarian.
Bodichon adopted the same principles for the educational institutions she set up for both sexes. She took over the Westminster Infants' School from her father and, after Buchanan retired, re-established it in a new form at Portman Hall. Boys and girls of all religious affiliations studied and sang together. Influenced by the pioneering doctor Elizabeth Blackwell, a cousin of Bessie Parkes, Bodichon was a great believer in physical exercise as well as explorations into nature. Her main colleague at Portman Hall hoped that callisthenics and gymnastics would produce 'stay-less, free-breathing, free-stepping girls'. Later in life, Bodichon opened a night school for local workmen near her house in Sussex; fifty of its students led her funeral procession.
Benjamin Leigh Smith encouraged all his children to develop their personalities, providing them with their own house in Hastings next door to his. There was acting, music and political discussion. Bodichon adored her father for his principles, ideas of social justice and endless generosity. Parkes remarked to her that 'half your happiness lies in the tastes your father has promoted.' In 1852, she was stunned to discover that he had a second family of three young children, but forgave him, encouraged by Parkes, who reassured her that he had 'that immortal something about him, which so many men are apparently without'. This was not his first offence in the eyes of society; the Smith children were themselves illegitimate, since Benjamin had never married their mother, a miller's daughter who died in 1834. Bodichon's own rejection of convention was ingrained but also, in the circumstances, unavoidable.
The Smiths were a family of significance. Bodichon's grandfather William inherited a great wholesale grocery business, and in the 1780s and 1790s bought himself social and political status. The family home in Clapham was exchanged for a magnificent town house by Hyde Park and two hundred acres in Essex. He acquired Old Masters from impoverished French nobles; his daughters practised their drawing with the aid of three Rembrandts. He spent his way into Parliament and stayed for 45 years, perfecting the image of a high-minded humanitarian reformer. He was intimate with the leaders of the Whig opposition, a keen promoter of the abolition of slavery and the main advocate for the removal of the civil disabilities imposed on Dissenters (achieved with the Toleration Acts of 1812 and 1813 and the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828). This stance against the stupidity and intolerance of conventional opinion showed his enlightenment but required great patience. Slavery wasn't abolished until he was 77. Though he mooted the abolition of religious tests at the universities in the early 1800s, it wasn't achieved until 1871, long after his death. By contrast, Bodichon's successful campaign for the reform of married women's property laws took a mere 28 years.
William's image as a gentleman of great virtue cost him dearly. From 1819, crises crowded in on the neglected family businesses, forcing him to sell his property and paintings. Benjamin was determined not to make the same mistake. He followed his father into politics, becoming MP for the Dissenting stronghold of Norwich and joining the Council of the Anti-Corn Law League, but his main focus was earning enough money to secure the family's landed status. He bought a townhouse in Blandford Square and hoovered up Sussex manors and farms. The two Hastings houses complemented five other properties in the county. When he took his young family to America in 1829, they travelled on a state-of-the-art steam packet offering remarkable quantities of fine food. Back in Britain, their family excursions involved a custom-built omnibus with silver plating, silk curtains and pillows and a double sofa; it cost PS215.
Bodichon followed her father in this as in most things. He made her financially independent on her 21st birthday in 1848. Her investments gave her an annual income of PS300; by 1860 this had tripled. She bought and sold stocks and shares, and sank the surpluses in more property, while spending the money she earned herself on causes of her choice. Her father bequeathed her the house in Blandford Square. She was one of the most generous women philanthropists of the century, yet still left PS28,600, worth over PS2 million today. It is hardly surprising that her main political concern, beyond education, was to protect women's property rights on marriage. This was not because her own property was in danger. Wealthy families like hers were used to drawing up special trust deeds to protect family wealth from grasping male suitors, and when she married in 1857, her father effected this. Her argument was that the law was classist, and also outdated, given that so many educated women now worked and could be trusted to manage their finances prudently. It made material considerations too important in marriage and forced some impoverished women onto the streets. Parkes, Fox, Reid and other friends joined the Married Women's Property Committee which she established in December 1855. They soon got the support of the Law Amendment Society, which was concerned with removing the gap between an equity-based legal system accessible only to the rich and an anachronistic common law that everyone else had to endure.
The issue of married women's property connected female Unitarian reformers with a wider movement for rational, evidence-based legislative reform that found a firm footing from 1857 with the creation of the Social Science Association. From 1858 the English Woman's Journal, funded largely by Bodichon and often working with the SSA, advocated reforms to improve women's opportunities, through education, specialist training and emigration. The journal was edited from a women's club in Langham Place, but folded in 1864, victim of a series of tensions which Bodichon found stifling. One of them related to the issue of co-operation with male reformers, something that women from political families like hers saw as natural. In 1866 politics was suddenly dominated by debates about extending the suffrage; the opportunity to make the case for including women was irresistible, but a parliamentary motion to that effect was defeated. What to do next? Helen Taylor refused to allow men to join the council of the London branch of the National Society for Women's Suffrage. Bodichon resigned from it, thinking that this attitude would delay victory by at least ten years.
Her upbringing and wealth had released her from the need to rush into marriage, which she idealised as a genuine relationship of 'two workers, a man and a woman equal in intellectual gifts and loving hearts', invoking the example set by one couple she knew - probably the Quaker writers William and Mary Howitt. From 1853 she was friends with a second, unmarried couple of similar qualities: Marian Evans and G.H. Lewes. Both Bodichon and Evans found the other's warmth, intensity and sincerity immensely sympathetic. On reading a review of Adam Bede in 1859, Bodichon intuited, brilliantly, that 'George Eliot' was Evans's pseudonym. (George Eliot's Romola was a tribute to her.) The example of Evans-Lewes made Bodichon willing to contemplate a 'free union' with Evans's ex-partner John Chapman, the editor of the Westminster Review, which was nearly disastrous. In 1855, Chapman wrote a series of letters begging her to have sex with him and, if possible, marry him. Her father and brother discovered that he was in desperate need of her money. His embarrassing letters survive, and Robinson analyses them at length, using them to suggest that Bodichon may have had a horror of sex. Hirsch more plausibly argues that her concern was that the 'master passion' of sexual desire, which she clearly recognised in herself, might overcome her reason. Chapman was eventually dispatched, but his antics surely helped to trigger the married women's property campaign.
Bodichon was taken by her brother to Algeria for the winter of 1856, partly to stimulate her painting career, but also in the hope that its warmth and colour might revive her spirits. Here she met Eugene, a rugged, brooding doctor who healed the poor, loved nature and wrote books about social conditions. He was also a republican who disdained his family's wealth. On marriage, they agreed to divide their time between England and Algiers, where she bought a house with sweeping views over town and sea (now part of the American Embassy). Thereafter, she usually wintered in Algeria.
It's difficult to gauge how keenly Bodichon entered into Algerian life. She showed guests the local schools and participated in some philanthropy, but this had limits. Buchanan had instilled in her a love of the Arabian Nights and particularly of the resourceful, resilient Princess Parizade. She had amused herself by posing as the Ottoman Sultana during a visit to Greenwich fair. On her honeymoon in America, she attended a fancy dress ball at the White House as an Arab maiden with golden coins in her hair. But though she adored the fictional stereotype of the Oriental princess, she disliked the condition of contemporary Algerian women. Her refined Unitarian instincts rebelled against the social and intellectual confinement of the harem and the cruelty of arranged marriages. Harriet Martineau and Florence Nightingale (Bodichon's cousin) expressed similar instincts much more graphically in their travel writings. Another daughter of Unitarians, Lucie Duff-Gordon, wrote letters from Egypt in the 1860s that were more sympathetic to Arab culture, but Bodichon doesn't seem to have shared her ethnographic interests. Her paintings overwhelmingly featured natural landscapes, absent of people. The liberty she valued most seems to have been her own and that of her sister Nannie, who set up house next door with her female partner, Isa Blythe, and PS1000 a year. This was a life free from home conventions, even if Eugene, a loner and seemingly deficient in emotion, increasingly fell short as a soulmate.
Bodichon insisted that women should have the right to a career, for the sake of their souls, their families and society. Was she free to pursue the career she wished for? It would be hard to argue that she wasn't. Her brother Ben dutifully trained for the bar to please their father, but soon abandoned it to become a country gentleman and serial polar explorer. (When he temporarily disappeared in the Arctic in 1881, the family spent PS9000 on a rescue expedition.) It is difficult, similarly, to imagine Bodichon as a desk-bound professional; her enthusiasm was for nature and the skills needed to portray it. Her grandfather, trying to make up for the loss of his Rembrandts, took her as a child to Turner's studio; art was her main subject at the Bedford Ladies' College, and she fell in with Rossetti and other Pre-Raphaelites. She was selling her pictures by 1855; by the mid-1870s she was earning PS400 to PS500 a year from them. She was fascinated by the task of capturing the power and richness of the natural world, and, typically, drawn to its stranger manifestations. In 1858 she reproduced a Louisiana swamp in all its uncontrolled fecundity for the Illustrated London News. Parkes urged her, without success, to create some more conformist canvases for the market, which might then lead buyers to her more recondite offerings.
In  1875 Bodichon bought an isolated cottage at Zennor where she could paint Cornish clouds, skies and seas (she also bought a typewriter which she christened Tryphena). This was her fourth property, since in 1863 she had acquired from her brother three acres at Scalands in Sussex (extended to nine in 1879) on which she built a substantial house, with room for goats, pigs, dogs and bees, and woods in which Eugene could wander during his increasingly brief visits to England - either naked or in his Arab burnous, as he preferred. Here she could indulge her curiosity. She dissected wildlife and showed her guests how to vault a five-bar gate. She explored the locality with her niece Amy and Amy's betrothed, the physician Norman Moore, whom Bodichon had first befriended by giving him a dried-up skate fish when he was five years old. Scalands was Bodichon's escape from the rows in Langham Place and elsewhere in London, 'long sojourns in stifling rooms with miserable people'. She could dodge boredom by moving from place to place, usually in style. Travelling through Spain to Algiers, in high-class hotels, she also carried a portable bath, just in case: 'I have sworn a solemn oath not to be uncomfortable if I can help it.'
Bodichon's greatest skill was as a facilitator. She conveyed energy, warmth and no-nonsense enthusiasm. These days she might be a successful head of any number of institutions. Indeed, she could have played that role at Girton ('my palace') if she had wanted; instead, she preferred periodic visits, showing instinctive understanding when discussing with the students their theatrical performances or peering down their microscopes. She and her partisans sometimes squabbled with Emily Davies regarding which of them had played the main role in founding the college, but their qualities complemented each other. As Bodichon recognised, the project would have foundered without Davies's autocratic drive. Bodichon, however, was not just the greatest enthusiast for Girton but also its main donor: she gave PS1000 initially, PS5000 more in the 1880s and PS10,000 in her will. Davies was desperate not to offend respectable society: hence the college beginning at Benslow, a leased house in distant Hitchin, and the reference to the Church of England in the articles of association, which limited opportunities for donations from Bodichon's wealthy Unitarian circle. Bodichon, characteristically, wanted the college to be in central Cambridge and, once the site further out at Girton was bought, was appalled by the failure to create a proper garden.
It is the sense that Bodichon did more or less whatever she wanted that makes her such an appealing subject. Yet Robinson's hurried informality and cavalier way with sources generate occasional bafflement. We are told that a man once walked 22 miles after work to attend her Sussex night school and that not all the students at Benslow House could cope with the trapeze. But the book succeeds as an essay on Being Barbara - as a hymn to her positivity and naturalness, her capacity to raise the spirits of others. Meeting her in 1853, Rossetti described her as 'blessed with large rations of tin, fat, enthusiasm & golden hair, who thinks nothing of climbing up a mountain in breeches or wading through a stream in none, in the sacred name of pigment'. If she looked fat, it was because she hated stays, which diminished the 'graceful and ample waist of nature'. She also rejected high heels: 'You must have healthy feet for walking in the woods, and if you don't walk in the woods you'll fall sick.' Her unchaperoned visit to Germany and Austria with Parkes in 1850 opened her eyes to the political and social repressiveness of those countries. The song she wrote for her father while there is as good an epitaph as any:
Oh! Isn't it jolly
To cast away folly
And cut all one's clothes a peg shorter
(A good many pegs)
And rejoice in one's legs
Like a free-minded Albion's daughter.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n15/jonathan-parry/rejoice-in-your-legs



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Love Me or I Shoot You
Christienna Fryar

