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Just say it, Henry
Colin Burrow

4001 wordsIn 1904  Henry James's agent negotiated with the American publisher Charles Scribner's Sons to produce a collected edition of his works. The New York Edition of the Novels and Tales of Henry James duly appeared in 1907-9. It presented revised texts of both James's shorter and longer fiction, with freshly written prefaces to each volume. It didn't include everything: 'I want to quietly disown a few things by not thus supremely adopting them,' as James put it. The 'disowned' works included some early gems such as The Europeans. The labour of 'supremely adopting' the stuff he still thought worthy was grinding. He worked on the new prefaces, which he described as 'freely colloquial and even, perhaps, as I may say, confidential' (though James's notion of the 'freely colloquial' is perhaps not everyone's) during the years 1905 to 1909. In some respects, the venture was not a success. 'Vulgarly speaking,' James said of the New York Edition, 'it doesn't sell.'
James could never be accused of failing to mill experience to the very finest of its visible shards. For a novelist, at least for one with his delicacy of perception, that was a source of greatness. But for a reviser of a set of collected works it was, shall we say, a less than perfectly productive commercial attribute. The fine dust of Jamesian scruple repeatedly clogged the wheels of production of the New York Edition. He revised 'with extreme minuteness' and dictated most of the prefaces to his typist Theodora Bosanquet (who must have got the job at least partly because she sounds like one of James's heroines). According to Theodora's diary, by the time James got to work on the preface to The Golden Bowl in October 1908 he was bored and had 'lost his spring for it'.
All of this history is meticulously set out by Oliver Herford in the excellent introduction to this hefty volume of collected prefaces, which is part of the never-to-be-too-much-praised Cambridge Edition of the Complete Fiction of Henry James - the only fault of which is an excess of meticulousness and scruple. I wonder how many of the volume's target readers really need to be given glosses on 'downtown' or 'tongue in cheek', for instance? But the notes that connect the themes and images of the prefaces to the fiction, the notebooks and (especially) to James's reading in French drama and prose will be of immense use to all but the most completely indoctrinated readers of James. As a work of scholarship it is entirely admirable.
Whether it was a good idea to print the prefaces in a single volume is a moot point, since they were not designed by their author to be encountered in a block. Together they cast much light on what James thought of his own work, on the art of fiction, and on how towards the end of his life he thought about his earlier career. But the process of reading them one after another, without the intervening joys of the fiction, is a bit like being forced to eat a roll of linoleum thickly spread with jam (to make it a little more digestible), while being overseen by a nostalgic nanny who repeatedly attempts to recall the precise origins of each splodge of jam, and of the fruit from which it was, meticulously and with much boiling and concentration, originally confected. James described writing one of his shorter stories as akin to jam-making, from which it emerged 'after boilings and reboilings of the contents of my small cauldron, after added pounds of salutary sugar, as numerous as those prescribed in the choicest recipe for the thickest jam'.
In the preface to The Golden Bowl he compares the act of revising his early works to the process of sprucing up a child to make the transition from nursery to drawing room. 'I had rather viewed the reappearance of the first-born of my progeny ... as a descent of awkward infants from the nursery to the drawing room,' the author-as-nanny declares. This required 'the rapid flash of an anxious needle, the not imperceptible effect of a certain audible splash of soap-and-water; all in consideration of the searching radiance of drawing-room lamps as compared with nursery candles'.
The prefaces display all the mannerisms of James's late style, which, as you chew your way through, begin quite quickly to gnaw at the gut like some terrible recycling of regurgitation. Adverbs, frequently misplaced (exquisitely, refinedly) for emphasis, come to sound like little more than pauses in the dictating voice, as James seeks, hesitatingly, to resist saying the obvious. He loved to put a familiar or vulgar phrase in inverted commas, as though to show he was above it, or that it wouldn't quite 'do', and italicised the simplest of words as though that would make them carry the most complex of meanings. These mannerisms don't always make for lucidity. Take this description (from the preface to The Ambassadors) of the way a story emerges into life, which dances adverbially around the point without ever quite making it: 'It then is, essentially - it begins to be, though it may more or less obscurely lurk; so that the point is not in the least what to make of it, but only, very delightfully and very damnably where to put one's hand on it.'
Yoking 'delightfully' and 'damnably' together conveys something of an author's frustrated sense that there is something out there that needs to be written down, but that the darn story just won't quite come to hand, like a lost set of keys. Elsewhere James's mannerisms can simply get in the way. He regarded The Ambassadors as his best novel. That opinion comes out in late James-speak sounding like this: 'Fortunately thus I am able to estimate this as, frankly, quite the best "all round" of my productions.'
James wanted every sentence to be artful. What he could often forget, later in life, is that some sentences just need to say what they need to say. But the prefaces are by no means all mannerism and circumlocution. Some passages take you right inside the operations of the creative mind, or even a little beyond this world. A great instance comes in the preface to The American when James compares the writing of a novel to a tethered hot-air balloon 'tied to the earth' under which 'we swing, thanks to a rope of remarkable length, in the more or less commodious car of the imagination.' We rise gradually into the air until the novelist imperceptibly cuts the cable that connects the balloon of fiction to the terrestrial world and his readers are suddenly all adrift: 'The art of the romancer is, "for the fun of it", insidiously to cut the cable, to cut it without our detecting him.' Even in this magnificent description of how fiction can float free from the world I'm not sure the inverted commas around 'for the fun of it' add much, except to suggest that James is above what is vulgarly called 'fun'. The adverb 'insidiously' does, I suppose, remind us that the author is not necessarily our friend when he sets us adrift in the stratosphere, and we might be in for a bumpy ride up there.
Why do these features of James's late style seem so much more irritating in the prefaces than in the late fiction? The main reason is that his style developed for a particular purpose which was not literary criticism. By the late phase of his career he was chiefly interested in the operations of consciousness. He wanted in particular to explore the discrepancy between what a person (regarded as a centre of consciousness in a novel) is able or willing to see, and what is actually happening. That is a deliberately flat-footed way of describing what the later novels are up to, of course. But it can be valuable, occasionally, to bring the hot-air balloon of James's fiction back to earth. This is for two reasons. One is that a crudely terrestrial paraphrase of James can help you grasp what he's on about. The other is that a paraphrase can help you understand why he chose not to put something in that flat-footed way, and so enables you to think about what gets lost when you do so.
Translate my description of what James's later fiction is up to into (mildly parodic) Jamesian language by decking it with inverted commas and unnaturally emphasised adverbs and it becomes something subtly but significantly different: 'He is interested in the gap between what a person (regarded as a "centre" of consciousness) "sees" and what is, actually, happening.' Those irritating inverted commas might just look like fiddly intrusions, but they make a big difference. They suggest that we don't know exactly what a 'centre' of consciousness is; that we don't quite know what 'seeing' is; and that (actually) we don't quite know what is 'actually' happening. Because if human reality (or 'reality') is indeed made up of a series of 'centres' of consciousness, each more or less deceived, then 'reality' really starts, burningly, to need inverted commas around it, and adverbs become an essential tool for distinguishing between different modes of experiencing that reality (you could experience it 'really', or 'dully' or 'imperceptively').
This multiplicity of human reality is evoked in a wonderful passage from the preface to The Portrait of a Lady:
The house of fiction has in short not one window, but a million - a number of possible windows not to be reckoned, rather; every one of which has been pierced, or is still piercable, in its vast front, by the need of the individual vision and by the pressure of the individual will. These apertures, of dissimilar shape and size, hang so, all together, over the human scene that we might have expected of them a greater sameness of report than we find. They are but windows at the best, mere holes in a dead wall, disconnected, perched aloft; they are not hinged doors opening straight upon life. But they have this mark of their own that at each of them stands a figure with a pair of eyes, or at least with a field glass, which forms, again and again, for observation, a unique instrument, insuring to the person making use of it an impression distinct from every other.