2771 wordsIn the early  2000s, a trend emerged among historians of the British Empire. Many of them began to consider their own childhoods in mid-20th-century Britain and the extent to which the empire had featured in them. Catherine Hall opened Civilising Subjects (2002) by describing her Baptist upbringing in Leeds. Missionaries and African students often passed through the home: 'The sense of a Baptist family stretching across the globe was always part of domestic life.' In an appendix to Ornamentalism (2001), David Cannadine described the way his father, who had been stationed overseas during World War Two, 'talked endlessly about India'. Unlike Hall and Cannadine, Bernard Porter remembered the empire coming up rarely during his childhood - no family connections or conversations, no books at home, no lessons at school - even though, as he writes in The Absent-Minded Imperialists, 'the empire ... was still (just) a going concern.'
These accounts weren't merely reflections on the ways encounters with empire had influenced their authors' later work. They were interventions that either advanced or questioned what was then a controversial approach to the history of the British Empire. The 'new imperial history', which emerged in the 1990s, sought to challenge the view that the empire had been wholly separate from Britain. Instead, its advocates argued, Hall chief among them, metropole and colony had always been intertwined and the relationship between them constantly changing. Historians of this new method tended to make their argument by reading culture closely. Like any method, it had its critics (Porter was one). And since many of its most prominent exponents worked in the US, it seemed removed from the way British history was developing in Britain itself, where 'domestic history' and 'imperial history' remained distinct.
As the authors themselves admitted, their memories were shaped both by what their parents had allowed them to witness or discuss and by the milieux in which they had grown up. As some of them noted, their whiteness was also significant. If Hazel Carby's memoir, Imperial Intimacies (2019), is any indication, a Black child born in Britain around the same time had a much more immediate relationship to events in the colonies. What was most striking about these accounts, however, was that although the authors drew on memories from the 1940s and 1950s, their historical analysis was concerned with earlier eras. Indeed, the new imperial history focused almost exclusively on the 18th and 19th centuries, invoking the more recent period in which formal empire ended as the preserve of memory rather than academic scrutiny. Inadvertently, this contributed to the myth-making that surrounds decolonisation.
There are two prevailing versions of the end of the British Empire. The first posits it as an orderly disbanding: benevolent Britain bestowing independence on its former colonies (the implied contrast is with Algeria). The second claims that the end of empire was in fact extremely violent, but that knowledge of this violence was successfully suppressed, both at the time and in the decades since. Erik Linstrum's Age of Emergency makes clear, however, that suppression was both impossible and undesirable, since officials needed a certain amount of news to reach the public in order to win support. There was a careful dance between keeping the worst details quiet while allowing the right kind of information to get out, in the hope that the public would accept some brutality as the price of securing Britain's place in the world.
Linstrum focuses on three counterinsurgency campaigns, officially known as 'emergencies': in Malaya (1948-60), Kenya (1952-60) and Cyprus (1955-59). After the Second World War, during which Malaya was occupied by Japan, the British returned to re-establish colonial rule. The Malayan Union was a coercive project: Malay sultans were forced to step aside, to the disgruntlement of their subjects, who were also unhappy about proposals to extend citizenship to ethnic Chinese and Indians in the colony. The union foundered, but its replacement, the Malayan Federation, made enemies of the Malayan Chinese, especially those who were members of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP). Once the MCP's forces began killing white planters, the British declared an emergency. Under regulations imposed by the high commissioner, Henry Gurney, British soldiers and police forces held tens of thousands of suspects without trial, burned homes, shot people indiscriminately and deported as many Malayan Chinese as they could, while forcibly resettling hundreds of thousands of people in militarised 'new villages'. MCP insurgents lost support and a political alliance, led by the United Malays National Organisation, steered the country towards independence in 1957. The new government declared the end of the emergency three years later.
Under British rule in Kenya, millions of acres of land were handed over to European settlers, whose numbers grew from a few hundred early in the 20th century to nearly thirty thousand by the mid-1950s. Expropriation intensified after World War Two and thousands of people (the Kikuyu in particular) were forced off their lands. In 1952, the Mau Mau began attacking white settlers, as well as Kikuyu they believed to have sided with the Europeans. The British responded with summary assassinations of militants and civilians, followed by the removal of tens of thousands of people to detention camps and more than a million to villages under military control, where torture and forced labour were common. At least 35,000 people died, possibly many more.
The insurgents in Cyprus were Greek Cypriots who wanted decolonisation in the form of unification with Greece, against the wishes of Turkish Cypriots. Britain was reluctant to allow this, since Cyprus had become an important base for its Middle East operations. In 1955, the National Organisation of Cypriot Fighters, an anti-communist guerrilla group, launched a bombing campaign. As in Kenya and Malaya, British forces, some of them veterans of those emergencies, responded with arbitrary violence, detention and torture, leading Greece to file two applications with the European Commission of Human Rights arguing that Britain had violated its convention. Around a thousand Cypriots were killed in the conflict.
Despite the official language, these were wars. A Britain still reeling from World War Two became a home front once again. This time, however, significantly fewer British troops were involved - tens of thousands rather than millions - and there was no risk that the metropole itself would come under attack. Linstrum catalogues with impressive detail the ways in which information was processed before and after it reached the public. Some patterns emerge. For the most part, those on the left condemned the violence deployed by British forces and many tried to challenge it in print or through organising and protest. But their efforts were stymied by longstanding ideological divisions, the romantic hold the empire still had over much of society and mainstream suspicion of communists. Left-wing activism was also a conspicuously white affair - a source of tension for emigre activists. Mbiyu Koinange, who would later serve in Kenyatta's cabinet, accused the Labour Party of failing to condemn the excesses of settlers in Kenya. And while the Movement for Colonial Freedom, supported by the Labour MPs Fenner Brockway, Tony Benn and Barbara Castle, successfully publicised imperial atrocities and attracted multiracial crowds to its rallies, Joseph Murumbi (Kenyan, though not Kikuyu) broke with the movement over its uncritical response to Suez.
Some conscientious objectors specifically refused to fight in colonial wars, though their chances of success at tribunals were greater if they argued that their religion prohibited them from participating. Many people wrote letters to local and national newspapers: one reader told the Daily Telegraph '"Love me or I shoot you dead" is no substitute for a sane foreign policy.' Some argued that the British people were collectively responsible for the violence conducted in their name. As one man explained in a letter to Castle, the most vocal critic of imperial brutality among MPs, the British would face divine punishment for their wars overseas 'until we change our foul methods'. In all, the British left succeeded in cultivating moral unease across parts of society. But whatever opposition it mustered, it never had more than a small audience and limited sway.
Liberal writers and organisations had far more influence, but were rarely supportive of decolonisation. Even when they sought to express concern, their statements often ended up bolstering counterinsurgency campaigns. The professional norms and modes of argument they observed demanded deference, deliberation and what was considered objectivity. This dynamic was perhaps most apparent in newspaper journalism. A Times correspondent, Oliver Woods, received a number of reports - including from other journalists and officials - that British soldiers were using torture in Kenya. Yet none of these made their way into his stories, apparently because he was unwilling to believe them. Censorship sometimes came from editors who considered official sources to be more reliable than eyewitness testimony. The Observer sat on a dispatch from Kenya for months, then published a heavily edited version that omitted references to violence.
There were also, of course, people who defended or even celebrated violence against colonial subjects. Letters home and official dispatches often included frank descriptions of atrocities, committed both by insurgents and British soldiers, intended to appeal to jingoistic sentiment and discredit squeamish liberals. One National Service conscript in Cyprus told his father about the method he had learned for splitting the cheeks of prisoners. Officials didn't go so far as to admit that torture was taking place: it was, they said, nothing more than a little 'roughness' or 'rough stuff', even if this was itself an acknowledgment that soldiers had transgressed certain norms. Among right-wing politicians and pundits the fear was that humanitarian critiques would weaken or hamper the military. Popular books, meanwhile, described the torture and killing of Malayans, Kikuyu and Cypriots in graphic language and justified violence as a means of commanding the respect of colonial subordinates. In his memoir Spearhead in Malaya (1959), J.W.G. Moran described the pleasure he took in beating a suspect. 'I shook him like a rat,' he wrote. 'His eyes shot up and down like ping-pong balls.' In Gordon Landsborough's novel The Violent People (1960), set in Cyprus, the hero is initially unconvinced that brutality is necessary, but comes to see the British as victims who must defend themselves by any means.
One of the most interesting sections of Linstrum's book concerns the reactions of Christians and humanitarian groups. Insofar as they offered critiques, these rarely condemned the campaigns outright, but instead questioned their ferocity. (Christian socialists were a notable exception.) Some humanitarian organisations offered elaborate justifications for not getting involved: the International Committee of the Red Cross, for instance, remained silent on the grounds that speaking out would violate its commitment to neutrality. Although some of its delegates wrote reports about their visits to detention camps in Kenya, the ICRC briefed the government in private and didn't release its findings to the public. The British Red Cross Society was officially neutral, but its aid workers were paid by the colonial governments and the organisation never challenged British policy, even as its own staff reported inhumane conditions in detention camps. Indeed, BRCS officials publicly sanctioned these facilities, with one describing Kenyan detention camps as 'comfortable'. They also claimed that the Geneva Convention only applied during war - and therefore not to the 'emergency' in Kenya - and determined not to provide supplies to Cypriot detainees.
Protestants, especially in the Church of England, had been staunch imperialists in the past and Anglican leaders continued to offer their support in the 1950s, motivated in part by the belief that the empire was a bulwark against communism. Archbishops visited Malaya and Kenya, gave sermons to troops and took part in choreographed photo-ops. Christians of various denominations worked in detention camps as missionaries, nurses and teachers, and their presence lent the wars moral legitimacy. Even the Church Missionary Society clergymen who witnessed atrocities in Kenya relayed them to their superiors and the British government rather than to the public. This reluctance, Linstrum argues, stemmed in part from the belief that individual conscience, ostensibly at the heart of Protestantism, had to be tempered in favour of Church and state authority.
More  than anything, these wars were a reaction to loss. Britain left India the year before the start of the war in Malaya; by the time it officially ended, in 1960, Malaya itself had already been independent for almost three years, and Sudan and Ghana had both declared independence. 'Living with violence at the end of the British Empire', as Linstrum's subtitle has it, often stirred strong feelings. Many of those who supported the torture and detention of civilians and insurgents seemed to be motivated by a fear of humiliation. As a machine operator in Stevenage told Raphael Samuel in 1959: 'These little countries, they seem to just throw us out when they feel like it, whereas one time they wouldn't have dared do that ... I don't think we should let other people trample on us the way they do.' What particularly alarmed some commentators was that these were countries inhabited by racialised others. Anger, disgust and dismay shaped the arguments of those on the left and led them to be more direct in the way they discussed and publicised the violence of British forces: the Daily Worker was the only British newspaper to publish photographs of a Royal Marine holding the severed head of an insurgent in Malaya and of other marines posing next to corpses.
The problem with focusing on the emotions of the British, though, is that it risks treating the psychic toll of collapsing national self-image as more important than the experiences of colonial subjects. Aside from a brief overview of the origins of the three colonial wars, this isn't really a book about those conflicts or the people who lived through them. And while it is an important corrective to the idea that few in Britain knew about the horrors of empire, it achieves this by placing the victims of that violence far from the centre of the story.
This was a common feature of plays and TV dramas at the time, even those written to inform. Plays about colonial wars tended to be set in living rooms, with characters responding to violence happening elsewhere. They often featured disagreements over the way the empire should be defended, if at all. In Strangers in the Land by the Australian playwright Mona Brand, first performed in 1952, Christine travels to Malaya in the middle of the emergency to visit her fiance, Rod. The play is set in Rod's home, with news of British atrocities filtering in through the dialogue: the living room might be in the colonies, but it's still a place apart. Strangers in the Land wasn't a polemic - Rod supports the counterinsurgency while Christine grows increasingly opposed to it - but it was sufficiently controversial to be censored by the Lord Chamberlain's Office, which warned its staging could lead to a 'breach of the peace'. (The play had limited runs in socialist theatre clubs, which were able to evade censorship on the grounds that only members could attend performances.) A few dramas, such as The Long and the Short and the Tall by Willis Hall, did depict murder on stage or on screen, but the victims were usually ciphers who served to demonstrate how quickly the main characters' moral fibre deteriorated in wartime.
Writing about violence is difficult: too many gruesome details and you might appear to be revelling in them or exploiting readers' emotions, too few and you risk downplaying atrocities. Linstrum describes violent incidents in a detached though not bloodless tone, and only when necessary to explain the British response. In other words, the people 'living with violence' are those encountering information about it, rather than the perpetrators or victims. If Age of Emergency is an example of the new imperial history - and one especially worthwhile for the way it reworks the mid-20th century approach - it seems we still need to ask whether accounts that look at metropole alongside colony must focus on Britain quite so often.
The book also has echoes of more recent history: in the way newspaper editors in the 1950s gave too much credence to official sources, in the many references to 'hearts and minds' - a phrase associated with Gerald Templer, high commissioner of Malaya during the emergency - and the mention of 'keeping Britain great'. When Linstrum describes British soldiers posing for pictures next to detainees' corpses, it's hard not to think of Abu Ghraib. Only once does he make these parallels explicit. A brief note early on mentions that General Petraeus saw Britain's wars in Cyprus and Malaya as 'models' for the invasion of Iraq.
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Poem
Meadowlark
Karen Solie

Prayer in the throat of a non-believer
offered up to the absent hereafter,
his two long notes and descending warble
put him at the centre of things.
A partial method, he knows, is no method;
but when you are too weak for beauty's
startlement, when you desire not silence
but the peace of vague and benign
neglect, at decibels audible over
the wind, radio, tyres through gravel,
through the open driver's window
his song is like arrows of pure math
straight into whatever the heart is,
its still unbroken land, its native grasses.
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Poor Sasha, Poor Masha
Adam Mars-Jones

5297 wordsPromoting  literary fiction can seem like a mug's game at the best of times, with all those writers perpetually at the peak of their powers, but there's a special reason for the whistling-in-the-dark tone of the cover copy for Neel Mukherjee's fourth novel, Choice - 'breathtaking and devastating' it says, as a placeholder, on the proof, though the finished version settles on 'a masterful inquiry into how we should live our lives, and how we should tell them'. The book contains a scathing portrait of publishing itself, 'an industry that secretly hated books and writers', as seen by a moderately successful player in that world. Ayush despises the whole hypocritical trade, in which literary quality is reduced to mere window-dressing.
 Behind the deceitful window, what everyone would really like to publish are celebrity biographies and bestsellers. But the performance of literariness is important and does vital cultural work (i.e. economic work): it pushes the definition of literary towards whatever sells. Ayush knows that the convergence, unlike the Rapture, is going to occur any day now. Maybe it has already happened, but he's still here, playing the old game because it still has residual value. Soon it won't. 

 Critics don't focus on what is important, to judge by a reference to 'the sentence-fetishisers' obligatory para of picking out holes and infelicities in the prose that they think passes for book-reviewing'. There is a herd mentality: 'Publicists work hard for authors who are already successful, well-known; in fact, the more famous an author is, the more publicists work for them, the more attention these writers get, the more famous they become, in a nice, cosy circular feedback loop.' Conversely, a book that everyone had 'believed in' becomes a pariah when the chief fiction-buyer of the biggest bookshop chain decides not to 'get behind it'. Ayush's relatively secure position in the publishing firm where he works as an editor derives from two successes: a crime novel set in the Punjabi communities of Birmingham that became a bestseller and a first novel that was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. Mukherjee himself benefited from such a shortlisting for his second novel, The Lives of Others (2014), and though biting the hand that feeds you is a noble tradition, there's always the possibility of breaking a tooth.
 It's risky to foreground a character for whom editing is not just a professional tool but a primary way of interpreting life. Ayush understands emotional conflict in terms of drafts to be harmonised, at one point dismissing the idea that he is displacing a feeling of crisis, but then moderating his resistance to this notion. He is familiar with 'a related theory from editing - often, the problem on page 172 is not a problem on page 172 but something that needs fixing on page 46 and the issue on the later page is no longer a problem.' This tends to undermine the reality of the crisis being described. He reacts to family life as if it is a manuscript in need of attention:
 Ayush, uncontrollably, lets out a cackle that sounds like a staccato yowl: seriously, if this had been happening in one of his authors' books, he would have written 'RE, take one out, you can't have both, esp. so close together' in the margin with his blue pencil - RE is 'Repeated Example' - but this is not a book and reality does not have to satisfy certain conditions of realism, which is, after all, a highly artificial model of the mess that is life. 

 Ayush thinks non-fiction publishing is in denial of diversity. A topic as basic as the creation of life is racialised: 'white women believed that motherhood was both original and endlessly interesting; a form of cultural narcissism.' At a commissioning meeting 'two non-fiction debuts are given the green light with almost indecent eagerness - one, a book on new motherhood, another on why the author made the "life choice" of not becoming a mother. Both by white women, Ayush notes; reproduction is clearly hot.' Even when a subject is historically racialised, such as colonialism and its legacies, the industry prefers to hear from white voices, as if they would be better able to achieve balance:
 Had the writer been brown or black, they [newspapers and magazines] would turn down the publicity team's pitches, because a) they are not interested in yet another writer of colour being angry, and b) they think writers of colour are good for adding, well, colour, with immigration stories, family suffering, family sagas, colourful cultural stuff, but not for contributing to intellectual history, or theories of practices which are the domain of white people, or even their property. 

 Nevertheless, as a fiction editor he's dismayed to find that the proportion of books by authors from racial minorities he is offered greatly increases after the shortlisting of his non-white author (any other outcome would be surprising), as if he was now regarded primarily in the light of cultural politics and not literary acumen. He is therefore heartened to be offered a debut collection of stories that display a remarkable range of tone and subject matter. The snag, though Ayush also finds it seductive, is that this new and very promising writer, 'M.N. Opie', refuses to jump through the hoops of book promotion, will discuss editorial matters over email but avoids social media and will volunteer no personal information, not even a gender.
 This is, if not professional suicide, then a form of self-harm. On rare occasions invisibility can become part of an author's mystique, whether that invisibility is absolute (B. Traven), relative (Thomas Pynchon) or precarious (Elena Ferrante), but there has to be a readership in place first. These days self-promotion, the business of presenting to the world your trauma or cheekbones (ideally both), is not optional, as real-life examples can prove: Mountains of the Moon, an outstanding debut novel by I.J. Kay, would have had more chance of commercial success in 2012 if its author had been willing or able to play the game.
 Emancipated for once from the obligation to read fiction through the lens of a mediated profile of the author, Ayush rediscovers some of the lost pleasures of literature. His mental image of M.N. Opie changes from story to story:
 sometimes it's a black man, sometimes a white woman, at other times a black woman ... an Indian woman. Academic. Caribbean (woman, no, man, no, woman, again). British Jamaican. White British. British Asian. Migratory bird. Not British at all, just a naturalised Caribbean or Asian. Not naturalised. Immigrant. Guest. Foreigner. Traveller. Temporary leave to remain ... You're free to picture him however you want: it's a mirror held up to your own face. 

Quite how publishing could accommodate both a corrective cultural politics in the realm of non-fiction and an approach to fiction indifferent to questions of identity is hard to imagine, particularly given the trend for what Ayush calls 'zeitgeisty, crapulous "autofiction"', but that doesn't invalidate them as ambitions. Meanwhile, he does what he can to bolster the jacket copy for another fiction debut. But his chosen accolade - 'exposing the ever-renewing, more hectic forms of erasure of labour under late capitalism' - seems to offer the worst of both worlds, trying to lift a novel in the marketplace by burdening it with a dogmatic agenda. Meanwhile M.N. Opie's story collection, Yes, the World, undefiled by the required 'shitshow' of author photo, author bio and lit fest appearances, vanishes without a trace.
 Ayush's justified pessimism about his professional world shades into hysteria when he characterises writers and publishers as murderous by definition: 'How can butchers and pigs be on the same side?' A more accurate description, though one that doesn't stray from the carnivorous context, would see publishers and authors as corresponding in their functions with the contributions that chickens and pigs make to a full English breakfast. Publishers provide the equivalent of an egg, a real expenditure of resources but something that can be replaced, while authors offer up slices of themselves.
 Ayush lives with his husband, Luke, and their five-year-old twins, Sasha and Masha. On the first page of Choice, Luke is abroad and Ayush settles himself between Sasha and Masha in their bed. Instead of a bedtime story he shows them footage, secretly filmed by activists, of industrially farmed animals. 'The threshold, raised by an inch or so above floor level, is so caked with layers of old solidified blood and fresh new infusion that it looks like a large wedge of fudgy chocolate cake. At the centre of the screen are slaughtered pigs.' The twins don't like it. A pig stands up 'in the stew of bodies. Somehow, they have missed him. He has been showered so thoroughly with his companions' blood that it is difficult to make out his tiny eyes of contrasting colour.' They really don't like it. Ayush wonders if he should stay with the twins until they go to sleep, though his feet will stick out past the end of the bed. The chapter ends before he has decided whether to steel himself for this inconvenience or not.
 Luke, an economist and staunch defender of capitalism, has been away at a conference in the States, but before long is taking his turn making dinner. He is stern with the children when they try to dispose of the sausages that used to be their favourite food by giving them to the family dog: 'How many times have I told you that you're not to feed Spencer? How many times? Do you understand that it's bad for him? Would you like him to get heart disease and die? Would you like him to get fat and ill and suffer and die? Would you? Answer me.' Poor Sasha, poor Masha. They seem fated to kill animals one way or another. Daddy's angry, and Baba doesn't defend them. He says nothing.
 The twins' behaviour at school begins to cause concern - they've been talking to their classmates about animals screaming and dying in pain, they've been pretending to vomit over other children's lunchboxes. Both fathers are asked to attend a meeting to address these concerns. To Ayush's relief, Luke is unimpressed by the teacher's waffle about diversity, which is motivated presumably by a desire not to single out an unconventional household. 'That fool,' he says afterwards. 'Do they come from central casting? Is this how they're taught to speak in teacher training school?' It's a rare moment of harmony between the fathers, though it's hard to think the school was wrong in detecting a problem.
 Ayush and Luke have been together for 25 years, but they would only be mentioned in Tim Clausen's Love Together: Longtime Male Couples on Healthy Intimacy and Communication (2014) as a terrible warning. Ayush doesn't own up to showing the abattoir film to the children, though Luke eventually works out what he did and takes him off bedtime story duty. Their worldviews are caricaturally opposed, with Luke constantly repeating that 'economics is life, life is economics' while Ayush pleads for the value of what can't be measured. One day they argue so fiercely in the car that the twins start to whimper in the back. Spencer the dog places himself at their feet as if they are physically under attack. For its first hundred pages Choice might be satire of a bleak sort, showing a non-standard parenting couple making grotesque mistakes, the point being to test the reader's reflexive liberalism. When exactly will you stop letting your fear of being thought homophobic paralyse your judgment? (I attempted some such mischief in my novel Box Hill.) Discussing Alan Hollinghurst's The Folding Star when it was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1994, Germaine Greer remarked that reaction to the novel would have been rather different if the narrator's love object, the young man whose tutor he is, had been female. These days there can be a blanket acceptance of behaviour that half a century ago would have been condemned no less unthinkingly. It's still a double standard even when it seems to benefit you.
 The idea that the novel might be a satire doesn't hold up; what's on offer is something murkier and more distorted. What is the basis of this couple? Only a blindingly sexual connection could explain their getting together and staying that way. There's a single rather jarring hint of this, a brief reminiscence of a holiday nearly twenty years before when 'the bed-linen towards the checkout time at the Aldeburgh bed and breakfast [was] almost steaming with their mingled juices.' There is some residual affection, expressed in the reassurance of arm squeezing when tension is high, even a moment when Ayush lets himself be 'enfolded' (so as to make Luke stop talking), but no sense of a real bond. On a family outing to Epping Forest Ayush looks for the positives in his life partner. He doesn't come up with much:
 He knows about beechnuts. Very few economists do. I must not forget that. He knows that beechnuts provide food to deer and pigs. He knows that if a novelist sets a sex scene under a beech tree, that novelist knows very little about nature since the shade under a beech tree is the most uncomfortable place to lie upon because of its carpet of burrs. 

 This is an account of a faltering relationship, but the account itself is no less faltering. The frame keeps changing, with crucial information being belatedly added in a way that undermines the overall picture. It is mentioned early on, for instance, that Luke is the bigger earner, but the information that he comes from a rich family comes later (his father is a former banker, his mother inherited wealth). When Luke says, to escape a confrontation, that he'll take the children to his parents for the weekend, a new aspect of the family dynamic puts in a sudden appearance. What do his parents make of the set-up, and of Ayush? And how do Ayush's family feel? Apart from the information that his father was brought up in Calcutta, they don't reach the page. If Choice is a hard book to get the measure of the reason is the thinness of its exposition, the consistent withholding of context.
 It's not that the bar should be set higher for unconventional arrangements, though it has to be said that gay people don't usually have children by mistake. They can reasonably be expected, before starting a family, to have given the matter some thought. In one department Ayush and Luke pass with flying colours. As the smaller earner, Ayush has greater responsibility for running the household. They don't delegate childcare. There is no nanny, no one to take the twins to school or to pick them up. They don't pay someone to do the cleaning. It's true that Ayush has an obsessive-compulsive side, using a ruler to measure place settings even for everyday suppers, and might not be able to accept another person's presence or habits, but it's still possible to detect a whiff of principle.
 One day the twins ambush Ayush with questions about their two-dad family. They have been told by schoolmates that it's wrong. He fences for a while, saying they don't have two dads, they have a Dad and a Baba - he's much less forthright in telling them where they come from than in talking to them about abattoirs. Then he adopts the everyone-is-different tone that was deemed inadequate earlier in the book, when a teacher was trying to sound authoritative without committing herself to anything: 'What is better, only one colour ... or what we have now, all different colours to different things?' Clashes of opinion can be healthy. 'Some things are wrong to some people, and to others not. Let us take an example. You, Sash, and I think that eating meat is wrong, but Daddy doesn't think so.' He doesn't acknowledge a difference between his own dietary philosophy, embraced at his own pace, and the aversion therapy, laden with guilt and horror, that he imposed on the twins.
Three years  have passed, and Ayush is back reading bedtime stories. Now, in the children's phase of uncertainty, might be a good moment to regroup, with the help of a book like Gareth Peter's My Daddies!, Mel Elliot's The Girl with Two Dads or Michael Joosten's My Two Dads and Me - never mind that they're intended for a younger age group. Time to consolidate their sense of themselves. Instead he reads to them about the early life of the Buddha. Better that they should learn detachment than be confirmed in the life that has been chosen for them.
Choice is made up of three sections or panels, but it's the first part of any book that will determine the reader's relationship with it. The second part seems free-standing, but turns out to be one of M.N. Opie's stories, which was described earlier on from Ayush's point of view:
 There is a long story about a young Eng. Lit. academic named Emily - an early modernist, no less - in a London university who is in a car accident returning home from a dinner party one night. The driver of the car is not who the app says he is. A combination of inertia, procrastination and maybe even an inchoate strategy only half-known to herself sends Emily's life in an unpredictable direction. Everything about the story is unexpected and it is not the plot. It is the inner voice of the protagonist, the representation of her world of work and her mind. 