This passage wouldn't encourage anyone to commission James to design a house, but it is an image of immense power: each person's vision sears through a solid structure (and does so as an act of will) to create a multiplex panopticon of observation, each window in which is distinct from every other. It's one of the moments in the prefaces when you sense not just any old master, but The Master himself at work. The human world may be one thing, or it may not be, but in fiction it is certainly seen from many distinct points of view.
The big difference between the prefaces at their less good moments and the later fiction, though, is that in the novels things happen against which it's possible to calibrate the characters' perceptions of them. The 'windows' within the novels all look out on something, even if each of them sees only an aspect of it. The centres of consciousness in the later fiction (that is, the people through whose minds experience is represented) will typically encounter something that pulls them up short. It might be sickness and death, as in The Wings of the Dove, but it's often sexual infidelity or deceit, or the mingling of the two which is characteristic of the nastier sort of human being.
Imagine a typical Jamesian plot (or imbroglio as he preferred to call it, 'plot' being a 'nefarious name'): an innocent American comes to Europe and is befriended by a Europeanised American and an older European woman (almost certainly a contessa or a princess, but titles are optional). The innocent American falls half or three-quarters in love with the contessa, and/or a shade homoerotically with the Europeanised American, or with the relationship between the two. Much conversation follows, and much 'flirtation' as we might be tempted to call it, in which the American is 'seduced' (culturally) by his hosts and maybe wants to be 'seduced' (physically) by the ambient culture. (Are you noticing all these adverbs and inverted commas, by the way?) Then the American sees the contessa with the Europeanised American arm in arm in the park or, perhaps, in the Soane Museum, when they have said they will be elsewhere. And at this point the climax of the Jamesian imbroglio occurs, a point of recognition at which a more vulgar author might have the Innocent American exclaim: 'OMG. They're fucking?' At that moment the 'centre' does not hold, realising as it does that what it had admiringly thought to be the case is, 'really', not the case at all. James talks of the 'original grossness of readers'. But there is an 'original grossness' at the heart of most of his exquisite fables: there is a thing going on, and probably a dirty thing, that the people in the fiction won't or can't see because their window is smeary or they are looking in the wrong direction.
The recognition  by the 'centre' of consciousness that they are not actually a 'centre' in the sense that Paddington Station is a centre of human activity or even in the sense that a call centre is a centre through which information of a certain type flows, but in fact something closer to a narrow angle of view, which could even be duped by those who want to manipulate what the innocent 'centre' sees, is the great brooding heart of Jamesian fiction. This means that in James's novels human reality is a state of bewilderment in which you're not sure what or where 'reality' is. 'It seems probable that if we were never bewildered there would never be a story to tell about us,' as he wrote in the preface to The Princess Casamassima. Characters might avoid, occlude, cultivatedly ignore, be blind to, or be outright deceived over what is really going on, and exist in their own beautifully autonomous spaces. But in a novel there is still something going on, even if the characters in it won't or can't see it. That gives the evasions and tangles of James's late style and the angle of view of his centres of consciousness something against which they can be measured and triangulated - an event, or an 'affair'.
People who are impatient with the late James may think his view of human reality is over-refined and unreal. It isn't. It is a version of the world in which we live, although James's hot-air balloon may sometimes take us so high above it that the air is starting to get a little thin: we occupy a delicate weave of emotions and beliefs that half beguiles us into thinking of ourselves as its centre, until something is seen or something happens which tells us, irrefutably, that we are not. We live in a state of bewilderment, even though we do not want to acknowledge it, and indeed may not always know it.
James's late style evolved along with this multiplex vision of human reality, and it is not so much a vehicle for that vision as its enabling condition. That fusion of style and content was a great event in the literary history of the early 20th century. But this doesn't mean James's late style works well everywhere. Sometimes in the prefaces it just seems the wrong way of writing for the medium.
But only sometimes. The best moments in the prefaces are not just about the fiction but share with the later fiction a fascination with the dirty things that they are trying not to talk about, or from which they may even be flinching or recoiling. This is very apparent in the prefaces to the earlier works, in which James was looking back at himself across a gap of about thirty years. He wanted his early writings to be more like his later works than they were. So these prefaces often avoid talking in any direct way about the main 'events' of the early fiction. The preface to The Princess Casamassima, for instance, nowhere says that the novel is about murder, suicide and political assassination, but talks about it as though it were just another Jamesian fiction of the mind. Of The Spoils of Poynton (which is about a contested inheritance) he confesses that it is a bit grubby, deep down, and is about mere things: 'Yes, it is a story of cabinets and chairs and tables; they formed the bone of contention, but what would merely "become" of them, magnificently passive, seemed to represent a comparatively vulgar issue.' The 'vulgar issue' of cabinets and chairs is rapidly shunted aside in order to present the novel (first published in 1896) as belonging to the late phase of James's work, and as concentrating not on things but on the experiences around things.
He is also a bit embarrassed in the prefaces to the earlier works about how often he wrote about innocent Americans exposed to European corruption. This can result in horrible circumlocutory tangles, rather than just a simple statement along the lines of 'yes, I was a bit stuck in a rut at that point.' Take a sentence like this one (brace yourself) from the preface to Lady Barbarina: 'What I was clearly to be treated to by fate - with the early-taken ply I have already elsewhere glanced at - was (should I have the intelligence to embrace it) some considerable occasion to appreciate the mixture of manners.' Got that? What he means is that he was at that point interested in the mixture of manners between Americans and Europeans and was gifted a tale on that theme. Just say it, Henry.
Avoiding the thing, the real, the crude, the cabinets and chairs, the affairs, or the ugly simplicities of Anglo-European exchanges is one of the things going on in the prefaces. But like the fiction they're at their most interesting when they do admit a grubby element of the real. There's a beautiful instance of this in the preface to The Portrait of a Lady when James says he was living in Venice while he wrote most of the novel, and that it didn't help to be in the midst of so much beauty. He says that the 'romantic and historic sites' of Italy 'offer the artist a questionable aid to concentration', which is true though bland. But he goes on:
They are too rich in their own life and too charged with their own meanings merely to help him out with a lame phrase; they draw him away from his small question to their own greater ones; so that, after a little, he feels, while thus yearning towards them in his difficulty, as if he were asking an army of glorious veterans to help him to arrest a peddler who has given him the wrong change.

This is revealing about James in many ways: the 'lame phrase' is not just a thing to be avoided, but a kind of crime: it's like a peddler who cons you out of a few coins. The writer wants to punish the peddler who has palmed him off with a bad phrase and find a good one instead, but the beauty of Venice can't help him do that. Its majesty just distracts. That doesn't simply tell us that James devoted a lot of energy (maybe at times too much energy) to avoiding a 'lame phrase'. It's also a sort of drama about a walk around the alleys and backstreets of Venice, in which you're trying to make a piece of writing come out right, but people with grubby motives lurk ready to rip you off in the very shadow of the Santa Maria della Salute. It has that Jamesian tang of dirty reality within a world of beauty.
In the prefaces James often recalls the origins of his fictions in events he's heard about or places he's visited. The words he uses for these origins are 'seeds' or 'germs'. Often the 'germ' is a remark by a friend about, say, a divorced couple whose child is being shunted between them. James insists that the ideal 'germ' is a very short version of a story or a bare set of relationships. Intrusive friends might try to hand him an entire developed plot, but that would not function as a 'seed' because it had already germinated: 'If one is given a hint at all designedly one is sure to be given too much.'
One reason James talks about the 'germs' of fiction in this way is proprietorial: he wasn't about to confess that he pinched ideas from friends, and certainly would not wish to be thought of as having written libellous representations of the adulteries or bad parenting of identifiable people. The 'germ' needs to be tiny so that it can be nurtured in the marvellously fertile nursery of the author's mind and then blossom into a fiction under his care. But a further reason he talks of the 'germ' of a fiction is that a seed might look just like a speck of dirt, from which nothing could be expected to grow, and a 'germ' can of course also be something that infects you and makes you ill. James describes the 'germ' of The Spoils of Poynton as a 'virus of suggestion' and as giving him 'the prick of inoculation'. The 'germ' - a minute quantity of infective alien matter - is at once a disease and its cure, rooted in the 'real' in the sense of something a bit grimy or even diseased.
So the 'germ' of What Maisie Knew is described as an 'accidental mention' of 'some luckless child of a divorced couple'. 'I am not sure its possibility of interest would so much have appealed to me,' James says, 'had I not soon felt that the ugly facts, so stated or conceived, by no means constituted the whole appeal.' The 'ugly facts' are not enough in themselves, but they are an essential starting point; they are the real, the infecting germ, from which James wants to grow a centre of consciousness (in this case a child who 'knows' little about the schemes and love affairs going on around her).
The preface to What Maisie Knew also includes the telling remark that 'the effort really to see and really to represent is no idle business in the face of the constant force that makes for muddlement.' Then, after having placed this extraordinary stress on the repeated adverb 'really', which it is tempting to see as just another instance of the mannerisms of his late style, he says: 'The great thing is indeed that the muddled state too is one of the very sharpest of the realities.' 'Really' to see the world is to see it as the thing or the 'ugly fact' that produces muddlement; and human reality is the muddled state, which multiplies one reality into plural 'realities'. In that preface James (who was usually careful over such things) misdated What Maisie Knew to 1907 rather than 1897. He wanted to see this novel about a child tangled up in the love affairs of her parents, the 'reality' of which she can barely perceive, as belonging to his later phase, in which being in a state of muddlement and only partially able to see the 'ugly facts' was the generative principle not only of fiction but of one of the most instantly recognisable styles in the 20th century.
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What's a majority for?
  David Elstein chooses to interpret the 2024 general election result - and the UCL and More in Common report on that result - rather selectively in order to support his gloomy conclusions (Letters, 1 August). Labour's support was so 'anaemic', he writes, that 'if voters who supported Johnson in 2019 but abstained in 2024 returned to the Conservative fold  next time it would cost Labour 33 seats.' Considering that Labour won 411 seats to the Tories' 121, this does not seem so alarming, even if it were as straightforward as that. Elstein goes on to  warn that if the Conservatives and Reform made an electoral pact, they might win back the 140 constituencies in which their combined vote share was larger than Labour's. This is close to the  argument that the Tories need to 'unite the right' to win again. But the UCL report is explicit: first of all, only 31 per cent of Reform voters would have voted Conservative had the Reform Party  not stood, resulting in only forty gains; and second, had there been a 'merged' party at this election, it would have lost the Conservatives the equivalent of 2.3 million votes, producing a  nationwide gain of just 500,000 votes. The authors of the report agree that the Tories have to win back votes lost to Reform, but conclude that 'a straight Conservative/Reform merger is the least  likely way to achieve that goal.' An electoral pact is not a merger, but it may look enough like one to produce much the same result.


Tom Billington

				Bristol
			


Levitating Nuns
  Malcolm Gaskill writes about levitation in early modern Europe (LRB, 9 May). I practised levitation myself, aged about fifteen, at a girls' grammar  school in the late 1960s. The subject lay on the ground and six of us knelt around her - one at the head, one at the feet and two on each side - with two fingers of each hand positioned under the  body. The girl at the head started the chant 'She looks pale,' repeated in turn by the other five. This was followed by 'She IS pale - she looks ill - she IS ill - she looks dead - she IS dead,'  and then in unison: 'The power of levitation never fails.' At which point, with just our fingers supporting it, the body would levitate about a foot into the air and remain suspended for a few  seconds before settling gently back to the classroom floor. Only one member of staff, who was tall and large-boned, so quite a challenge, allowed herself to be levitated. We'd been planning to sell  levitations in a tent at the annual school fair but she must have rumbled us to the headmistress as the practice was banned.


Hilary Plass

				Madrid
			


Orgasm isn't my bag
  Vivian Gornick's apotheosis of the Village Voice mentions Richard Goldstein 'leading the way for gays' at the paper, but leaves it at that (LRB, 6  June). Goldstein did write up some political activities and Arthur Bell wrote gossip. But anyone reading only the Voice would have been unaware of any LGB contribution to culture in  the 1970s and 1980s. There was no popular music department, so disco's worldwide explosion went unremarked. The fashion and design that accompanied pop music was a complete Voice no-show.  The film critic Andrew Sarris was stridently heterosexual. As for books, I became momentarily 'hot' and was asked by the books editor at the Voice to review 'anything' I wanted. I brought  her a review of a book I'd received galleys for. Her comment when rejecting it was: 'We're not interested in lesbian negritude.' The book was Alice Walker's The Colour Purple. Was the  problem the lesbianism or the negritude? I didn't stick around to find out.


Felice Picano

				West Hollywood, California
			


Five Ring Circus
  David Goldblatt, writing about the history of the Olympic Games, mentions that the official programme for the 1900 games included a range of sports that were popular in 19th-century France  (LRB, 18 July). For the sake of completeness, he might have added another sport that was decidedly not popular in France at the time - cricket. Just two  nations took part. (There were to have been four, but the teams from Belgium and Holland didn't show up.) Great Britain was represented by the Devon and Somerset Wanderers, only two of whom had  played first-class cricket before. The French team mostly comprised British expatriates living in Paris, some of them from a sports club formed ten years earlier by English workmen constructing the  Eiffel Tower; only two of the French team were French.
  The match was played over two days before a handful of spectators at the Vincennes cycling track. Both sides arrived with twelve men so the captains agreed to play with twelve a side instead of the  usual eleven. The British team scored 117 and 145 for 5 in its two innings, the French 78 and an ignominious 26, giving Britain victory by 148 runs. The British were awarded silver medals, the  French bronze - apparently the medals were downgraded because only two teams had taken part. The players were also given miniature replicas of the Eiffel Tower.
  The two teams didn't know that they had taken part in the Olympics. But in 1912 the match was formally recognised by the International Olympic Committee and the medals were upgraded back to gold  and silver. While this remains the only time cricket has been played at the Olympics to date, the games will be reintroduced at the next Olympics, in Los Angeles in 2028.


Peter Gillman

				London SE20
			


Ill-Suited to Reality
  Tom Stevenson mentions various historical multinational alliances that matched the longevity of Nato (LRB, 1 August). The fundamental difference between  these alliances and Nato was summed up by Charles de Gaulle. Nato, he explained, is 'first an alliance and second an organisation'. Hence France could withdraw from Nato's integrated command  structures even though it remained in the alliance.
  Nato only slowly became a mechanism of US hegemony because the early European members attempted to use it as a means to maintain their prewar empires. France tried to integrate Algeria into Nato;  the UK and France attempted to hold on to Suez, Belgium to the Congo. The US wasn't enthusiastic, and the European empires gradually lost their possessions anyway. But it was the rise of nuclear  weapons, especially during the Eisenhower presidency, that finally secured US dominance over its European allies.
  Nato developed multiple spin-off organisations, and a presence in government through the ministerial meetings, parliamentary assemblies and hierarchical bureaucracies that handled procurement,  contracts, inter-operability and much else. Yet no Nato member has a government committee that oversees the development of Nato policy. The status of the nation-state as the sole authority on  foreign policy and matters of war and peace is seriously eroded.
  On the one occasion Article Five of the Nato Charter was invoked, after the attacks of 11 September 2001, the US ignored Nato structures and instead cherry-picked allies to fight alongside it in  Afghanistan. The rest of the world, including other Nato members, was left to carry out peacekeeping duties through the supposedly UN-led International Security Assistance Force in a parallel but  separate command structure. As the US secretary of defence Donald Rumsfeld put it, 'The mission determines the coalition. And the coalition must not determine the mission.'


Murdo Ritchie

				Glasgow
			


How Jack Made His Name
David Trotter has a soft spot for the movie Against the Wind, which was, alongside Saraband for Dead Lovers, one of Ealing Studio's two big box-office bombs of 1948 (LRB, 18 July). Trotter is particularly pleased when Simone Signoret shoots Jack Warner, whom Trotter enjoyed as Dixon of Dock Green, the adorable 1950s television policeman. 'How might its original audience have felt,' Trotter asks, 'as they watched the moment that makes it?'
Bored, say contemporary accounts. In the New York Times, A.H. Weiler called the film 'unconvincing fare' with 'little in the way of great drama to offer'. Though he acknowledges Simone Signoret's 'competent performance' and praises Warner, among others, for 'tense and understated portrayals', Weiler informs prospective moviegoers that Warner plays 'the traitor who cares more for cash than country'. In the Spectator, Virginia Graham was more philosophical, and even more bored:
Against the Wind does not nearly succeed in creating the atmosphere of suspense which should be its primary quality. It is possible, though, that our leathery souls, still armoured against the shocks and horrors of war and very conversant with films about them, have to be pierced by a far subtler weapon than this latest of Sir Michael Balcon's productions before they yield ... We remain obstinately outside, unmoved by disaster, untriumphant in success, the breath coming easily in and out of the body without any serious danger of being held.



Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			

  David Trotter writes that Jack Warner 'made his name as the embodiment of imperturbable Cockney good humour and worldly wisdom in It Always Rains on Sunday and Easy Money'. I  haven't seen Easy Money, but Warner's detective in Robert Hamer's film is presented as a humourless, implacable agent of repression.


Michael Stanhope

				Finchingfield, Essex
			

  In the context of films and war, it's worth recalling what the US and its film industry - still glowing from a rich banquet of wartime propaganda films - imposed on postwar French filmmakers. The  1946 Blum-Byrnes Agreements, intended to extinguish French war debts to the US, included a provision that for four weeks each quarter French cinemas could screen the local product, with the rest of  the quarter, eight weeks or more, open to competition from American films. A nice little earner for Hollywood and, intentionally on the US side, a great propaganda opportunity - spreading the  'American way of life' to benighted Europe.


Rob Wills

				Brisbane, Queensland
			


Pocket Envy
  Susannah Clapp writes about pockets and the lack of them in women's garments (LRB, 25 April). Lady Isobel Barnett, the ultra-ladylike panellist on  What's My Line? and Any Questions in the 1950s, later in life sewed a poacher's pocket into the lining of her coat in order to shoplift from her local grocer. She was spotted  doing it several times and in the end she was arrested. She admitted to an interviewer she had been shoplifting for years.


David Aneurin Morgan

				Salisbury, Wiltshire
			


The Hard Zone
Andrew O'Hagan, writing about the recent Republican Party convention, imagines a fiction in which a presidential nominee stages his own apparent assassination (LRB, 1 August). An inflection of that fiction exists in the 1962 film version of The Manchurian Candidate. The monomaniacal wife (Angela Lansbury) of a fascistic senator (James Gregory) proposes using her own son (Laurence Harvey), previously programmed as an assassin by the Chinese, to kill the presidential nominee as he accepts the nomination at the party convention. She spells out how, as the bloodied body of the victim falls, her husband will take the corpse in his arms and harangue the convention into accepting that only he can avenge the dead nominee and 'make America great again'. Television viewers' hysteria will 'sweep us up into the White House,' Lansbury concludes, 'with powers that will make martial law seem like anarchy'.


Colin McArthur

				London SE14
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On Julia Margaret Cameron
Susannah Clapp

794 words[image: 'Iago' (1867)]'Iago' (1867)




He is not  one of her Great Men. After all, he has no beard. Yet the 1867 portrait that Julia Margaret Cameron called 'Iago' is her most startling photograph. The face, captured so close up as to suggest a 21st-century candour, has the long features and brooding gaze of Frank Finlay, who played the villain to Laurence Olivier's grimacing Moor. Nevertheless, the title is mysterious: this is not one of Cameron's fancy-dress characters; no strawberry-patterned handkerchief identifies him. It is as if she saw something essential in his face - that to be duplicitous you should look alluring? That with such sculpted cheekbones the idea of being two-faced takes on new meaning, one face seeming to float on top of another? The sitter isn't named, and the picture is simply described as a 'study from an Italian', as though the 'I' in Iago were a misprint for a 'd'.
Cameron created a pantheon of hairy brainboxes, boasting that 'the greatest men of the age ... say I have immortalised them.' The adored face of Henry Taylor - whether photographed as himself, or as King Ahasuerus or Prospero - rests on his luxuriant beard like an afterthought; Joseph Hooker, one of her most keenly defined portraits, looks as if he is trying to escape his whiskers. The great ones grumbled they weren't pretty enough. Tennyson, whose facial hair adds much to the dishevelment of the picture he called 'the dirty monk', said she had given him bags under his eyes. Carlyle complained that he looked 'ugly and woebegone', but his apparent anguish gives him a transfixing vitality. He seems to be shuddering into life.
Without the aureole of greatness, and with no recorded complaints, Cameron's female sitters - heads tilted, eyes cast down, in semi-profile - often seem to be melting away, into melancholy or into someone else: 'The Lily Maid of Astolat', Alethea, 'Il Penseroso'. But not always: Mary Hillier, who served at Dimbola, Cameron's house on the Isle of Wight, is magnificently bold as Sappho. 'Pomona' looks grumpy. And half-light can enhance an ambiguous challenge: it is hard to know whether Cameron's much photographed niece Julia Jackson is coming into or going out of shadow when captured in 1867, the year of her marriage to Herbert Duckworth. Her resemblance to her daughter Virginia Woolf (those big eyelids) adds a shiver of uncertainty.
Bringing together Cameron's work with that of the American photographer Francesca Woodman (who killed herself at the age of 22 in 1981), the curator Magdalene Keaney suggests in Francesca Woodman and Julia Margaret Cameron: Portraits to Dream In that the two women are connected by their interest in creating pictures of angels (National Portrait Gallery, PS35). As with other proposed links - both worked for a decade and a half or less, both started their careers when given cameras by family members, neither was celebrated during their lifetime, both were fascinated by Greek sculpture and umbrellas (oh, and both were women) - the correspondence is more mechanical than illuminating. Cameron's angels are dimpled darlings snuggling towards the lens. Woodman's fugitive figures - strips of flesh spreadeagled in the framework of doors - are heading for escape.
[image: ] 'Annie' (1864)




Despite the artificial yoking, the exhibition version of Portraits to Dream In, shown at the National Portrait Gallery earlier this year, helped to make the case first put nearly a hundred years ago by Roger Fry that the gallery would do better to stock up on photographs than go on buying mediocre canvases. It also illustrated the gallery's double purpose: imaginative and documentary, with Woodman's self-expression, her catching of things on the wing, and Cameron's more deliberate composing. The wonder is to see Cameron at once shackled and breaking free, both Victorian and visionary. In setting out to 'arrest all beauty', she betrayed herself with a verb. Captured by her galumphing enthusiasm, some felt seized by the hand of a photocop and experienced the long, swaddled sitting as imprisonment. 'I'll come back soon and see what is left of you,' Tennyson told Longfellow as he abandoned him to the camera. Browning, forgotten by Cameron as she rushed to the next mission, was left 'helpless in the folds of the drapery'. There was sometimes arrest in the result too: groups that look stuffed; effects that are emphatic rather than dynamic. Yet her trademark fuzziness can make figures look as though breath were in the air around them, and when she is suddenly simple, she plunges through generations. In the picture from 1864 that she considered her first success, seven-year-old Annie Philpot looks away from the camera, pensive, buttoned up in her coat, a schoolgirl parting in her hair. She might have come from the 1950s; she makes you think there is no such thing as a period face.
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Trivialised to Death
James Butler