 Readers don't expect a novel's cover copy to map onto the contents with any authority, but an intramural endorsement of this sort has more force, though it's hard to factor out the perverse reflex of resisting something just because you've been told to admire it. In fact Emily's story has a similar shape to Ayush's. They're both employed by institutions (publishing house, university) that claim to serve the values of high culture but sabotage them more surely every year. Subjective experiences of value are being nibbled at by algorithms and metrics, and the kernel of quality jettisoned in favour of the husk of performance indicators. Both characters are driven by an obscure crisis to drastic action, and the pacing of both narratives is uncertain. In Ayush's section there are a couple of false climaxes, moments when he takes the risk of speaking out (rebuking his employers for their tokenism, telling a first novelist what she's letting herself in for), which turn out, after a page or so, to be fantasies - 'Of course, none of this happens.' It's a gimmick that risks making the reader doubt every dramatic event, raising tension locally but lowering it globally.
 Emily finds some family papers that contain surprising information - her grandparents founded and endowed a school in India for the children of tea estate workers - and might be a basis for a new departure in her writing, but the project, and the plot strand that goes with it, fizzles out. Each protagonist has a friend whose only function in the novel is to serve as a sounding board, providing information or advice. Ayush has Ritika, an economist with a humane perspective that is very welcome, providentially met when he accompanies Luke to a business function. Emily, meanwhile, has her friend the novelist Rohan, beneficiary of not one but two Booker Prize shortlistings.
 There aren't many novels to which the title Choice could not be attached, and it isn't clear what makes it particularly appropriate here, shorn of an article, as stark as an abstract noun can be. The subject might seem more accurately to be displacement. Emily knows she should report the accident, in which a child and a dog were injured, perhaps seriously, and haunts the area where it happened in case she spots a police sign asking for information. Finally there is one, but still she does nothing, and doesn't mention the sign to Rohan, who would certainly insist on her taking action. Instead she becomes involved in the family of the driver, Salim, who was illegally deputising for his sick brother. She hears Salim's life story in some detail - childhood in Eritrea, forced conscription as a teenager, month-long walk to Sudan, indentured labour, people traffickers - and comes to feel that it is hers to tell. As Ayush interprets M.N. Opie's story about Emily, its 'chief meaning' was 'entirely unwritten': 'no escape was offered by making what one thought was the correct moral choice.' It's conceptually difficult to quarrel with an assessment made by a fictional character of a story within a story, based on something absent from the text - but how is it the correct moral choice for a witness to ignore the victims of a road accident she has not reported, and to take a crypto-biographical interest in the person responsible for that accident?
 The first two sections of Choice are set in London and the last in rural India, where Sabita, a mother of two with a less than reliable husband whose working life takes him far away from home, is selected by a charity to receive a cow. It could transform the family's life, but she will have to find it grazing, and it won't produce milk unless it has a calf. How is that supposed to happen? The cow is both a status symbol, about which her children want to boast to their friends, and a burden if not actually a curse.
 This is by far the most successful section in the book. The focus has to be tight - Sabita doesn't have the option of discussing her plight with anyone but must try to manage an impossible situation. Occasionally she achieves a tiny triumph. Might she be able to make cakes out of cow dung, and sell them for fuel? The technique of shaping them so that they dry properly escapes her and the cakes slip off the wall however hard she slaps them into place, but then there's a moment of something like grace: 'She picks up a fallen cake and, hand shaking with fury, does a swift double-slap against the wall, so quick that it could be one movement, but it's actually broken into two. She stares at it, willing it to take. And it does ... Superstitiously, she repeats that motion with the second patty, then the third. Both of them adhere to the wall. So that was it, a trick to the slapping movement.'
 This section works in isolation, as an examination of the human costs exacted by what is in theory a philanthropic venture. Technically it isn't free-standing but opens out of the first section, dramatising a social experiment Ayush was told about by his unlikely friend Ritika, during one of their dinners together. 'Random women in randomly selected villages in a district in West Bengal were each given a cow to improve their lot. It was a stupendous success: consumption - the metric used by economists to measure wellbeing among the ultra poor - went up and continued to hold up at the raised level two years after the asset transfer.'
 The friendship with Ritika doesn't feel plausible because so much emphasis has been placed on the unrelenting nature of parental duties, the loss of 'time, money, leisure, available energy, the slack and the buffer zones that make life bearable'. Yet when Luke asks Ayush to accompany him to the party where he meets Ritika, his request has the breeziness of the unencumbered: 'Just come and smile and make small talk, which you're so good at, then we'll leave, and I'll take you out for dinner to the Delaunay, or wherever you want to go. Please?'
 Luke had pointed Ayush out to Ritika as someone with whom she might have common ground, but for the two of them to socialise without Luke is a different matter. If Luke isn't self-sacrificingly at home with the children wouldn't he expect to be included? Ayush and Luke in these episodes not only have freedom from family responsibilities but a more relaxed attitude towards each other. Even if it turned out that there was supplementary childcare on tap, one partner's cultivation of a separate relationship with a work colleague of the other would risk destabilising a harmonious marriage - and this is anything but that. Either the characters' commitment to parenthood or the novel's commitment to realism is taking time off.
 When he hears about the free-cow scheme, Ayush is immediately attuned to its failures, asking what happened in the tiny fraction of cases (less than 1 per cent) where it didn't yield benefits. Ritika temporises, and the section ends immediately afterwards, with this cryptic sentence: 'Something has just begun to take shape in his mind.' This seems to hint that he writes the account of just such a failure, but his transformation from publisher to writer, like so much in the book, is off-page and unguessable.
Ayush and his creator  are entitled to their pessimism, but the withering perspective on a project that achieves its goals a mere 99 per cent of the time takes the rejection of economic logic rather far, coming close to the suggestion that any intervention in the lives of others is doomed. Yet in the account Emily hears of Salim's life, two successive sentences from the time he was on the point of deportation argue the opposite: 'On one occasion the pilot refused to fly with a forcible deportation case on board his flight. On another, a 19-year-old Swedish activist, alerted by her group that there were "removals" on the plane, refused to sit down, so they couldn't take off.' As a result he was able to stay in Britain. There seems no room in the novel's scheme for actions that are either disinterested or effective. Better to leave these incidents out than to include them, when their testimony against the book's bleak thesis is so persuasive.
 The section about the devastating gift of a cow is powerful, but less so than the book's opening scene, when Ayush shows the abattoir footage to his five-year-olds. If he hasn't traumatised them, it's not for lack of trying. Will Sasha and Masha as adults pass Carrie Fisher's test for having been adequately parented, by being able to pay for their own therapy? It's anyone's guess. Of course there's nothing new about starting a book with a shocking scene, the high-culture equivalent of clickbait. Even in a debased cultural climate reviewers and prize juries can be trusted to read the first few pages. The opening of Choice certainly has impact (that fetish word of assessment protocols), but so does a roadside bomb or an own goal. It's not necessarily a good thing.
 Ayush has many worries, about whether eight is too young for Luke to teach the children about prime numbers, for one. He's kept awake at night by Luke using too much water to cook pasta but has no qualms about showing Sasha and Masha abattoir footage. Why didn't he just read them Violet Plum's I'm not dinner!, or Real Superheroes Eat Tofu by P.K. Sprout, or Flora Lee's No Green Eggs or Ham? If the twins must be educated by way of a screen he could have shown them Babe, a film that has shepherded generations of children towards vegetarianism without psychic damage or significant disruption of school mealtimes. Why would a snuff movie be a parent's first resort?
 This is an act of cruelty to children dressed up as kindness to animals, but the twins can't be its primary target since they didn't put the sausages on their own plates. They are being punished in Luke's place, though he doesn't seem to notice. Had Ayush suggested a change in the family's diet to Luke? It's perfectly possible for a novel to condemn its central character by indirect means, but this can't apply to Choice because of its habit of ignoring if not ostracising the reader, holding back basic information about Ayush's circumstances. The cards are still being dealt, so how can the game have started?
 Non-standard parenting arrangements are exactly that, non-standard. There's no set pattern, no single template. Since 2002 same-sex couples have been eligible to adopt. As for surrogacies, some take place within friendship networks, in others there is an element of compensation. Some are nakedly commercial transactions. There's no indication of where Luke and Ayush's household stands. Ayush worries that the non-white characteristics increasingly visible in the children as they grow will trigger the racism he himself experienced, and so the implication seems to be that they are genetically his. That the features are described first as 'East Asian' and then explicitly Thai doesn't line up smoothly with a father raised in Calcutta, but it doesn't disprove a link. Ayush does project his own experience onto the children, in a way so caricatural as briefly to revive the possibility of satire. He considers playground mockery of physical features relatively trivial:
 that kind [of thing] can and will be easily laughed off, more or less. The kind he is worried about is the one that takes the form of white liberal inclusiveness and its regular need to be fellated: come and be the one non-white judge on this book-prize jury because, look, we're so diverse; come and speak at our famous literature festival, but only to its ethnic chapter that happens at a different time of year from the main festival. 

It shows consistency that he should find adult injuries more scarring than those inflicted in childhood.
 Exposition delayed is exposition denied. There's an odd moment when it's mentioned in passing that Ayush's only contribution to the family was naming the children ('everything else had been Luke's preference'), which he does as if it were a parlour game, choosing names - Alexander, Marielle - that can be made to yield the Russian-sounding diminutives that chime with his literary tastes. This piece of backstory arrives almost literally at the back of the story, when Ayush's section of the book is nearly over, with twenty pages to go. Still later (eight pages to go) comes the news that he never wanted children, in fact he sees not having children as one of the 'very few advantages of homosexuality', but he had capitulated to Luke's wishes. Finally, with six pages to go, 'the mother' gets a single mention, as a barely personified uterus, in the context of Ayush's relief that her 'Thai phenotype' did not manifest itself immediately in the babies she bore Luke. What was that about the erasure of female labour under late capitalism? As a publisher, Ayush would be well placed to commission a book about the commodification of the womb, and the practice of renting productive space inside a stranger's body. Reproduction isn't a 'hot' subject when it concerns exploitable women, usually non-white, whose only currency is their fertility, and such a book would fit well with his stated politics. But he might prefer not to read it.
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On Monica Youn
Stephanie Burt