4591 wordsThe first time  the man heard God, he uprooted his entire life, though he was very old. Then God appeared to him in person, an event which would embarrass later thinkers. God made the man an impossible promise in the shape of a son. His wife was ninety, and she laughed. When the child arrived, it was hardly unreasonable to think it a miracle. They named the child after the laughter.
Then, when the child was older, God told the man to kill the boy as a sacrifice. God permitted no ambiguity about what he wanted. The man did not argue, as he had on another occasion when God proposed to destroy an entire city. A silence descended on him. He rose and walked three days to the place of sacrifice, his son carrying wood for an immolation but no sacrificial lamb. The absence of a lamb must have seemed ominous to the servants, who remained at the foot of the mountain. Only the son dared break the silence, asking what it was they were to sacrifice. As they climbed, the man answered his question ambiguously. God, he said, will see to it. His phrase might be interpreted to mean 'provide', but also 'observe'. It wasn't a reassuring response. He built the pyre, bound his son's limbs and raised the knife. But an angel intervened, the boy was spared, and a providential ram tangled in a thicket was offered in his place. Twice in the telling of this story it is said that 'the two of them walked on together,' father and son. You might expect a third use of the phrase, offering resolution after the descent from the mountain, but the writer withholds this satisfaction. Only careful readers have detected filial sourness under the paternal relief. In fact, we do not ever hear again of the son speaking to his father.
Kant thought this story obscene: any theophany which commands so fundamental an ethical transgression as child murder cannot be considered divine; still less can obedience to it be celebrated as exemplary piety. This was his pretext for arguing that moral reason must never submit to authority, even when that authority seems to speak with the voice of God. It wasn't just a theological matter. Isaac's binding by his obscene and irrational father, Abraham, could be taken as an analogy for the state of self-imposed tutelage Kant wanted society to escape. Prudently, the Prussian royal censor banned him from writing about religion again.
Kant wasn't the first to find the story troubling. Commentators looked for ambiguity in God's command - did he really mean the boy should be killed? - or claimed that Abraham's prophetic skill had delivered him from any real doubt about the outcome. Such readings merely prove that the story's power depends on its obscenity, on Abraham's foreboding and uncertainty, and our reluctance to look directly at its darkness. The Akedah, as it is called in Hebrew, has a vast reception history, though this is only one small aspect of the cultural legacy of the Book of Genesis. A subversive strand of Jewish commentary wonders if Abraham passed the test of piety but failed the test of paternal love. Caravaggio's Isaac howls with his face pressed to the altar. Erich Auerbach gave the story's elliptical silence, 'fraught with background', a fundamental place in the genealogy of Western literature. The greatest modern response - an antithesis to Kant - was Kierkegaard's, for whom the ethically impossible demand became the terrible, paradoxical predicate of faith. In Fear and Trembling he wondered how many had truly understood the story. 'How many did it make sleepless?' The pseudonym Kierkegaard used seems in sympathy with the story's starkness: Johannes de Silentio.
Genesis is a collection of ancient Hebrew stories, which moves from universal primordial history to the lives of a single family, undistinguished, quarrelsome and violent, through whose history the transcendent deity makes himself known. It yokes together tribal stories, reworkings of local myths, genealogical tradition and popular aetiologies. Aetiology explains the origin of a custom, name or phenomenon, and its sign points both ways: Babel 'explains' the multiplicity of tongues, but every subjective experience of miscommunication recalls Babel's hubris. Genesis probably reached its current form by the fifth century BCE, though some of it is much older. It can shock readers who are familiar only with later airbrushed versions. God seems arbitrary, appears to learn and then changes his mind. (Jack Miles made this process of 'self-discovery' the premise of his God: A Biography.) The opposite of almost every historical detail I've just summarised has been argued at some point by scholars. Most modern readers are probably closest to Emily Dickinson, who carried around a vague impression of an 'arid book'; but Dickinson was herself surprised to find 'how infinitely wise & how merry it is'. She moved from admiring the 'surpassing splendour & force of its speech' towards its deeper 'fathomless gulfs of meaning', while envying the 'serenity' granted believers. Genesis, which narrates moral failure, theft, murder, rape, unremedied injustice and sorrow, is a strange place to find serenity. Its silences demand interpretation. 'Few and evil have been the days of my life,' Jacob declares as his wanderings come to an end.
Marilynne Robinson is interested in readers of Scripture (she always capitalises the word). It furnishes the mental world of her characters and structures their stories. Her Gilead novels are a refraction of Genesis's interest in wayward sons, familial deceit, guilt and hope, through the double prism of American religion and politics. James Wood once praised Robinson's style for its 'spiritual force', derived from spare, unspotted Protestant exemplars. In the novels, plainness is a vehicle adequate to domestic grief and spiritual epiphany alike. Robinson's precise style is tuned to pugnacity in her essays, in which bad readers of scripture abound: right-wing fundamentalists, cringing liberals, those who traffic in cliche and caricature about God, Christ, Calvin. Assertions arrive with the force of spiritual dicta: contemporary culture, she says, is gripped by a cynicism that takes self-serving ugliness to be the reality of all social and cultural phenomena, and thereby works towards these ends.
The Gilead quartet is echt America, set in the mid-20th century, the country's Puritan heritage fading and bus boycotts starting up in Montgomery. Faith and politics mix more readily there. Though a declared Democrat, Robinson sometimes seems an awkward fit. She has a countercultural disdain for self-congratulation. Recent interviews suggest her friendship with Obama has cooled during his Netflix-funded retirement. Another dictum: 'It is my belief that a civilisation can trivialise itself to death.'
Reading Genesis, an extended close reading of the first book of the Bible, is the opposite of trivial. It offers profound attention to a fundamental cultural text, and illuminates Robinson's own work. At minimum, Genesis has shaped basic claims about human purpose, obligation and behaviour for more than two millennia. In Gilead, Robinson's dying preacher, John Ames, ruminates that we are 'a little civilisation built on the ruins of any number of preceding civilisations', and the explicit argument of Reading Genesis is that we fail adequately to understand this patrimony. We are diminished by this, and so is our conceptual reach. Belatedness is a frequent mood in Robinson, though complicated by her faith. Like the naive and penetrating narrator of Housekeeping, she is always on the lookout for the 'law of completion', 'some general rescue'.
The decorous move would be to invoke the separation of church and state at the level of criticism: our metaphysical beliefs (or lack of them) remain private, but we agree that the stories in Genesis are significant, rewarding, important - any category other than 'true'. For Robinson, such a separation would be dishonest and unsustainable. She laments a 'hermeneutics of self-protectiveness' determined to avoid credulity and responsible for a contraction in the scale of thought. She is not a dimwit literalist searching for Noah's timbers on Ararat; rather, she believes that Genesis is a 'complex statement about reality' tracking a series of human moral 'declensions', achieved through literary art and therefore susceptible to literary thought and analysis. Literary reading, in her view, is theological reading. Yet 'in a wholly exceptional degree', the literary artists of the Bible - which is distinct from all other human art - 'found their way to truth'. In line with her Calvinism, Robinson finds in Genesis evidence of God's goodness, his interest in human beings, a providential pattern to history and unmerited grace. Her belief that 'events are working themselves out at another scale and towards other purposes' entails delaying judgment and blame, though it can make human agency feel illusory. As she says, 'providential' is not a 'synonym for happy or propitious' but it can still seem like divine self-exculpation.
The Akedah, for Robinson, is not just about Abraham's faith but about the logic of sacrifice. Child sacrifice seems to have been a latent temptation for people who believed they understood its transactional nature: the more urgent the need, the greater the sacrifice, the greater the blessing. (Actual evidence for the prevalence of child sacrifice among ancient Canaanites is hotly contested.) It is a recurrent human temptation to think about relationships in transactional terms. Genesis repeatedly worries about the way those transactions take place, when they are to be repeated, whether or not one living thing can stand as substitute or payment for another. The Akedah matters for Robinson because she sees the episode as a covert mercy only revealed in time, which had the effect of forbidding child sacrifice and instituting a substitution instead. 'The seeming cruelty towards Abraham is compassion to those great nations who learned from him or modelled their piety on his.' The providential consequences of an individual life, its unclear moral choices and its suffering, are so expansive and so distant that they cannot be grasped from the perspective of that individual life. The gap between them is the terrain of faith and grace.
Robinson quotes Isaiah in support of her claim that God desires justice rather than sacrifice: the entire transactional logic, not just its dark hyperbole, is wrong. She insists on unmerited grace, which is a kind of short-circuit of that logic. The rare intrusion of a later text masks an awkwardness, however. God may not be interested in sacrifice, but Genesis is. Every interaction between God and man is marked by the pouring out of blood. Genesis never quite looks this pattern of cutting and sealing in the face, but it sits deep in its cultural assumptions and even in its verbs: a covenant is made by cutting. The cruelty of the Akedah is not only 'seeming': it endures. Father and son do not walk on together. Twice, later in the text, Jacob swears by 'the Terror of Isaac'. From the perspective of individual life, providence might seem cold comfort. This does not seem to ruffle Robinson.
Biblical scholarship underpins Reading Genesis, but Robinson is ambivalent about its effects. She dislikes the documentary hypothesis, though the precise object of her disdain is unclear. Philologically well-evidenced, this hypothesis suggests that the text of Genesis is a synthesis of multiple sources, each of which depicts a slightly different God, at differing levels of anthropomorphism or abstraction, each of which has a different agenda. Robinson's objections cannot be those of the fundamentalist, since it is the literary character, intellect and skill of the text's final redactors that she believes are obscured. In an essay in The Givenness of Things (2015), she worries that all 'higher criticism' reduces the God of the Bible to less than the sum of his Canaanite and Babylonian parts, a 'pagan amalgam'.
Several ancient Mesopotamian cultures had their own stories of a great flood, a fact that Robinson says 'electrifies both fundamentalists and religion's cultured despisers' (despite her wide-ranging literacy, 'cultured' is for her a term of contempt). She stresses the parallel between Noah's flood and that of Utnapishtim, narrated in the Epic of Gilgamesh, precisely because they 'differ crucially at the points of similarity'. For Mesopotamian cultures, the universe was subject to capricious, amoral, powerful but limited gods who were often in conflict and whose sole interest in humanity was as a substitute labour force which fed them through sacrifice. In one version the flood is causeless, in another it is prompted because the din of humanity interferes with divine sleep. It's hard not to find these gods, hungry and fearful, clustering around the smoke of Utnapishtim's sacrifice, a little pathetic. The parallels accentuate the strange intimacy and potency of Genesis's human beings, the apex of creation, made in the image of God. The writers of Genesis are literary revolutionaries, revising the familiar materials of their culture for a new purpose.
Moral knowledge  and capacity for choice are fundamental to Genesis. The endless antics of the gods, squabbling and subduing and flaying each other to make the world, were finally of much less interest than the exigencies of moral freedom. Genesis has little interest in the ramified, personified cosmos of other traditions. Its central predicate is human life and conduct. History, and the history of one marginal family-tribe, becomes the means through which God is known. Scholars such as Yehezkel Kaufmann insisted that this biblical monotheism was utterly discontinuous with its cultural context. Like Robinson, they protest a little too much, but the divergences are striking: Gilgamesh, horrified by death, strives to find and fails to keep a plant which grants immortality. Such elusive plants are familiar in myth. A Tree of Life sits in the background of the Eden story, but is of little interest to the Genesis writers. Everything really springs from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, which has no known ancient parallel. It's as if they were saying: this is what actually matters. Perhaps it took a marginalised, semi-nomadic, ragtag underclass, for whom a parade of divine kings meant little, to see that. 'A wandering Aramaean was my father,' they state in Deuteronomy.