1927 wordsMonica Youn's  fourth book of poems, From From (Carcanet, PS14.99), is her first to dwell at length on her Korean American background, and on the history of Asian America more generally. It's also her first to rely primarily on long prose poems, or lyric essays, advancing sparely perspicuous, caustically disillusioned arguments about myth and history, cravings and reactions, racial distinction and white supremacy. Some of them deploy monostichs, single lines or sentences separated by white space, as if to leave room for rebuttal. Youn practised law from the early 2000s until 2017 and the crisp and careful paragraphs in From From suggest the close reasoning of legal prose.
 The title is ironic, playing on the question people of colour so often get asked: 'Where are you from?' (Answer: Rhode Island, Denver, Seattle, wherever; Youn grew up in Houston.) 'No, where are you from from?' America is a country sorted by colour, literally and figuratively, as on the bar graph about Amazon employees Youn describes in 'In the Passive Voice', the longest poem in the book. Unsurprisingly, white people dominate upper management; Asians are well represented in lower white-collar tiers; Black and Latinx 'hourly labourers' linger in warehouse work. Youn looks both at anti-Asian bigotry and at how that bigotry interacts with anti-Black racism. She finds in a history book the astonishing claim that Korean American neighbourhoods were a 'buffer' between white and Black areas in the 1980s: 'the buffer has to stay in place,' she remarks, 'above the Black and Brown, but below the White. Obedient. Docile. Abject.' If self-hatred and status consciousness aren't enough to keep such a buffer in place, the police will do it: a cop in a prominent hate crime investigation 'has been promoting anti-Chinese T-shirts on Facebook: "Covid-19 imported virus from Chy-na". I don't understand the misspelling of China. Understanding holds little interest for me.'
 Youn comes across as the most rigorous of self-editors, the kind of poet who strikes out twenty lines for each one she keeps. At the same time, her scope is large. 'In the Passive Voice' also considers 'the LA uprising', the violence that followed the 1992 acquittal of the four police officers who beat Rodney King: 'The LAPD largely abandoned Koreatown during the uprising ... bottling up Black, Latinx and Korean residents to vent their anger and fear on each other.'
 Such excerpts make From From sound too much like reportage, and it's true that the facts are what strike us most on a first reading. Return to the poems, however, and the images pop and shine. Much of 'In the Passive Voice' takes place on a beach, another sort of buffer, where 'tiny clams - rosy and translucent as baby fingernails - wash up with every wave.' Sandpipers fight over individual clams, though the beach holds shells enough for all. The sandpipers are like the Asian American immigrants who pick their way across a new land, and like the 'gleaners' Youn keeps on invoking: second-class citizens, followers, like Ruth behind Boaz, or the gleaners in Millet's painting, surviving on what the prosperous discard. The gleaners and the sandpipers in turn resemble the caterpillars raised by the poet's young son - growing, climbing and leaving a grey strip of faeces (another buffer) behind.
From From is a book that admonishes everybody, not least the poet herself, the child not of impoverished migrants but of 1950s immigrant engineers. She finds in her notebook the sentence 'YOU ARE IN NO POSITION TO CRITICISE ANYONE,' and tries to reconcile it - after reading about anti-Asian hate crimes - with an emotion she can at last name: 'Rage'. Youn (now a professor at the University of California Irvine) has climbed to the top of various hierarchies in American life, but (so the book implies) has found these victories hollow. She compares herself to that magnificent and misunderstood bird the magpie, a quick, even hyperintelligent learner, subject to the same malignant slanders that follow all Asian Americans: they copy and do not originate; they specialise in 'emulation'; 'they'll eat anything, you know.'
 Common magpies share their Latin name, Pica pica, with the medical disorder in which people eat, or swallow, things that are not food. Pica in turn resembles cravings for money, romance, security and prestige: 'who was/it who//taught you/to want//what will/not feed//you.' The clipped lines - unusual here, but frequent in Youn's previous books - present us with questions to which there's no answer. No 'who' stands to blame, just a 'what', a whole social system, a set of institutions that keep some people safe and other people down. That system replicates itself, for Youn, as early as primary school, where 'the cadre of sadists returned//to their lunch period routine:/paying hard-up kids, Chicanos,//to eat live lizards.'
 Youn's prose poems - spiky, memorable and concise - double as politically charged essays that attack white supremacy. She sets them amid other, equally suggestive, less expository poems in verse. From From thus bears some resemblance to Claudia Rankine's Citizen (2014), the collection that now seems to mark a watershed for the entire bulky ship of American verse, from fragmentation and introspection towards something outward-facing and provocative. Youn's own career made that turn too. Ignatz (2010) deployed kaleidoscopic references to the great modernist comic strip Krazy Kat in depicting an up-and-down romance; Blackacre (2016) addressed pregnancy, miscarriage, sexism and poetic vocation in starker, more available terms. (Youn has since worked with Rankine on an ambitious multimedia project called the Racial Imaginary Institute.)
 There is a grim, unblinking quality to From From, but there's plenty of wit here too. The poems give a Swiftian pleasure, as Youn fillets individual words, separating their meat from the bones. Consider the twelve strange works that comprise 'Study of Two Figures (Dr Seuss/Chrysanthemum-Pearl)'. This sequence follows Theodor Geisel (Dr Seuss), his first wife, Helen, and their imaginary daughter, Chrysanthemum-Pearl. (The couple were unable to have children.) The same sequence addresses Geisel's anti-Japanese propaganda before and during the Second World War, offering a many-sided scrutiny of Orientalism, as well as of the shame our culture projects onto infertility. The bravura sound patterns in the sequence become the sad obverse of Seuss's own euphoric euphonies. Helen 'scrubs herself/with saltwater with sand her/scouring only serves to polish/her to a serener sheen.' Theodor watches 'seaside cypresses', 'a protective palisade to barricade/our sleeping beauty in her pacific/innocence he scowls he squints/his eyes he selects his inkiest pen.' The pen that attacks, and complains, holds the ink that consoles: 'what is a pearl/but a cyst sent to finishing school.'
 Bodily failures and bodily shame held together the elegant lines in Blackacre, which also concluded with an ambitious prose poem. Youn's readers will see that book's ideas revisited in From From through an anti-racist lens. There's also the return of Krazy Kat and his beloved enemy, Ignatz Mouse, chasing each other indefinitely across pages where 'blankness means whiteness,' and individuality itself - the absence of stereotypes - gets racially coded. 'In order for the expression to be legible' on the face of a black-outlined character such as Ignatz, 'the face must remain white.' Ignatz dealt in sexual longing, enticing and maddening in the moment, racialised only - or only obviously - in retrospect: 'Ignatz now feels his anger//dissipating in that self-same gap between//the trigger and the smack,' Youn wrote of the cartoon mouse, 'the way one eyebrow//can never meet the other in a true unbroken v//no matter how doomy how dour//how darksome his invariable frown.'
 One poem in monostichs from the middle of Blackacre examined a Twinkie, yellow outside and white inside. The word was used as a playground slur directed at Asian Americans: 'as if this whiteness had been your original condition/as if it hadn't been what was piped into you, what seeped into each vacant cell'. Whiteness - being unmarked, being the default - means agency, individuality, choice and power: 'To the extent that the poet is not contained, the poet is allowed to pass for White.' Blackness, brownness and yellowness mean subordination, obedience and abjection in the racial economy of the symbolic beach, or the LA riots, or the myth of King Midas: 'Everything he touches turns yellow./We are meant to understand this as a form of death.'
From From is a painful book. Much of this pain comes from the way it sees race and racism, but it has other arrows to fire too. Its central figures - the poet, the magpies, the Geisels - try to live by mimesis, by making replicas of what they cannot literally have. In doing so they are types of the frustrated artist, as well as types of the scholarship kid. One short poem speaks for Marsyas, the ambitiously musical satyr whom Apollo flayed and left in constant pain. Youn's Marsyas regrets ever trying to play a music reserved for the gods, 'as if emulation could engender/equality ... It all stains me.'
 Sixteen pages into the longest poem in the book, Youn hides an aside: 'My own marriage recently ended.' No wonder she looks long and hard (as she had, fitfully, in Ignatz) for 'a version of desire that doesn't disgust me', 'a model of desire that doesn't seek to consume', an erotic affect that will not insult its object. She finds it at last in one poem that she did not write: 'Lust', by Yusef Komunyakaa, quoted on page 127, and worth the wait.
 The guiding consciousness of From From feels quadruply alienated: Youn is not fully or comfortably American, not Korean, not an immigrant, permitted neither to see herself as a victim nor to take action against the cruelty she sees everywhere, now that 'the poem can no longer pass as a White poem.' That cruelty inheres not in any one person, but in the hierarchical structures of safety and blame, of violence expected and violence done, that stand in every part of the West. Youn never lets us forget that she, and we, are part of the problem. 'You are a member of the English-speaking audience,' she concludes. 'I let you see into the box, into what is private, into what is foreign.'
 Who seems foreign to whom? Who decides? The boxes in which we put other people can hurt or kill, like the one in the Korean story of Prince Sado: a rice chest in which the king leaves the prince to die. That box reappears throughout From From as a parallel to Youn's many Western equivalents: 'A television is a box that allows us to put people inside it.' A real Korean rice chest would have no cracks, holes or (a word she insists on) 'chinks'. A version of Prince Sado's story made for Korean television gave the chest cracks and holes nonetheless, so that the dying prince could see out and his family could see in: 'the chinks allow the gaze to penetrate what would otherwise be impenetrable.' Can a non-Asian observer ever see Asian American lives without seeing, or seeing through, 'chinks'? This book has its doubts. In 'Deracinations: Eight Sonigrams', Youn remembers a piece of homework set by her teacher in science class: 'Go back four generations.//Then colour in which of your ancestors/had blue, green or brown eyes,//who had blond or red, brown/or black hair.' A friend taps her on the shoulder: 'Holy shit!//you totally lucked out! ... the same answer all the way down://black/brown, black/brown, black/brown.'
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A Tove on the Table
A.W. Moore

5351 wordsLudwig Wittgenstein' s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, the only book he published during his lifetime, is one of the greatest philosophical works of the 20th century. It might have been expected, when it first appeared in 1921, to have limited appeal. It is very much the work of a philosophers' philosopher, forbiddingly technical in places and esoteric throughout. Yet it has gone on to capture the public imagination as few other philosophical classics have.
It consists of 525 sections, or 'propositions', ranging in length from four words to about a page and a half of text and diagrams. Each is given a decimal number, with the numbers indicating subordination and interconnection. Thus propositions 2.21 and 2.22 are comments on proposition 2.2, which is itself a comment on proposition 2, which is one of the seven top-level propositions. The propositions have an aphoristic quality. They are written with great compression, hardly any examples, and little explicit argument. They are for the most part general and abstract. Wittgenstein makes few concessions to his reader. But there is something undeniably awe-inspiring about their cumulative effect and about the concision with which they encapsulate his elaborate system of thought.
Part of the aim of the book is to indicate what it is about the world that makes it possible for us to represent it, in thought or in language. Wittgenstein is led to a vision of crystalline purity. The world is the totality of facts. Facts are determined by states of affairs. States of affairs, each of which is independent of every other, are configurations of objects. These objects would have existed however the facts had been. If the facts had been different, it would have been because the objects had been configured differently, not because there had been different objects. Representation itself consists of facts. Thus a thought or a statement is a fact, determined by a configuration of 'signs'. In the most elementary case the signs stand for objects, and the fact that they are configured in the way they are represents that the corresponding objects are configured in the same way. The thought or statement in question thereby serves as a 'picture' of the corresponding fact. It is true if the objects are configured in that way, and it is false if they are not. In a less elementary case, for example in the case of a conjunction of two statements, truth or falsity is determined by the truth or falsity of its constituents: a conjunction of two statements is true if both its constituents are true, false otherwise.
The opening propositions present the first part of this vision, concerning the division of the world into facts and the constitution of these facts. As the book progresses, the second part of the vision emerges, concerning representation, along with reflections on the nature of logic, philosophy, mathematics and natural science. The book then approaches its climactic conclusion with a sequence of laconic remarks about value, death, God, the meaning of life, and the inexpressible. The whole thing has the air of a metaphysical disquisition on the fundamental character of reality and our engagement with it. The culmination, however, consists of two remarkable propositions that cast doubt on this impression: the penultimate proposition, numbered 6.54, in which Wittgenstein says that anyone who understands him will eventually recognise what he has been saying as nonsensical (by 'nonsensical' he does not mean absurd or foolish, but quite literally lacking in meaning); and the final proposition, numbered 7, in which, as if in explanation of the propensity to produce such nonsense, he says that we must keep silent about what we cannot speak about.
The material towards the end of the book, including that final proposition, bears on what Wittgenstein wrote to Ludwig von Ficker, editor of an Austrian literary magazine, while he was trying to get the work published:
The book's point is an ethical one ... [It] consists of two parts: the one presented here plus all that I have not written. And it is precisely this second part that is the important one. My book draws limits to the sphere of the ethical from the inside as it were ... I have managed in my book to put everything firmly into place by being silent about it.