The writers of Genesis were more creative than is generally understood, and Robinson is also slyly creative in her interpretations. Genesis tells us about two Lamechs. One descends from Cain, the original murderer. This Lamech is a violent braggart and the first polygamist: nothing is enough for him. Cain suffered punitive exile, but God, in strange and ambiguous mercy, promised to return any violence done to him sevenfold. Lamech makes this promise of protection into a pretext for rapine: he will return any injury to himself not seven but 77 times over. He is an emblem of a world sunk in retributive violence, which looks disconcertingly like our own and which so disgusts God that he determines to destroy it. The other Lamech, descended from another of Adam's sons, Seth, is the peaceable father of Noah, through whom humanity survives.
This tiny genealogy is provocative. Multiplication and substitution operate under its surface: the first sacrifice accompanies, or begets, the first murder. Both Cain and Abel sacrifice to God, but God - for unclear reasons - favours Abel. Cain's unmastered jealousy moves him to murder his brother. Vengeance, another kind of substitution, risks multiplying uncontrollably. It is one of many moral and social declensions in Genesis. God, whose sacrificial criteria initially seem arbitrary, suffers surprise and regret, and then changes his mind at least twice. Names in one genealogical line recur in the other. Scholars suspect this preserves two distinct traditions about the same people; Robinson uses this possibility to assert that the two Lamechs are one person.
Robinson's move is audacious. It grants her a clearer providential story. Had Cain and Lamech not lived, Noah would not have been. Moral change, the possibility that drives Robinson's novels, does not seem to occur to God as an alternative to wholesale destruction. Her tender reading of Cain, whom she understands as lamenting not his punishment but his guilt, allows her to see exemplary divine mercy as interrupting a story in which vengeance seems instinctive and natural. The passage is one of very few where Robinson pays direct attention to the Hebrew, where avoni (`avoniy) might mean either Cain's sin or the punishment for it. (Ibn Ezra remarks that many Hebrew words denote both an action and its consequences.) 'The story,' she writes, 'was always about Cain': neither sacrifice nor Abel really matter. Abel's name means 'vapour', and a much later biblical writer would use that word to lament the vanity and insubstantiality of the world. Cain is our prototype. 'We are disastrously erring and rebellious, and irreducibly sacred.'
Like most revisionists, Robinson has never presented herself as such. Her rescue of Calvin from the theocratic terror and psychic dread of his reputation depends on her emphasis on his humanism, something he may not himself have recognised. Her determination to find universalism in Genesis also requires reading against the grain. She avoids the antisemitism often lurking in Christian readings of the Hebrew Bible, and simply omits most questions of land and possession. Pagans are discovered to be virtuous, quite against the expectations of the patriarchs, who underestimate them. The human family is one, and the slavers who took Noah's curse as a pretext were guilty of a misapprehension. The covenant with Abraham promises to bless 'all the nations of the earth' through him. The partial is a pretext for the universal. Abraham's vision is Robinson's scriptural leitmotif. Abraham 'stood in the door of his tent and saw the heavens shining with their multitudes of stars, which were all the families of earth'. This image of 'radiant futurity', Robinson says, 'is like nothing I know of in any other literature or myth system', for 'Abraham saw as God sees, valuing humankind as God does.' Her invocation of the image is both humane and moving, seeming, in a moment of aesthetic grandeur, to reconcile providence - predestination's 'other name', she admits near the end of the book - with individuality.
In a terrestrial translation of this metaphor, Gilead's Ames stares from his window as his distracted son blows soap bubbles into the air, 'too intent on the cat to see the celestial consequences of your worldly endeavours'. Given the insistent return to the possibility of change in Robinson's fiction, her emphasis on agency, and its celestial consequences, seems apt. The transcendent briefly meets the domestic, though almost everyone involved misses it. Ames, too, sees stars. He is moved by the 'little incandescence' in everyone he meets. There is great pathos in Robinson's handling of Abraham's vision-as-metaphor, as there is in her insistence on the rarity of laws that identify with the plight of the stranger. It might seem churlish to point out that the universality of the promise to Abraham is less clear-cut than Robinson makes it, or that it is followed by a nightmarish vision of centuries of bondage in Egypt. An aestheticised providence strains against a divine decree of slavery for generations not yet born.
Abraham is a paradigm of faith. But his doubt is nearly as significant. Late in life he is a loser. His servant, he complains, will inherit his house. God makes promises, but doesn't deliver. Then God announces that he is going to destroy Sodom, where Abraham's nephew Lot lives. What you make of what happens next depends on where you lay the emphasis. Abraham, who has not previously been distinguished by his courage ('who am but dust and ashes'), dares to talk back to God, reminding him, with startling sarcasm, that as judge of all the earth he should not kill the righteous with the wicked. He haggles with God, bargaining him down to sparing the city if ten righteous men can be found within it. Abraham plays no further part, and, in the absence of righteous men, God destroys the city. In fact, God delivers Lot and his family, though the text doesn't tell us whether Abraham discovers this fact.
Lot has been a surrogate son to him, but Abraham still seems reluctant to plead for him directly. The reason Abraham never pleads for complete mercy, rather than a lesser ruthlessness, is a puzzle. Can God really be haggled with? Why does nobody in the story seem to think human beings can change? These are literary questions, though they have been posed by interpreters who consider the text to be much more than literature. Their potential richness, the prompts to thinking they offer, makes the starkness of Robinson's reading unsatisfying. She accepts as one of the text's most painful but frequent assertions that 'communities as a whole are subject to judgment.' The Sodom passage seems to her merely a hypothetical used, paradoxically, to demonstrate God's mercy: Lot is delivered, despite his dubious character, for Abraham's sake. Sodom's destruction is proof of its irretrievable wickedness.
What is usually translated as the 'outcry' against Sodom is a Hebrew word typically used for complaint against violent political oppression. Political questions are often the premise for Genesis stories: who inherits what, or how to behave with outsiders, or how to contain our propensity to violence. Reading Genesis is only obliquely political, as if it were more concerned with the ethical matrix from which answers to these questions, and thus political decisions, should emerge. Providentialism is sometimes thought to entail a political quiescence (or, as in Calvin, a sharp authoritarianism). Robinson is both a Democrat and a democrat, believing that democracy is the axiomatic consequence of humanity's creation in the divine image: 'religious humanism at its highest level'. Yet the parallels she draws between our world and the fallen antediluvian world - the use of 'peace to study war', the choice to invest human brilliance 'in the devising of weapons whose destructive power could hardly be imagined', while permitting 'poverty so profound that it unleashed plague' - brings her close to prophetic invective. The translation of prophetic vision to human government is not so easy. In Robinson's novels, even political change is treated as a private epiphany, if it happens at all. At his most evasive, sententious and smugly wrong, as when he declares that 'coloured people' need to 'improve themselves, though, if they want to be accepted', Robinson describes old John Boughton as 'statesmanlike'. It is not a complimentary adjective.
Reading Genesis's most compelling passages involve attention to character: the strange bitterness of Rebekah, who plots against her husband; the way Jacob's fear shapes his anticipated reunion with Esau, the brother he has robbed, or the mysterious incompleteness that makes him so hungry for blessing that he steals and deceives and even wrestles with a god for it. It is the novelist who sees Joseph's ambiguity: the story's resolution is based on his refusal to take vengeance on his brothers, and he constructs an elaborate ploy to demonstrate the interruption of this cycle. Yet his political success in Egypt, which allows this resolution and reconciliation, also creates the conditions for his people's later enslavement. It is the theologian who understands this interruption as grace.
If it was  Robinson's goal to prove to 'cultured despisers' that there is still life in these texts, that they are still potent goads to ethical, political and spiritual reflection, then - however much we might suspect her providential metaphysics of draining the text of some of its agony and uncertainty - she succeeds. Certainly, the loss of these stories from our culture would diminish us. Yet I reached the end of Reading Genesis with misgivings. Genesis was written among a historically marginal people, and it may be that marginality was the condition which produced its power. It is a sad but abundant historical irony that past oppression can be invoked as a guarantor of moral righteousness, a permanent exculpation, once power is finally attained. Any plea for the grandeur of scripture unmoored from the history of its use is at best incomplete. Interpretive closure turns it into a cudgel. As a member of a group historically tortured and murdered under the rubric of Sodom, this does not seem to me a marginal consideration.
Robinson tells us that 'a given of the text is that God is interested in human beings' and that its primary ethical lesson is that 'to refrain, to put away power' is Godlike. But which human beings? Merit is a recurrent anxiety for the Hebrew writers. Abraham, who received divine favour without obviously deserving it, finds his counter in Job, whose merit occasions only suffering. Viewed cynically, the covenant with Abraham looks like a protection racket, as hard-headed as the ancient suzerainty treaties from which it borrows its vocabulary. You don't want to find yourself on the other side of providential history.
Robinson's ideal may be a community of readers whose grappling with this vast text - a 'mighty cable' of countless threads - generates deep and sophisticated ethical reflection. But how many readers are as adept as Robinson? How many as humane, capable and inventive? How many would draw out Genesis's pattern of forestalled revenge rather than its drive for territory and dominion? This question can also be posed as the relation between text and intuition, freedom and law. It may be a matter for Robinson's promised sequel on Exodus. Later biblical texts show how difficult it can be to bear the responsibility which is the correlate of freedom: despite Samuel's warning, the Israelites cry out to have a king, some single, final authority to whom they can defer.
One moment sits like a black hole in Genesis, an exception to Robinson's claim that it rejects revenge. It is the honour killing story at Shechem, which probably originated as a prohibition against exogamy. Shechem, a young Canaanite man, has sex with Dinah, the sister of Reuben and Simeon. The brothers regard this as a defilement. (Translations often refer to a 'rape', though the original verb is less clear.) Shechem's father proposes marriage between his son and Dinah, and to the Israelites a corresponding settlement and absorption into Canaanite culture. The Israelites purport to agree, provided Shechem's people all undergo circumcision - the sacred sign of divine covenant. When the men are weakened and sore from the procedure, the Israelites slaughter them all and plunder their city. Jacob's primary objection to this treacherous massacre is that it damages his reputation. God says and does nothing. Jacob sacrifices, and God renews his promise.
The use of a sacred sign of covenant as a means to commit murder is an obscenity. Shechem is not an unimportant place: before and long after this event, it is where the divine covenant is renewed. Robinson's austere reading is that God is 'faithful to this intention, despite appalling human crime, even sacrilege'. She suggests that it is remarkable that a culture should preserve even the stories of its most degraded, least noble actions, 'as if America had told itself the truth about the Cherokee removal, or England had confessed to the horrors of slavery'. It is indeed remarkable that the text preserves the story without hint of justification. Yet the crime does not occasion divine condemnation, nor oblige penitence. It is the authorising pattern for atrocity. To be memorialised as victims by your killers might be thought poor recompense for annihilation. Who can find majesty in this divine silence? I who am but dust and ashes dare to ask.
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Labour and the Lobbyists
Peter Geoghegan

3929 wordsIn  Transparency International's most recent Corruption Perceptions Index, published in January, the UK fell to twentieth place, its lowest ever ranking. It's not hard to see why: a Conservative government mired in allegations of corruption; billions of pounds in Covid contracts for politically connected VIPs; peerages doled out to Tory donors; public bodies stuffed with party cronies. Rishi Sunak promised 'integrity and professionalism' then refused to appoint a government anti-corruption adviser - the post has been vacant since the height of the Partygate scandal. According to a poll published earlier this year, people are more likely to associate economic crime with politicians than with oligarchs or business executives.
During the general election campaign, Labour presented itself as the alternative to years of 'Tory sleaze'. We have been here before. In 1998 Tony Blair pledged that his government would be 'purer than pure', after the former Labour adviser Derek Draper was caught boasting to the undercover journalist Greg Palast about selling his Downing Street connections to business clients. But little has changed in the intervening two and a half decades. Just 4 per cent of lobbying is recorded in Westminster's official register. Keir Starmer has promised to overhaul Parliament's standards procedures, but his first King's Speech had little to say about the revolving door between government and the private sector, donors buying access or foreign funding of political parties.
The influence industry has become deeply enmeshed in British politics. A fifth of the Conservative MPs newly elected in 2019 had worked in lobbying or public relations. At least 34 of the new Labour MPs in this Parliament have a background in public affairs. Some have worked for charities and non-profits: Jacob Collier, the 27-year-old member for Burton and Uttoxeter, was a communications officer for Nottinghamshire Fire and Rescue Service. Others came from corporate lobbying companies: Chris Ward and Joe Morris, the new MPs for Brighton Kemptown and Peacehaven, and Hexham respectively, headed the Labour Unit at Hanbury Strategy, a firm co-founded by Vote Leave's head of communications and a former speechwriter for David Cameron, whose clients include Citibank, Spotify and Deliveroo. In all, according to analysis by the New Statesman, more than four times as many lobbyists as teachers ran for Parliament in July.
The closer Labour got to power, the closer the business lobby got to Labour. The party conference in Liverpool last October was swarming with lobbyists. 'This is my first Labour conference in years,' a lobbyist for the energy industry told me at a sponsored drinks reception. 'There was no point in going for the last few years. But now it's different.' Lobbyists with strong connections to Labour have been in particularly high demand, commanding a salary premium of 10 to 20 per cent at the biggest firms. In the months before the election, several Labour advisers took up public affairs jobs. Freddie Cook, a long-serving parliamentary aide, joined Hawthorn Advisers, a lobbying and PR firm co-founded by the former Conservative Party chairman Ben Elliot. Starmer's former chief of staff, Sam White, went to Flint Global, where his boss is James Purnell, who served as a minister under Gordon Brown. Flint claims to offer its clients - which include Meta, Amazon and Uber - 'unparalleled insight into how Labour thinks and works'. The former home secretary Jacqui Smith was a specialist partner at the firm until last month, when Starmer appointed her to the Lords and made her an education minister.
At the party conference last year, Starmer told a 'business forum' of more than two hundred executives and lobbyists that 'if we do come into government, you will be coming into government with us.' In opposition, shadow ministers with minimal experience of governing worked alongside staff seconded from HSBC, NatWest, PricewaterhouseCoopers and a number of consultancy and advisory firms. In the days before the general election, senior Labour figures reportedly asked various companies - engineering firms, tech companies, management consultancies - to send more staff to help with policy work. Jim Murphy, the former Scottish Labour leader turned lobbyist, has praised Starmer's 'openness with the private sector', predicting that this will be 'the first private-sector government in Labour's history'. A left-wing Labour MP complained to me that 'business is running the show and Starmer doesn't realise that's a problem.'
Labour should be well placed to avoid some of the grubby scandals that dogged the last Tory administration. Few members of the new, predominantly state-educated cabinet have the blind trusts and plutocratic connections that many members of its predecessor possessed. It's hard to imagine the chair of the BBC board arranging an PS800,000 loan for Starmer, as Richard Sharp did for Johnson. But speaking to people within Labour you get the sense that the party often doesn't recognise the tension between private interests and public office, especially when those involved are what one person described as 'members of the Labour family'. Within days of taking power, Labour briefed that Starmer was considering bringing in Alan Milburn to 'drive through NHS reform'. As health secretary under Blair, Milburn championed outsourcing and private finance initiative deals that saw even hospital car parks run as for-profit businesses. He is now a senior adviser to PWC's 'government and health industries practice' and an adviser to the private equity group Bridgepoint Capital, which owns one of England's largest external providers of NHS services, including a chain of care homes. Milburn's own private consultancy, AM Strategy, has paid out more than PS8 million in dividends to his family over the past decade. AM Strategy doesn't have to declare its clients and wouldn't even if Milburn were brought into government, since disclosure requirements for ministers are less stringent than those for MPs. In theory, a minister could promote reforms that might benefit his previous employers without our knowing that they had a connection.
Another Labour grandee, Peter Mandelson, who was made a peer in 2008, also has his own consultancy business, Global Counsel, which recently spent PS36,000 on seconding a staff member to the office of the Treasury minister Tulip Siddiq for six months (another member of Siddiq's team had been seconded from Oliver Wyman, a City consultancy that has since been hired to work on the National Wealth Fund, which will draw on private financing to build infrastructure). At Global Counsel's reception during Labour Party Conference, held in an upmarket Liverpool hotel, I met lobbyists from the mining giant Anglo American and the Ontario teachers' pension fund. A well-dressed man in his mid-twenties disappeared almost as soon as I'd introduced myself. He was from Palantir, the tech firm founded by the Republican donor Peter Thiel, which is best known for its work with intelligence agencies around the world. Palantir used to be represented by Global Counsel, whose previous clients also include Oleg Deripaska and other now sanctioned Russian oligarchs. Palantir has a UK government contract worth up to PS330 million to develop a data platform for the NHS. The NHS England official responsible for the project was a guest of honour at a dinner organised by Global Counsel in February; a Palantir representative was also present. Mandelson recently stepped down from Global Counsel's board but is the company president and holds a significant financial stake in the business. When Barack Obama's former campaign manager Jim Messina bought a 20 per cent stake in Global Counsel earlier this year, the deal valued the firm at PS30 million.
Mandelson has been following in the footsteps of Blair, who set up a consultancy business within eighteen months of leaving office. The clients included the Saudis and the former Kazakh dictator Nursultan Nazarbayev, whom Blair advised in the early 2010s at a reported cost of more than PS20 million. Tony Blair Associates has now been replaced by a think tank, the Tony Blair Institute for Global Change (often referred to as TBI), which claims to have more than 750 staff around the world. Its most recent accounts show a turnover of more than $120 million in 2022; much of its funding has come from the Trump-supporting tech tycoon Larry Ellison, who has donated nearly PS300 million. As well as pumping out policy papers ahead of the election, TBI provided free advice to Starmer and his shadow cabinet.
One former TBI adviser, Jim Murphy, has struck out on his own. He has talked of wanting 'to create a different type of advisory firm - one that had an authenticity and personality'. But Arden Strategies, which has expanded considerably in the last year, looks a lot like the Conservative-friendly outfits that exerted so much influence over the last fourteen years: it donates money to Labour, sponsors constituency dinners and conference lounges, and now boasts two former staffers among the new intake of Labour MPs. Arden's clients (again, the company hasn't so far had to disclose them) seem to include the arms manufacturer Northrop Grumman and the energy distribution companies UK Power Networks and SGN. A number of other former Labour MPs work as industry lobbyists. Michael Dugher is chair of the Betting & Gaming Council - an industry that has donated almost PS400,000 to Labour since Starmer ran for leader. 'I'd be shocked if there isn't a lobbying scandal in the first year,' a veteran lobby journalist who covered many of the biggest scandals in the last government told me. 'You have so many people working on policies that could really conflict with their company's clients. It could start to look really bad.'
Labour is said to have turned last September to another 'strategic advisory' firm, Hakluyt, to facilitate meetings with business leaders. Hakluyt began in a field in which the UK truly excels: private spying. Named after the Elizabethan geographer Richard Hakluyt, the company was founded in 1995 by a group of former MI6 agents, but in recent years has sought to distance itself from the world of spooks. Spying on Greenpeace activists on behalf of oil companies is supposedly a thing of the past. The company's website looks more like that of a private bank than a corporate espionage outfit, with a list of staff and advisers that includes the Conservative peers Paul Deighton and William Hague, director and chairman respectively. The former Labour minister Shriti Vadera sits on the advisory board. 'Hakluyt sells its political connections,' a contact who has worked in London's corporate intelligence world for decades told me. 'It's incredibly well connected. That's how it can charge so much. Hakluyt wouldn't get out of bed for less than a hundred grand.' Its contact book is set to become even more valuable now Starmer has appointed its managing partner, Varun Chandra, a former investment banker who helped set up Tony Blair Associates, as his special adviser on business and investment (Chandra duly resigned from Hakluyt). He might well be joined in government by Olly Robbins, the former Brexit chief negotiator and a Hakluyt partner. Another Hakluyt executive is Tony Benn's granddaughter Emily Benn.
One striking feature  of the election is that Labour, not the Conservatives, was the party of big money. The Tories raised the election spending cap to PS35 million last year, despite warnings from watchdogs and experts, but then failed to raise anything close to that sum. Under Johnson, the Conservatives received donations of PS5.7 million in the first week of the 2019 election campaign. Sunak raised barely a third of that in the entire 2024 campaign. When the alleged racist comments about Diane Abbott made by Frank Hester, the CEO of a healthcare software company called the Phoenix Partnership, surfaced earlier this year, the Tories were too broke to return the PS10 million he had donated, even if they had wanted to.
Labour, by contrast, raised more money during the election campaign than all the other parties combined. A drive to boost private donations brought in PS12 million from wealthy individuals and businesses in the first half of 2024, making it less reliant on funding from trade unions. Lord Sainsbury, who had left Labour during the Corbyn period, has donated PS8 million since the start of 2023. Dale Vince, the founder of Ecotricity, has given more than PS3.3 million since Starmer became leader. Gary Lubner, the former Autoglass boss, has donated PS5.5 million, but says he doesn't want a seat in the House of Lords or to influence policy. 'In a perfect world I don't think there should be any bloody donations to political parties,' Simon Kuper quotes him as saying in Good Chaps, his recent book about corruption in British politics.* 'In some countries the state does that.' Not all donors are so public-spirited. For a quarter of a million pounds a year Johnson's Tories offered a direct line to lobby senior ministers. New Labour's time in office was pockmarked by access scandals: the Ecclestone affair, cash for passports, cash for honours. More recently, the Welsh first minister Vaughan Gething accepted PS200,000 from David Neal, who runs several waste and energy firms, when he was running for the leadership and lobbied on behalf of Neal's businesses in 2016. Neal was convicted in 2013 of illegally dumping waste on a conservation site; Gething resigned last month, but it's not clear that Labour has learned the lessons of his downfall. Starmer's more interventionist state will inevitably offer more opportunities for corruption, whether from planning deals or infrastructure contracts.
Kuper thinks Labour's success at fund-raising reflects 'a self-reinforcing symbiosis between the political positions that the donors want, what Starmer instinctively wants, and what seems to make electoral sense'. The party's record haul of donations doesn't include the millions that have flowed into Labour Together, probably the most influential political organisation that most voters have never heard of. Founded in 2015 in the aftermath of Ed Miliband's election defeat, its original purpose was to shore up Labour's fissiparous coalition by uniting its factions. There were discussion groups, policy papers, debates. 'I always saw Labour Together as more about keeping the party together and reconciliation within, not as a revenue raiser, which is very different to what it has become,' says Jon Cruddas, the former MP for Dagenham and Rainham, who was a leading figure in the organisation early on but left last year. Labour Together, in its current incarnation, might seem a new phenomenon in British politics: a protean think tank, structurally independent of the Labour Party, but existing primarily to funnel money and personnel to the leader's office.
Labour Together's transformation began in the immediate aftermath of the 2017 general election when Morgan McSweeney, who had worked with Cruddas in Dagenham and ran the Blairite Liz Kendall's disastrous leadership bid in 2015, took over as director. Publicly, Labour Together remained a cross-factional campaign group; privately, it was attempting under McSweeney to wrest control of the party. Its offices in Vauxhall had a pirate flag on the wall, a symbol of its resistance to Corbyn's leadership. McSweeney commissioned regular polling of party members, developing a schema for an alternative leader who would appeal to enough of those who had backed Corbyn. 'Morgan alighted on Starmer as the person who could best speak to the polling data,' Cruddas told me. 'And then a lot of that analysis was mainlined into what became the [Starmer leadership] campaign. [Starmer's] pledges were a way of creating a bridge from Corbyn into mainstream Labour politics.' Although Labour Together didn't officially back any of the candidates in the 2020 Labour leadership race, McSweeney ran Starmer's campaign. After Starmer won, McSweeney left to become his chief of staff. Labour Together went back to producing policy papers and holding seminars with Labour MPs, but there was little interest from the new leadership. 'Starmer came to a session we did on political economy,' a prominent left-leaning academic told me. 'He looked visibly bored. Didn't ask a single question.'
Labour Together underwent another change in late 2022. After the catastrophic Liz Truss government, Labour seemed increasingly likely to win the next election. But internally there were concerns that the members of the shadow cabinet lacked experience. Only a handful had held ministerial office. Senior party figures such as Rachel Reeves, Shabana Mahmood and Wes Streeting felt that Labour needed an organisation to shape policy as the party prepared for government. Labour Together was recast as a 'political think tank', a progressive rival to the anonymously funded think tanks of Tufton Street, such as the Institute of Economic Affairs. Josh Simons, a former Harvard postdoc who had worked on Facebook's 'AI ethics strategy' and resigned as an aide to Corbyn over Corbyn's handling of antisemitism, was brought in as director. Labour Together was now effectively an adjunct of the leader's office. Cash started flowing in. Someone who joined the organisation around that time told me this money enabled shadow cabinet ministers to hire people with civil service experience that the party usually wouldn't be able to afford. As well as seconding staff, some of whom are now special advisers, Labour Together worked on Starmer's political messaging and provided the shadow cabinet with policy and research support.
At the outset, Labour Together was financed by anti-Corbyn Labour donors like the hedge fund manager Martin Taylor and the venture capitalist Trevor Chinn, and donations were published on the Electoral Commission website. Then, on McSweeney's watch, it stopped declaring them. Documents released to the investigative journalist Paul Holden show that the electoral authorities repeatedly advised McSweeney that, as a members' association, Labour Together had to declare donations. But between December 2017 and late 2020 McSweeney registered just a single gift, of PS12,500 from Chinn, and failed to report donations worth a total of PS730,000. The Electoral Commission found in 2021 that he had breached election law, and Labour Together was fined PS14,250 (the maximum fine the commission can levy is a paltry PS20,000 per offence). The organisation dismissed it as an 'administrative oversight'.
Donors weren't put off. Labour Together has raised more than PS4 million in the last eighteen months or so, including PS2.1 million from Taylor and more than PS600,000 from Lubner. Ian Laming, chief executive of the property investment firm Tristan Capital Partners, gave PS100,000 last October, his first recorded political donation. In February, William Reeves, an American hedge fund manager and long-standing Liberal Democrat donor, donated PS50,000. At last year's party conference, Labour Together ran more than half a dozen events with corporate partners including the outsourcer Capita, the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry, and the American financial software firm Intuit, which paid $141 million to settle a consumer deception case in 2022. Some Labour figures worry that Labour Together could be an alternative route for donors to push their interests. But my source dismissed the accusation that it is selling political access: 'If you are one of Labour's ten biggest donors you will meet the Labour leadership more than you will through Labour Together.' For Cruddas, Labour Together has become a vehicle for 'corralling some of the hot money around Labour. The best way to understand it is as Labour's first Super PAC.'
With Starmer  in power, Labour Together is likely to become even more influential. McSweeney is now head of political strategy at Number 10. In a recent virtual forum with David Axelrod, Obama's chief strategist, he said that his job was to focus on winning the next general election. Simons is also in the new government, having been parachuted into the safe seat of Makerfield five weeks before the election. Labour Together is now being run by Jonathan Ashworth, a member of the shadow cabinet under Corbyn and Starmer, who ran Labour's rebuttal unit during the election campaign and unexpectedly lost his Leicester South seat to a pro-Palestine independent candidate.
Labour's manifesto included a commitment to 'protect democracy by strengthening the rules around donations to political parties'. But what this means in practice is far from clear. There has been talk behind the scenes of a ban on donations from companies that bid for public contracts, and of new rules around the opaque unincorporated associations that funnelled more than PS14 million to parties between 2018 and 2023 (the Tories were the main beneficiaries by some distance). But there seems to be a wariness about going further: a well-placed source told me that Labour decided not to propose a cap on political donations after a backlash from party donors.
Starmer has promised some concrete reforms: an independent adviser on ministers' interests with the power to launch investigations, filling a lacuna that Johnson took advantage of; an Ethics and Integrity Commission that would pull together Westminster's hodgepodge of standards regulators into a single body. But, as the Committee on Standards in Public Life has warned, unless they are placed on a statutory footing, standards regulators can never be truly independent, and can easily be ignored or even abolished. Labour acted fast to ban MPs from holding 'paid advisory or consultancy roles', but this doesn't go as far as its earlier commitment to outlaw second jobs with 'very limited exceptions'. Similarly, a proposal to stop former ministers taking up lobbying gigs until five years after they've left office has been watered down to a ban on roles 'relating to their former job'. Labour has said relatively little about lobbying reform despite the fact that the current regime, introduced by Cameron, is so deficient that even the lobbying trade body, the Chartered Institute of Public Relations, has called for tougher rules. A standardised register of MPs' interests and timely, accurate transparency disclosures would be a start. So would a functioning freedom of information regime. Starmer's chief of staff, Sue Gray, isn't too keen on transparency: as a senior civil servant, she oversaw the Cabinet Office's notorious FOI 'clearing house', which screened requests from journalists and campaigners.
Cleaning up British politics is in Labour's long-term interests. The right would suffer most if big money were properly tamed. Labour has far more members than the Conservatives, and still receives union affiliation fees. (Reform, a private company masquerading as a political party, has no members but does have connections to foreign networks of clandestine funding, particularly in the US.) Taking money out of the system would be relatively straightforward: limit individual donations to, say, PS10,000 a year and lower the caps on spending; force political parties to check the true source of donations; ban companies from giving sums greater than their UK profits; increase fines for breaching electoral law. Much of the Conservatives' dreadful Elections Act could be reversed, restoring the independence of the Electoral Commission (currently under government supervision) and ending a situation in which a person has to prove their identity before voting but not before running for office. The meagre sums provided to parties for policy formation could be dramatically increased, eliminating the dependence on big business to supply researchers and advisers. Alternative models for funding politics, from state support to matching small donations, could replace the current US-style scenario in which a handful of super-rich donors effectively bankroll the entire political system.
Yet anti-corruption rules and regulations will only ever make so much difference. So far Starmer and many of those around him seem oddly naive about the way influence operates. The prime minister has accepted PS76,000 worth of gifts since 2019, including PS16,200 of 'work clothing' from the Labour peer Waheed Alli. When pressed on repeatedly taking hospitality from the Premier League, which has protested against a bill on football governance reintroduced by Labour, Starmer appeared defensive, saying that his public declaration of gifts 'ensured there's no conflict of interest'. A KC should know that declaring an interest mitigates a conflict but doesn't nullify it.
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Different for Girls
Jean McNicol