The suggestion seems to be that, by drawing the limits of what can be represented in thought or language, Wittgenstein has also indicated what cannot be represented in thought or language; what lies outside the world of facts; what is of value.
But to what extent has he succeeded in drawing the limits of what can be represented in thought or language? Strikingly, some of the most serious reservations about what he achieved can be found in his own later work, and especially in his second great masterpiece, Philosophical Investigations, published posthumously in 1953. Even more strikingly, and notoriously, some of the most serious reservations about what he has achieved are to be found in the Tractatus itself. Or so it seems. I have in mind that penultimate proposition, in which he renounces what has gone before as nonsensical. We shall need to come back to this.
Wittgenstein  wrote much of the Tractatus during military service at the front in the First World War. He continued to work on it for a while in the aftermath of the war, the first nine months of which he spent in prisoner-of-war camps after being captured by the Italians. It was a struggle for him to get the text published. But it finally appeared in the journal Annalen der Naturphilosophie, with an introduction by Bertrand Russell. Russell was a major public intellectual at the time, and it was his introduction that effectively secured publication (though Wittgenstein abhorred it).
The first English translation appeared in 1922, alongside the original German and again with Russell's introduction, slightly revised. This was for a series edited by C.K. Ogden, the International Library of Psychology, Philosophy and Scientific Method. The translation appeared under Ogden's name, though it was mainly undertaken by Frank Ramsey, then still just a precocious mathematics undergraduate. It also included some modifications by Wittgenstein himself. A revised edition, with further modifications by him, appeared in 1933.
Wittgenstein's changes were prompted by what struck him as excessive faithfulness to the original German. They were designed to preserve, as he put it in a letter to Ogden, 'the sense (not the words)'. We do well to remind ourselves, however, that Wittgenstein was not a native English speaker. Even with his modifications, the translation is often clunky. Its chief drawback, as Wittgenstein's remark to Ogden intimates, and as Michael Morris has marvellously put it, is that it is 'dog-literal'. Moreover, it is insensitive to some philosophically critical features of the German. A well-known example is its failure to heed the distinction that Wittgenstein draws between what is unsinnig ('nonsensical') and what is sinnlos ('senseless') - where an empty tautology such as 'What will be will be' counts as the latter but not as the former. Brian McGuinness, in his 1988 biography of Wittgenstein, wrote that a 'whole generation of English-speaking philosophers came to know the [Tractatus] through a translation which seems to have been ... shackled by the presence of the German on the opposite page. It reads as if made from a dead language.'
It was McGuinness who, in collaboration with David Pears, produced the second English translation, in 1961. But the correspondence with Ogden, in which Wittgenstein commented on the first draft of the first translation, had not yet come to light (it was published only in 1973), so there was little appreciation at the time of Wittgenstein's own input, however questionable, into Ogden and Ramsey's text. After the correspondence emerged, Pears and McGuinness published a revised version of their own translation. It is much more fluent than Ogden/Ramsey, though occasionally the fluency is achieved by adding ideas - not just words - to which nothing corresponds in the original German. And there are places where the original German has a sonorous, almost biblical quality which the fluency fails to capture.
We now have three new English translations: by Michael Beaney for Oxford, Alexander Booth for Penguin and Damion Searls for Norton. (A fourth, by David Stern, Katia Saporiti and Joachim Schulte for Cambridge, is forthcoming.) The book came out of copyright in 2021 (seventy years after Wittgenstein's death), which is the reason new translation is possible. But it's another matter whether such a thing is desirable. Do the infelicities of the two older translations perhaps show that there is no way of achieving an appropriate level of fluency that does not involve taking at least as much liberty with the content as Pears and McGuinness do, or of maintaining an appropriate level of respect for the content that does not involve sacrificing at least as much fluency as Ogden and Ramsey do?
The three translators must have thought there was something new and worthwhile that they were capable of providing. One thing each was capable of providing, of course, was one more version of the text. Beaney, in his introductory material, observes that new versions can shake up the complacency that sets in when an existing translation is taken as standard, and that multiple translations can help us triangulate on the original. Booth, in his preface, similarly says that his translation 'is meant to complement existing versions, not replace them'. Searls is more bullish. He laments the flaws in the earlier translations and spends much of his introduction explaining the ways he has tried to improve on them. But whether or not any of these new translations is an improvement on Ogden/Ramsey or McGuinness/Pears, their value is obviously to some extent dependent on their own intrinsic merits.
Unsurprisingly, in view of its concern with language, the Tractatus itself includes some remarks on translation. Might these be relevant here? Not if what we are looking for is a guide to good translation. For one thing, Wittgenstein's remarks relate solely to preservation of meaning. A good translation typically involves more than that: a rhyming couplet, for instance, may need to be rendered by a rhyming couplet. And in any case, Wittgenstein's concerns are purely theoretical. If one took them as guidelines, one might get the impression that the art of translation involves nothing more than devising a way of mapping the words of one language onto the words of another, whereafter the analysis of any given text in the source language, followed by application of the mapping, followed by construction of a corresponding text in the target language, do their algorithmic work. This is not a total travesty of his view. But whatever accuracy it harbours concerns operations that apply so far below the surface features of language as to be of no relevance whatsoever to anyone engaged in actual translation. Here we should note the fundamental distinction on which Wittgenstein insists between the outward form of clothing and the form of the clothed body.
Translators of the Tractatus must therefore rely on whatever general principles of good translation they already have at their disposal. They must pursue all the familiar desiderata: preservation of meaning, consistency, sensitivity to the various non-semantic associations of words and so on. Often they will be forced to choose between two or more imperfect renderings of a given piece of text - though, as Beaney's edition illustrates, the addition of supplementary notes explaining the translator's choices can go a long way towards mitigating the imperfections.
Where a philosophical work such as the Tractatus is concerned, there is a further, crucial desideratum: fidelity to the author's philosophical intentions. This has a critical bearing on my comparative assessment of these new translations, but before I turn to it, I want to mention three distinctive challenges that any translator of the Tractatus faces.
First,  this book is not just a work of philosophy, it is a work of art. (In a notebook from the early 1930s Wittgenstein wrote: 'Philosophy ought really to be written only as poetry.') All three translators are sensitive to this. Booth writes in his preface: 'We are in the realm of craft, shape and, now and then, possibly even song.' And Jan Zwicky, in her introduction to Booth's translation, details the way the stress and play of vowel sounds in the final proposition of the book give it a certain musicality ('Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, daruber muss man schweigen'). But, by the same token, the Tractatus is not just a work of art, it is a work of philosophy. There is a risk that translators will try so hard to preserve its aesthetic merits that they fail to remain faithful to Wittgenstein's philosophical intentions. I am not so confident that all three translators are sensitive to this. Certainly Zwicky, in her introduction, and Marjorie Perloff, in her foreword to Searls's translation, seem to betray their own insensitivity to it when they write, respectively, 'compositions that we intuitively recognise as lyric ... are enactive: how they communicate is what they mean,' and 'the ideal translator for the Tractatus is perhaps not a professional philosopher at all, but what we call a creative writer. From a literary perspective, what is said is never as important as how it is said in the translating language.' Whatever truth there may be in these claims, it is of considerably less significance, as far as translating the Tractatus is concerned, than the error in them.
Second, thanks to the concern that the Tractatus has with language, it is a contribution to its own subject matter. Its translators must therefore ensure that their English version does not stand in overt tension with whatever messages about language Wittgenstein is attempting to convey. One could be forgiven for thinking that this challenge, though important, is not especially difficult to meet - were it not for the fact that it involves facing the third and most blatant of the challenges, which threatens to wreck the entire enterprise.
Here we return to the notorious fact that one of the messages about language Wittgenstein is attempting to convey is that material such as we find in the Tractatus itself is nonsensical. The third challenge is how to translate a work which, by its own lights and in a quite literal sense, leaves the translator with nothing to translate. (Booth, in his acknowledgments, says that his editor, Donald Futers, has saved him from various errors, among which he lists 'just plain nonsense'. He then adds the standard caveat that any remaining errors 'sadly, are entirely my own'. Not if he has done his job properly! Such errors are then largely Wittgenstein's.) Any translator trying to meet the second challenge must render the original German material with what can ultimately be recognised as English nonsense - if indeed 'German' and 'English' are appropriate epithets here.
This casting of Wittgenstein's own work as nonsensical on his part presents all manner of exegetical puzzles, quite apart from its challenge to the translator. What are we to make of a work whose author does that? Not that a text should be dismissed merely on the ground that it is nonsensical. Texts are produced for all sorts of purposes, some of which might well be served by nonsense - entertainment, for example, or parody. Even so, how can it not be an indictment of this text to say that it is nonsensical? Has Wittgenstein not written what he has written in an attempt to communicate something? And how can the text be nonsensical by - as I put it earlier - 'its own lights'? If it is nonsensical, then surely it has no lights by which anything can be anything.
There is a yet more fundamental issue: what Wittgenstein actually characterises as nonsensical are what he calls 'my propositions', but what exactly is the scope of 'my propositions'? All of them? All but that one? All but that one and a few other similar meta-propositions about what is at stake in the rest of the book? Just whichever are of a metaphysical cast (and not, for example, the references to what other philosophers have said, or the description at 5.5423 of the two ways of seeing the Necker cube)? Does Wittgenstein perhaps mean that there is no way of making sense of the book as a whole, though there may be of any sufficiently small part of it, rather like an Escher drawing? In any case, do we have to accept what Wittgenstein says in that penultimate proposition? Maybe that is the problem. Here we confront one of the great ironies of the Tractatus. Many books include passages which, despite their authors' best efforts, simply do not make sense. Wittgenstein may be involved in a mirror image of this: that is, the Tractatus may include many passages which, despite its author's best efforts, do make sense! The effect that the passages in question have on the reader, and that Wittgenstein seems to intend them to have on the reader, may make them, whether he likes it or not, successful acts of communication. Or are we to draw yet another distinction here, between that which succeeds as an act of communication and that which makes sense?
One thing seems clear. To whatever extent it is correct to say that what we are dealing with in the Tractatus is nonsense, it is very carefully crafted nonsense that does whatever philosophical work it does by appearing, initially at least, to make sense. And it is that appearance of sense that is critical for the translator. True, it is entirely possible to translate even blatant nonsense. There are 'French' and 'German' versions of Lewis Carroll's 'Jabberwocky', for example (beginning, respectively, 'Il brilgue: les toves lubricilleux ...' and 'Es brillig war. Die schlichte Toven ...'). But a translation of the Tractatus is not like that. However illusory any appearance of sense in the book may be, it is that which the translator must try, first and foremost, to capture.
This is not, incidentally, a rejection of the 'new' reading of the Tractatus which has recently come to prominence, according to which whatever counts as nonsensical in the book counts as nonsensical in precisely the same way as ''Twas brillig, and the slithy toves ...', that is to say by virtue of the sheer lack of meaning of some of the words in it. Advocates of the new reading are dissenting from a more traditional reading whereby some of the nonsense in the book, if not most of it, arises from violations of grammar in which meaningful words are put together in non-meaningful ways, as in 'I saw a big on the table.' Here, it seems, there is an adjective where a noun should be. But advocates of the new reading deny that there can be an adjective where a noun should be. Being where a noun should be is already enough to prevent a word from counting as an adjective. What there is here, where a noun should be, is a homonym of an adjective, purporting to be a noun - but only purporting to be one, since it has no meaning in that role. The sentence as a whole is thus of a piece with 'I saw a tove on the table.' I am sympathetic to this view. But I am not now defending it, merely noting that I am not rejecting it, the point being that even words that are straightforwardly lacking in meaning can (because of their meaningful homonyms) contribute to the illusion of sense.
There is an associated issue concerning what Wittgenstein takes himself to be doing with his nonsense. On the more traditional reading, he believes that some things are inexpressible and he takes himself to be conveying some of these things, by putting meaningful words together in suitably evocative non-meaningful ways. On the new reading, Wittgenstein does not believe that anything is inexpressible; what he believes is that there are temptations to see sense where it is lacking and he is using nonsense in a therapeutic role, to expose these temptations, so that the reader will eventually be able to overcome them and recognise the nonsense for what it is, namely gibberish that conveys nothing at all.
There is also an attractive hybrid reading. On the hybrid reading, Wittgenstein does not believe that any truths are inexpressible - the only truths there are being truths about how objects are configured, which are ipso facto susceptible of expression. Nor therefore does Wittgenstein believe that he is conveying any inexpressible truths. But he does take himself to be conveying inexpressible practical insights. These include insights into how to recognise the nonsense that he is using to convey these very insights for the sheer nonsense that it is. But they include more besides. (They had better. Otherwise the nonsense would be like the plinth whose sole purpose is to support a sign reading 'Mind the plinth.') Notably, they include insights into how to face the world ethically.
But these issues, critical though they are to an understanding of the Tractatus, are really orthogonal to any questions about how it should be translated. Not so its appearance of sense; nor, therefore, the philosophical issues that inform that appearance of sense. I have laboured this point because a translator should ideally have some basic grasp of these issues, and it is this, above all, that accounts for the comparative merits of these three translations. Only Beaney is a professional philosopher - and it shows. Booth, to his great credit, manages an extremely elegant and successful translation despite his lack of expertise. Nevertheless, he is occasionally led astray in ways Beaney never would be. Searls's lack of expertise often proves disastrous.
Before I amplify, I will mention some advantages that each of the three editions has over the other two. The Norton edition helpfully includes the original German text. The Oxford edition nicely accentuates the book's tree structure by printing the seven main propositions and those at the next level down in bold, while giving subsidiary propositions different degrees of indentation corresponding to their respective levels in the structure. All three editions include fascinating supplementary material about the history, content and aesthetics of the book.
Each of the actual translations also has advantages over the other two. Beaney's may be the best, but Booth's is the most stylish, and Searls's has a fluency which sometimes brings the ideas to life in a way that neither of the other two, nor either of the two older translations, does. Of the five different renderings of the book's opening proposition, only Booth's - 'The world is all that happens to be the case' - uses the construction 'happens to be', which captures the connotations of contingency in 'der Fall'. (Ironically, it is Searls, in his introduction, who does most to highlight these connotations, before nevertheless rejecting any translation of the kind that Booth provides in favour of his own terrible alternative: 'The world is everything there is.') Of the five different ways of dealing with the last word of the book, 'schweigen', it is Searls's 'keep silent' - in contrast, for example, to Beaney's 'be silent' - that does greatest justice to the degree of effort that the word suggests.
Nearly always, however, Beaney seems to me to make the best decisions, and even if I am wrong about that, his accompanying explanatory notes give an extraordinarily detailed and helpful gloss on what is at stake in those decisions. But what of his superior grasp of what is at stake philosophically, and the corresponding insufficiencies of the other two translations?
Iwill begin  with Booth. There is material in 4.113 and 4.114 about how philosophy sets limits to what can be represented in thought or in language. Wittgenstein uses two verbs in connection with this: 'abgrenzen' and 'begrenzen'. As Beaney explains in a note, 'it is important to translate [these] differently but connectedly ... "abgrenzen" has more the meaning of "demarcate" - of one thing from something different - whereas "begrenzen" just means drawing a ... limit ... without specifying the "other side".' He further explains that this difference is important to Wittgenstein because it connects with the issues of what, if anything, cannot be represented in thought or language - of what is unsayable - and of how to indicate it, which is what Wittgenstein is alluding to when he uses 'abgrenzen'. Beaney translates the two verbs as 'delimit' and 'limit' respectively. Booth translates them both as 'delimit'.
This issue of how to indicate the unsayable is also pertinent to the following proposition, 4.115, in which Wittgenstein says that philosophy indicates the unsayable by clearly representing the sayable. The verb that Wittgenstein uses for 'indicate', and that Beaney translates as such, is 'bedeuten'. Elsewhere in the Tractatus, 'bedeuten' has to be translated as 'mean', which Beaney does. He is normally very careful about maintaining a strict correspondence between key German expressions and their English translations. But he is also sensitive to cases that have to be treated as exceptions. This is one such. To say that philosophy 'means' the unsayable, which is what Booth's translation gives us, and which in any case sounds odd, is too much of an affront to Wittgenstein's insistence in 4.112 that philosophy is not, as Beaney puts it, 'a set of teachings' but an activity. (Searls, incidentally, has philosophy 'referring to' the unsayable. Here as elsewhere he is trying to respect Gottlob Frege's technical use of 'bedeuten', to which Wittgenstein himself alludes at 6.232. But a little learning has proved a dangerous thing. Whatever else Wittgenstein is doing at 4.115, he is not suggesting that philosophy 'refers to' anything in Frege's sense.)
In 5.62 Wittgenstein emphasises the word 'der' in the expression 'die Grenzen d e r Sprache'. This is an attempt to accentuate the uniqueness of the language whose limits are at issue. Booth, bizarrely, emphasises the preposition in his translation: 'the limits of language'.
One final point in connection with Booth's translation. The reader needs to be wary of Zwicky's introduction. She makes some excellent points, but she also includes some howlers, as when she writes: 'I believe that when Wittgenstein speaks of thought in the Tractatus, he means whatever goes on when we grasp that there are an infinite number of primes.' Emphatically not. Mathematical statements, for Wittgenstein, are 'pseudo-propositions'. He is quite explicit at 6.21 that they do not express thoughts. Thoughts can only be about what 'happens to be' the case.
As for Searls, while the fluency of his translation sometimes pays off, often he achieves it at too high a price. Reconsider the opening proposition of the book. Searls avoids the awkwardness of talk in English about what is 'the case', or what happens to be 'the case', by rendering the proposition simply as 'The world is everything there is.' Perloff enthuses about this in her foreword. But something has already gone badly wrong. Wittgenstein is making a point about what kind of entity, or what logical category of entity, constitutes the world as he conceives it. In the very next proposition, 1.1, he tells us, in Searls's own translation, that 'the world is the sum total of all facts, not all things.' The fact that blood circulates, for example, is part of the world, but neither blood nor circulation is. Searls's rendering of the opening proposition completely obscures this, if indeed it does not flatly contradict it.
In his introduction, Searls raises the related question of whether the world, as Wittgenstein conceives it, is made up of nouns or of verbs. This is a bad way to put what is, in its own way, a good question. I shall not pause to consider what a good way to put the question would be. (Even a good way to put it would no doubt have to be strictly nonsensical.) The point is this. If we prescind from the badness of this way of putting the question, then the answer is: neither nouns nor verbs, but whole sentences.
Elsewhere the price that Searls pays for his fluency is excessive interpretation, sometimes downright misinterpretation. The most egregious examples concern Wittgenstein's doctrine that thoughts and statements are pictures, and that pictures in turn are facts. There are two problems. First, and less seriously, Searls varies his translation of 'Bild'. 'Picture' is the standard English translation; it is also the word used in almost all anglophone discussions of Wittgenstein's doctrine. Searls sometimes uses it. But he also sometimes uses 'image', in order, as he puts it in his introduction, 'to pull the translation a bit closer to where the German lands'. In justification he insists that a single German word does not always have to be translated by the same English word. Indeed it does not (reconsider 'bedeuten'). But it does sometimes, otherwise needless confusion accrues. I do not see how anything but needless confusion could accrue in this case - especially when the switch from 'picture' to 'image' occurs in consecutive propositions and the second is a comment on the first, as happens at 2.17 and 2.171.
Later in Searls's introduction - this is the second problem - he shows that he simply does not understand Wittgenstein's doctrine. He criticises the book for being 'confusing' about facts. What Searls finds confusing is that Wittgenstein says both that the world consists of facts and that pictures in general, linguistic pictures in particular, are themselves facts. Whether or not this is confusing, it is certainly pivotal. That a (linguistic) picture is itself a fact is precisely what, according to Wittgenstein, enables it to represent the world. A statement comprising the elementary signs a and b, for example, is not a complex sign having a and b as two of its constituents: it is a fact about a and b, say the fact that a is put before b, and it thereby says that two corresponding objects stand in some corresponding relation to each other.
Searls not only finds the idea that facts both constitute the world and are sometimes pictures confusing; he struggles with the idea that they are sometimes pictures. '"How things are is a fact" makes sense in English,' he writes in his introduction, 'in a way that "a picture of how things are is a fact" does not.' But Wittgenstein is unequivocal about this. 'Das Bild ist eine Tatsache,' he says at 2.141: 'A picture is a fact.'
So Searls has a problem. 'I solve this problem,' he tells us, 'by sometimes translating "ist eine Tatsache" ("is a fact") as "states a fact".' In particular, he does this at 2.141. He justifies this as follows: 'Varying the verb stays truer to what Wittgenstein means by the relationship between world and picture than it would be to say in English that a picture is a fact.' This is calamitous. Some pictures, and some linguistic pictures in particular, do indeed state facts. (Only the true ones, mind.) But that is not what is at issue here. What is at issue is something that is supposed to explain how any picture states a fact. At a stroke Searls has succeeded in preventing the reader from understanding a cardinal doctrine, some might say the cardinal doctrine, of the entire book.
The offence is compounded elsewhere. At 3.143, this time sowing confusion of his own, Searls has Wittgenstein telling us that standard modes of expression in handwriting or print obscure that a sentence states a fact - why on earth would anybody think they obscure that? - not, what they certainly do obscure, that it is a fact.
Will any of these new translations become the standard? I suspect not, not least because, as two of the translators acknowledge, there are benefits in possessing more than one translation. What is more, the Pears/McGuinness translation has one compelling claim to retain its status as the standard, namely (even in these days of online search facilities) its wonderful index. That said, I strongly recommend that anglophone students of this work get hold of Beaney's and Booth's translations too - and maybe Searls's, but they will need to treat the last with a great deal of caution.
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At the Museum Ludwig
Roni Horn's Conceptualism
Brian Dillon

1235 wordsEntering  Give Me Paradox or Give Me Death, Roni Horn's retrospective at Museum Ludwig in Cologne (until 11 August), you're flanked by 96 photographs of her niece Georgia. The two grids of 48 seem to match until you've swivelled back and forth a few times and started noting certain fine disparities. Georgia's grin slips, her head tilts, she peers at us through different holes in the slice of white bread she's holding up as a mask. Horn's work is full of these not-quite-doubles, these small bonds and breaches: between a pair of stuffed Icelandic birds photographed from behind, or two pictures, taken seconds apart, of the back of Horn's own head. Her interest in these gaps, she says, owes something to Marcel Duchamp's idea of the 'infra-thin': the flicker of an interval between a gunshot and the bullet hole, between a liquid and its vessel, or between a word and its homonym.
Repetition and difference, proximity and remove: these preoccupations are also visible in a room dedicated to Horn's drawings from the 1980s and 1990s, which typically involve lozenges of rich pigment in pairs or trios. The reds and greens and blues are not exactly jewel-like, resembling instead dirty nuggets of raw colour, just emerging from the earth or the mind. Like organic and geological adaptations of Malevich and El Lissitzky, these forms seem to float in an abstract space that keeps suggesting tangible things. The repetition and divergences of shapes and hues are at the same time conceptually deft and visually absorbing. One particular golden pellet that the eye can't quit is like a hunk of ore. The drawings seem both small and vast, modestly sublime. They've been cut and reformed along multiple sharp lines, so that they are made up, on close inspection, of fragments that Horn calls 'plates' - evidence of a collage tectonics.
As Horn's drawings became larger in the 1990s, the number of pigmented forms in each increased: in Just XVIII and That I, slim green marks descend against a pale grid, like a piano roll or punch-card. By the end of the following decade, her pigment drawings had exploded: the works of the 2000s are metres-wide map-like expanses in which the coloured forms have thinned down to sinuous lines, carved up and dispersed in space. Yet 6, from 2017-18, is a lattice of canals or rivers that has become self-involved and confused, its meanders orphaned into oxbow lakes. As the drawings scaled up, a storm of text arrived. Look closely at the scalpelled borders where the works have been taken apart and put back together. They bristle on either side with handwritten signage: TAG/TAG, LOOP/LOOP, RAW/RAW. And more literary, or playfully repetitive: POE/POE, ABSALOM, ABSALOM!/ABSALOM, ABSALOM!
What should we call these gobbets of language - labels, captions, footnotes, tags or even poetry of a sort? (Elsewhere, a series of plastic and aluminium sculptures reproduces lines from Emily Dickinson.) They seem at times like ways of pinning or fixing the unruly energy of form, line and colour - superadding a conceptual scrim. Language too is a matter of flux and mutability, slow accretion and sudden dispersal, as Horn demonstrates in Still Water (The River Thames, for Example), a series of lithographs based on fifteen colour photographs. There are no horizons in Horn's images of the river, hardly any evidence of human life and not much colour to speak of, just surfaces by turns calm and agitated, dark or patterned and reflective with an almost op-art dazzle. In places the water seems to congeal. Each lithograph is constellated with tiny numerals that refer the viewer to footnotes below (and often footnotes to the footnotes). Sometimes the tone of this writing is allusive and mock-academic; there is the expected reference to The Waste Land, another to the texture of grass, trees and wind in Antonioni's Blow-Up. More often, the voice tries and fails to capture the river in a language that keeps slipping away into puns and rhymes: 'Turbid, not turgid!'
[image: ]

[image: ] Two photographs from 'Portrait of an Image (with Isabelle Huppert)' (2005-6).




Horn is best known for Library of Water (2007), an installation in the coastal town of Stykkisholmur, Iceland, made up of 24 glass columnar tanks containing water from glaciers around the country. (Horn has been visiting Iceland and making work there since 1975.) Like Still Water and her large-scale drawings, Library of Water has a considered aesthetic one might be tempted to call 'poetic' and an austerity derived from Minimalist and Conceptual precursors. (Donald Judd was one of Horn's first collectors, and installed the truncated copper cones of Things That Happen Again at Marfa in 1988.) A Romantic Conceptualism, then, or a richly metaphorical Minimalism. Interviewed in 1997, and sounding a little like Gertrude Stein, Horn said: 'There is a lot of metaphor in my work, and that is mostly because I put it there.'
A danger of this approach is that metaphor merely sugars the pill of a more exacting investigation into what a drawing is, how little a photograph needs to depict or the ways word and image abut one another. Or perhaps the textual apparatus simply enlivens an affective or even sentimental subject matter. But none of this describes the experience of looking at or moving around the best of Horn's work, which has an unmooring effect not reducible to idea, meaning or aesthetics. Consider her sculptures, which for crude convenience we might divide into thick and thin. Soft Rubber Wedge (1977) is an extremely shallow black slope, three metres long and rising from almost nothing (infra-thin again) to a height of just over four centimetres. On the one hand, the sculpture is an abstract hole in the parquet floor, a void in the airy daylight of the gallery; on the other, it's a picture of sublime, if slow, elevation, calling to mind Sisyphus, Caspar David Friedrich, Evel Knievel.
Some of the allure of Horn's sculptures resides in the way luxurious and disorienting materials contend with the work's levels of reference and invocation. Gold Field, a sheet of gold foil laid on the floor, is inspired by the time Horn spent in her father's pawn shop, and pays homage to the artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres, who died of Aids in 1996. It's also a transfixing rectangle of wrinkled light, the fold at one end summoning a fragile dawn. The most sumptuous of the sculptures - collectively named Untitled ('The tiniest piece of mirror is always the whole mirror.') after a sentence in Clarice Lispector - are ten shallow cylinders of solid glass in various colours: black, white, mauve, a swatch of delicate blues. You wander among these abstract monuments as if between ornamental ponds; each one is a mirror and a vacuum, a solid presence and a universe you could dive into.
At Museum Ludwig the glass sculptures are shown alongside fifty photographs of Isabelle Huppert taken in 2005. Horn asked Huppert to project some of the roles she had played and the results are quizzical, serene, enigmatic, seductive, bored. The series is titled Portrait of an Image (with Isabelle Huppert) - that instructive 'with' suggesting collaboration but also the idea that Huppert is an adjunct, that the real subject is something harder to grasp. Horn's attention here is fixed on something more indefinite than ordinary, obvious reflexivity about image-making and artifice, something that slips between images, between moments, between words and their neighbours. Perhaps subtlety is her subject.
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Diary
Two Appalachias
Oliver Whang