4928 words[image: ] Rebeca Andrade of Brazil, silver medal-winner in the all-around at consecutive Olympics, on the beam.




Aweek  before the start of the Paris Olympics, Shoko Miyata, the 19-year-old captain of the Japanese women's gymnastics team, was forced to withdraw from the competition by her national association. She had been reported to the Japan Gymnastics Association for smoking and drinking (on separate occasions, once for each offence). The president of the JGA, Tadashi Fujita, announced that Miyata had been sent home, and bowed deeply. 'We apologise from the bottom of our hearts for this,' he said. Her coach, Mutsumi Harada, added that 'she was spending her days really burdened with so much pressure.' Smoking under the age of twenty is illegal in Japan, and breaking this law is seen as an act of delinquency. The JGA doesn't allow any gymnast to drink or smoke while they're part of the team. Miyata's punishment was harsh, and an exercise of control typical of women's gymnastics, but it's even worse if you know that the Japanese GOAT of men's gymnastics, Kohei Uchimura, who won all-around gold at the 2012 and 2016 Olympics, smoked like a chimney during his whole career. Did anyone ever police what he was doing in 'a private place at a certain location in Tokyo'? It's different for girls.
Many coaches have tried to control, and usually to reduce, what female gymnasts ingest. The Romanian team at the 1979 world championships looked emaciated, especially their star, Nadia Comaneci, the 1976 Olympic all-around, beam and bars champion (female gymnasts also take part in a team competition and on vault and floor; the men compete on six apparatus). Comaneci could only perform on beam, because of an infected wrist that she had to have surgically drained (failing to overcome the infection presumably because she was so depleted), but Romania managed to win its first gold medal as a team. Comaneci's coaches, Bela and Marta Karolyi, defected to the United States in 1981; their gymnast Mary Lou Retton won the all-around gold at the 1984 LA Olympics, narrowly beating the Romanian Ecaterina Szabo (the Soviet Union did not take part). In 1992 Kim Kelly was awarded and then lost a place on the Olympic team because the coaches, including the Karolyis, who made the decision thought she was the wrong shape. There's no doubt that she was one of the weaker gymnasts, but everyone involved seems to agree that the main reason she was left behind was that she had hips and breasts. She weighed 100 pounds; Shannon Miller, who won the all-around silver for the US in 1992, weighed 72 pounds. Miller wasn't one of the Karolyis' gymnasts, but many coaches in the US and elsewhere shared their assumptions, and agreed that Miller had the right kind of body for gymnastics and Kelly didn't. In Little Girls in Pretty Boxes, published in 1995, the journalist Joan Ryan described what happened to Kelly and described some of the consequences in injuries, psychological problems and eating disorders of the pressure put on young girls in the US gymnastics programme. Ryan thought her book was going to change things, and for a moment it seemed as if it might: the members of the 1996 Olympic team were older and heavier; they also won the team gold, the US's first victory. But the coaches hadn't changed their views.
In 1999 Bela Karolyi became US national team co-ordinator, succeeded a couple of years later by his wife. The 2016 Rio Olympics team was Marta's last: the Final Five, they called themselves, valorising the Karolyis' methods and influence. Regular training camps were held at the couple's remote ranch in Texas, where parents weren't allowed, absolute obedience was demanded, injuries were ignored and seen as a sign of mental weakness, bags were searched for contraband food and everyone was endlessly weighed. The team doctor, Larry Nassar, was popular because he gave out illicit sweets and sympathy. He also sexually abused almost all of the gymnasts, including the whole 2012 Olympic team and four out of five of the 2016 team.
Nassar became the US team doctor in 1996. One of the first people to accuse him of abuse, in 2016, was a member of the 2000 Olympic team, Jamie Dantzscher, who writes in the introduction to the 2018 edition of Little Girls in Pretty Boxes that
among all our screaming coaches when I was training, Larry was the only nice adult, and he was always on my side. He helped me with all my injuries, snuck me food and candy when I was starving, and made me laugh and feel okay when every day in the gym and at training camps was so awful. No way he was abusive. He was supposed to be the good guy.