3151 wordsIn  1917, the United States Coal and Coke Company established a mining camp named after the company president, Thomas Lynch, just north of the Cumberland Gap in eastern Kentucky, at the foot of Black Mountain, the highest peak in the state. By the start of the Second World War, more than ten thousand people were living in Lynch, and the mines, which employed four thousand, were among the most productive in the world. In a single nine-hour shift, workers could extract and prepare for shipping more than twelve thousand tons of coal.
In 1938, William Earl Turner moved to Lynch and was assigned a bed in one of the company boarding houses for single miners. Turner had been working in and around Central Appalachia since he left school, aged twelve, nine years earlier. Within a year of arriving in Lynch he had married a local woman, Naomi Rudolph, and moved into a small company house, No. 550. He was 22; Naomi was 16. Their first son was born in 1939.
Nearly every house in Lynch was the same, with a kitchen, living room and a steep, narrow staircase up to two bedrooms. Shift changes were announced by a horn every eight hours; employees were paid in scrip, a micro currency accepted at the company store; there was no mayor or sheriff and the company hired preachers, doctors and teachers. Services seem to have been decent. In 1925, Coal Age Magazine called Lynch the 'Cadillac of Coal Towns'. But conditions in the mines were extremely dangerous. Coal seams could collapse on workers and the shafts themselves sometimes caved in. In the 1940s, there were 302 reported mining-related deaths in Harlan County, where Lynch is located, most of them attributed to 'roof fall' and asphyxiation. Making life in the town seem appealing was good business sense. The better things were outside the mines, the more likely people were to put up with conditions underground.
Earl moved to Lynch at the end of the Harlan County War, an eight-year on-again-off-again battle between coal companies and the United Mine Workers of America. He joined the union and his wife hung a portrait of its president, John L. Lewis, above her piano. But the Turners, like other Black families in town, were used by mine supervisors to destroy the solidarity between miners, in an attempt to break the union. The UMWA had been integrated since its founding in 1890 and in parts of Alabama was majority Black. But some branches, particularly in West Virginia and eastern Kentucky, had split into white and Black factions, with leadership positions going only to the former. Coal companies in Appalachia often asked managers to hire what Justus Collins, a West Virginian mine operator, called a 'judicious mixture' of races in order to counteract union bargaining. From the late 19th century they recruited sharecroppers from the South, offering them a new life in the mountains. In 1945, when his fifth son, William (or Bill), was born, Turner was one of four thousand Black people in Lynch. The town was by then one of the most racially diverse places in the country.
I moved to Prestonsburg, a mining town not far from Lynch, in the spring of 2020 to write an article about a twenty-year-long effort to reintroduce elk (which had been hunted to local extinction more than a century earlier). The mountains were beautiful, and people seemed eager to talk to me. By the time I returned to New York the pandemic had reached America, and I decided to go back and rent a place in Kentucky. But I often felt uncomfortable and self-conscious. When I went into stores with a mask on I received angry stares, even though there were signs stating that masks should be worn. This struck me as worth writing about, but I didn't. I just stopped wearing my mask. It was election year and Central Appalachia was a Trump stronghold; 90 per cent of the population voted for him in 2016. When I first met my landlord, a registered Democrat, she said: 'I'm a Trump girl and if you don't like that then you can just get out.' This struck me as worth writing about, too, but I didn't. I just nodded and took the room.
In May, the Black Lives Matter protests began. Some were in towns in eastern Kentucky. A friend had mentioned a man called Bill Turner to me, and I saw he had written something for a website called the Daily Yonder about his 'unbridled joy' on seeing 'crowds of predominantly young white people' marching in Kentucky in the name of racial justice. '"Whiteness" in Appalachia,' he wrote, 'following the murder of George Floyd, does not mean the same thing to young whites in rural mountaintop towns like where I grew up.' I had seen these crowds too, but had come to a different conclusion. It seemed to me that the protesters were virtue signalling.
Today around 95 per cent of eastern Kentucky is white and, if it weren't for the news and the Mexican restaurants, it would be possible to forget that non-white people exist. In two months I had only met one Black person. His name was Papis and he worked at a local garage and played football on Saturday mornings with me and some workers from El Rodeo Grande, a restaurant up the road from my apartment. Our pitch was on what used to be the top of a mountain, levelled by strip mining. On warm mornings condensation would rise from the valley, drifting around us in a band of silver mist. Papis was by far the most talented among us, and the most mysterious. He had a foreign accent and drove a car with expensive rims, but I didn't want to ask how he had ended up in Kentucky. I thought it would seem as if I was singling him out because he was Black. The other guys didn't care. They called him 'Marron', yelling it at his back as he outpaced them down the pitch. 'Afuera, Marron, afuera!' They called me 'Chino'.
I got Turner's number from my friend and called him in Houston, where he now lives. He left Lynch in 1965 for university, eventually becoming a sociology professor. He told me about his childhood, about his mother cooking breakfast, shouting his father's name to wake him, the sound bouncing off the chamberpot at the top of the stairs. Earl would come home dusty, smoking a cigarette and bantering with the other miners; Naomi would cook squash and collard greens. In the summer, Bill and his nine siblings and their friends went out every evening, barefoot, exploring the mountains, while the men gathered at the Lynch Pool Room to drink beer. During winter the house was warmed by a coal-fired stove and the children slept together in one room, lined up head to toe.
The Black population of Lynch was concentrated between Main Street and Sixth Street. In many respects the Turners' life was like that of their white contemporaries. Black and white miners were paid the same; they lived in identical houses; a company-sponsored policeman would call on anyone who missed a shift. There was a white doctor, John Vicini, an Italian immigrant, and a Black doctor, Johnny Jones, who had been born in Alabama. There was a school for white children on one side of Lynch and one for Black children on the other. Everyone answered to the same bosses, faced the same dangers at work and shopped at the same company store.
This is not the version of Central Appalachia people are familiar with. The region is now best known for being one of the poorest places in America, with high rates of cancer, black lung disease (pneumoconiosis) and opioid abuse. Life expectancy is years lower than in most other parts of the US; the disability rate is around 20 per cent and the poverty rate around 30 per cent. Few of these issues are new, but it wasn't until the 1960s that the plight of the region was brought to national attention, thanks to Harry Caudill, a lawyer from the town of Whitesburg, Kentucky.
Caudill was born in 1922. By then, mining companies had established themselves as the primary economic movers in eastern Kentucky by acquiring land rights from unwitting settlers, splitting ownership of the surface of the mountains from the minerals beneath. As the regional economy became more dependent on coal, companies began to use a cheaper technique, strip mining, which involved clearing the topsoil off ridges, blasting out hard strata and collecting coal from the exposed seams. It was efficient but dangerous. Sulphur from surface mines contaminated creeks; silica dust coated towns; forested mountains were covered in slag.
When the coal companies started to move out after the Second World War - there were fewer new seams to exploit and demand was dropping - the local population was left stranded. The 1960 census found that 19 per cent of adults in eastern Kentucky couldn't read or write, and over 60 per cent of the population was living below the poverty line. Harlan County's population fell by 30 per cent between 1940 and 1960. Caudill wrote in Night Comes to the Cumberlands: A Biography of a Depressed Area (1963) that eastern Kentucky was not just suffering an economic depression, but a 'depression of the spirit which has fallen on so many of the people, making them, for the moment at least, listless, hopeless, and without ambition'. The book was picked up by the press. Caudill showed reporters from the New York Times and CBS News around. In 1963 John F. Kennedy created the Appalachian Regional Commission; in 1964, Lyndon Johnson launched his War on Poverty from a porch in southeastern Kentucky. Over the next 25 years more than $15 billion was spent in Appalachia.
It did little to alter the region's fate. While Johnson's revamped welfare system pulled many people out of poverty, hardship persisted. Harlan County lost another 20 per cent of its population between 1960 and 1980. In 1976, Caudill published The Watches of the Night, which documented the largely unsuccessful attempts to address systemic poverty, corporate mismanagement and environmental exploitation in Appalachia in the wake of his first book. He began corresponding with the physicist and eugenicist William Shockley, telling him that he used to believe some of the area's problems could be addressed through government intervention, but now felt 'the poverty that is associated with our region is accompanied by passivity and dependence and I see no present hope for allaying it. I have come full circle in my thinking and have reluctantly concluded that the poverty that called into being the Appalachian Regional Commission is largely genetic in origin and is largely irreducible.' In the autumn of 1990, Caudill returned to Whitesburg. He was 68 years old and suffering from Parkinson's disease and a wartime foot injury. On 29 November he stood under a hemlock tree in his backyard and shot himself in the head.
In July 2020, not long after I spoke to Bill Turner, I drove through Lynch for the first time. Pastel houses lined the main road and mountain ridges rose on both sides, their slopes covered in kudzu. There were no traffic lights. Many buildings had been abandoned and boarded up. A rusted chute sloped down from the top of a concrete silo and disappeared into shrubs on the other side of the road. There were no working mines left in the town, and its population was around six hundred.
Over the past thirty years, many of the economic and social ills Caudill brought to light - child poverty, environmental degradation, high rates of cancer and disability, economic dependency, population decline - have persisted in Appalachia, and others have joined them: addiction, high obesity rates, tooth decay in babies weaned on Mountain Dew. Hillbilly Elegy, the bestselling memoir by J.D. Vance, Trump's running mate, is another iteration of Caudill's fatalistic story. According to Vance, whose grandparents moved from Jackson, Kentucky to Ohio in the 1950s, the town they left is
undoubtedly full of the nicest people in the world; it is also full of drug addicts and at least one man who can find the time to make eight children but can't find the time to support them. It is unquestionably beautiful, but its beauty is obscured by the environmental waste and loose trash that scatters the countryside. Its people are hard-working, except of course for the many food stamp recipients who show little interest in honest work.

This story is based on a particular image of an Appalachian: a hard-working, white frontiersman. Yet this account, as Elizabeth Catte argues in What You Are Getting Wrong about Appalachia, depends on tracing Central Appalachia's inhabitants back to Scots-Irish pioneers whose values - self-reliance, pride, violence - were insulated from modern culture by the mountains that surrounded them. To people such as Vance and Caudill, the fact that the region's inhabitants and official representatives have often failed to meet the demands of the modern world is evidence that particular American values have been preserved there, uncorrupted. It is a view that easily veers towards eugenics, as Caudill's story shows, and in 2016, Vance and Charles Murray, the co-author of The Bell Curve, discussed 'the decline of the white working class' in Appalachia at the American Enterprise Institute, a right-wing think tank. 'There is definitely a sort of ethnic component to what's going on in these areas,' Vance said. 'The Scots-Irish culture is both unique and regionally distinct, but it's also spread pretty far and wide, and has a lot of effect on other parts of America.'
That summer I met one of Turner's high school friends, Rutland Melton, who still lived in Lynch. Melton, a Black man with blue eyes and freckled skin, returned to the town after serving in the Vietnam War. He hadn't planned to go back, but then he heard that miners were making $50 a day. In 1984 the Black Mountain mines were sold to Arch Coal and in 1998, in the face of falling profits, Arch shut down operations, only to reopen the following year with non-union labour. Melton retired. I met him in front of the Lynch Coloured Public School, a red brick building with shuttered windows. He told me that the school was a source of pride for the Black families in town, although it was more modest than the white high school building. Its teachers had been educated at the great Black colleges, including Fisk, Hampton, Wilberforce and Tuskegee; portraits of Black intellectuals and activists lined the halls.
Vance, like Caudill, has little to say about the Black people who grew up in places like Lynch. By framing the region as a single doomed entity, populated by a single ethnic group, he paints over the history of what Turner has called 'the most historically marginalised of the subcategories and subgroups within the national African American population'. By the time Hillbilly Elegy appeared, Central Appalachia had become one of the whitest regions in America.
In 2021, Turner published his own book, The Harlan Renaissance: Stories of Black Life in Appalachian Coal Towns. He notes that outside their working lives, Black and white miners rarely interacted. In cinemas, Black customers sat on the first floor and whites on the ground floor. White folk swam at the Lynch Country Club; Black folk swam in Looney Creek. Integration, which came when Turner was at high school, seemed more of a loss than a gain. The school for Black children became the middle school, the portraits were taken down and Black history ceased being taught. Within five years, most of the Black teachers had left town. The rest of the population soon followed. 'Up to that point, Black people did not have to concern themselves with what white people thought about them, about their intelligence or their potential,' Turner wrote. 'Integration changed that.'
It seemed to me that Turner's excitement at the Black Lives Matter protests in Central Appalachia had a lot to do with a feeling that the Black history of the area was somehow being recognised. In the 1960s, with the white faces of struggling Appalachians in national magazines, policies for combating generational poverty stopped being so closely associated with the civil rights movement. Fifty years later, the national opioid crisis was labelled an epidemic after white people in Appalachia began dying from fentanyl overdoses; never mind that Black people in poor parts of Philadelphia, New York and Chicago had been dying of overdoses for decades. The migration of people from the coalfields to the Midwest over the past half-century is often framed as a 'brain drain'; it was also a movement of Black families away from harsh, discriminatory working conditions.
Though Turner returns often to eastern Kentucky, he has spent most of his life elsewhere. There are now only a few hundred Black people in Harlan County. Earl died in 1987, and after Naomi died in 2001, there were no longer any members of the family in the town. When Turner and his siblings returned home for their mother's funeral, their cars had licence plates from Louisiana, Ohio, Indiana, Virginia, New Jersey and North Carolina. Before breakfast one day, Turner and some of his brothers went round the back of their house and shot 9mm rounds at cans balanced on sticks. 'Three decades earlier, those shots would have sprayed dozens of homes where hundreds of people lived,' Turner wrote. 'In two generations, the tree line of Black Mountain had come within a stone's throw of our backyard.'
At the end of 2020 I decided to leave Prestonsburg. There were plenty of reasons. I had only published a handful of articles and was spending more waking hours watching Netflix than anything else. I also felt I might be doing more harm than good. Over the decades, many reporters had come to the area looking for stories of Appalachian poverty. Locals were used to seeing themselves represented in the press by black and white photos of opioid-addicted single mothers or barefoot children playing with snakes in trailer parks. People were suspicious of me. I was suspicious of myself. One of the first pieces I published concerned a family that was struggling to access unemployment benefits; it was accompanied by black and white photos of them staring blankly into the camera. I left, but a few months later I went back. And then I left again, and then I went back. On my most recent trip, I ate at the cafe my former landlady owns with her son. I got a hug, but not a discount. Still an ardent Trump supporter, she occasionally texts me Bible quotes. One of them read: 'Foreigners who live in your land will gain more and more power, while you gradually lose yours. They will have money to lend you, but you will have none to lend them. In the end they will be your rulers.'
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