Dantzscher only realised what had happened to her years later when she was describing what another abusive coach had done to a friend. Suddenly, she knew that she was describing what Nassar had done to her. Young gymnasts are often quite isolated and naive; they're used to doing what they're told and accepting adult authority; used to their bodies being touched and manipulated in ways they might not like; used to being in pain; used to being the vehicle of other people's desires; and vulnerable to someone who is kind to them and seems to listen.
Lots of the girls and women who were treated by Nassar thought he was weird and creepy, but felt they had no choice but to see him: he was the team doctor, or for his patients in Michigan, he was the famous doctor who had pictures of famous gymnasts all over the walls of his consulting room. It was an honour to be treated by him. His favourite form of abuse was to penetrate his patients vaginally with his ungloved fingers. He claimed that he was an expert in a procedure called pelvic floor manipulation, but he used this technique indiscriminately, with no clinical justification, on hundreds of girls and women. He was banned (without anyone being told there were suspicions against him) from treating the US team in 2015 after Sarah Jantzi, who coached Maggie Nichols, overheard Nichols and her teammates Alyssa Baumann and Aly Raisman talking about him. 'Does he stick his fingers up there? Do you jump when he does that?' Baumann asked the others. Jantzi told Rhonda Faehn, head of the US women's programme, that Nichols said Nassar had 'massaged her on the groin area and too close to the vagina for the knee' (she had a knee injury). This was in June 2015. No one from US gymnastics ever asked Baumann about this conversation, or asked Simone Biles, then as now their star gymnast, about her experiences with Nassar. Raisman and Nichols were told not to discuss the matter with anyone.
Raisman, a member of the 2012 and 2016 Olympic teams, told Faehn that Nassar had repeatedly abused McKayla Maroney, who was on the team with her in 2012 (Maroney is one of the best ever vaulters, and famous for the not impressed expression she made after winning only the vault silver in London, which went viral after the US team met President Obama, who was pictured with her making the same face). Maroney told a 2021 Senate hearing that she had spoken to an FBI officer for three hours in the summer of 2015. She told him that she first met Nassar at the Karolyi ranch when she was thirteen. The first thing he ever said to her was to wear shorts with no underwear because that would make it easier for him to 'work' on her; 'within minutes he had his fingers in my vagina.' When she was fifteen, he gave her a sleeping pill to take on the flight to Tokyo for the 2011 world championships; when she woke up, he was with her in a hotel room: 'I was naked, completely alone, with him on top of me, molesting me for hours.' 'Is that all?' the agent said.
The FBI did nothing with any of this information for more than a year, until after the 2016 Olympics. Nassar continued to abuse more girls and young women at his clinic in Michigan. USA Gymnastics paid Maroney $1.25 million to keep quiet. Unconnected with any of this, on 4 August 2016 the Indianapolis Star published an article about the mishandling of sexual abuse claims by USA Gymnastics, which led Dantzscher, a former rhythmic gymnast called Jessica Howard and a young lawyer called Rachael Denhollander, who had been treated by Nassar as a teenage gymnast in Michigan, to contact the paper. On 12 September it published their stories. When Nassar's house was searched, a bin bag was found in his trash containing three external hard drives with 37,000 videos and photographs of child pornography. It was Nassar's arrest in December on porn charges that finally made even those who had continued to support him realise their confidence in his 'procedures' had been misplaced. But USA Gymnastics bizarrely still tried to assert Nassar's innocence, and its own. Steve Penny, its CEO, rang Tasha Schwikert, another member of the 2000 Olympic team, to ask for a supportive statement. He asked if Nassar had abused her. She said no, but knew it wasn't true. Nassar had told Schwikert, who had an Achilles problem, that there was a pressure point in her vagina that would improve the blood flow to her heel.
But Penny could no longer contain the story. Nassar pled guilty to the porn charges in July 2017 and then in November agreed a plea deal on the other charges. He would plead guilty to a limited number of charges of criminal sexual assault and agree that his actions weren't medically justified. There wouldn't be a full trial, but any of his victims who wanted to would be able to make victim impact statements, On 16 January 2018 the women he abused began giving their statements; seven days later, Denhollander was the last of 156 victims to speak. A letter Nassar wrote to the judge, Rosemarie Aquilina, made clear that he still felt no responsibility. 'What I did in the state cases was medical, not sexual,' he wrote. 'But because of the porn I lost all support ... The media convinced [my patients] that everything I did was wrong and bad. They feel I have broken their trust. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. It is just a complete nightmare.' Aquilina sentenced him to between 40 and 175 years. 'I just signed your death warrant,' she said.
A couple of days earlier Biles had admitted publicly for the first time that she too had been a victim. 'It is impossibly difficult to relive these experiences,' she wrote on Twitter, 'and it breaks my heart even more to think that as I work towards my dream of competing in Tokyo 2020 I will have to continually return to the same training facility where I was abused.' Soon afterwards, USA Gymnastics announced it would no longer use the Karolyi ranch. Biles did compete in Tokyo, a strange Covid Olympics with no crowd. She had no friends or family with her and there was huge pressure on a gymnast who was expected to win almost every gold medal and to perform with precision and brilliance, as she had in every competition since she first won the world championships in 2013. This was the first Olympics after Nassar's actions became public, and she was the only gymnast on the team who had been abused by him. 'I felt like I was so naive all of those years,' she says in the Netflix documentary Simone Biles Rising, 'thinking it was normal.' When she vaulted in the team final she got lost in the air and plummeted down, only just managing to land on her feet. 'It's a trauma response,' she says.
It remains unclear how much the Karolyis knew about what was going on in what everyone called the 'end room' at the ranch. Even those who did in some way realise what Nassar was doing to them were too scared of the Karolyis and of losing their chance at being on the team to say anything. 'I knew that if I had a problem, they wouldn't care,' Baumann said. 'They would just see me as an issue and go on to the next girl.' 'They held our careers in their hands,' Biles says.
The fifth and youngest member of the Rio team, 16-year-old Laurie Hernandez, wasn't abused by Nassar, but by her coach, Maggie Haney, who in 2020 was banned from coaching for eight years for verbal and emotional abuse. She told Hernandez that she was weak, lazy, fat. When her periods started she was told this meant she was too heavy (Dantzscher was told this too; so were many other gymnasts). 'I think people forget the pressure athletes are under to look a certain way & often, be a certain weight,' the New Zealand gymnast Courtney McGregor wrote on X recently. 'In Rio there were scales in all the training halls, out in the open. Many teams would weigh in before & after workouts ... Even on teams that didn't "weigh in" athletes would often weigh themselves, & run over to their coaches saying "omg I'm only __ today!" to which the coach would respond "great job!!"' Early in her career Biles was described in ways that made clear that she wasn't the shape of the supposed ideal gymnast, a figure still stuck in the Cold War with the prepubescent Comaneci of the 1976 Olympics; she was always 'powerful' or 'muscular'. 'She has no great performance, only difficulty. She only wins through difficulty,' Russia's chief coach, the poisonous Valentina Rodionenko, said after last year's world championships. (No Russian gymnasts competed there or in Paris; several have been involved in propaganda in favour of the war in Ukraine.) Biles has impeccable technique, but that isn't what Rodionenko is getting at. Thinness, whiteness, balletic training are seen to equal artistry. Angelina Melnikova, who won gold with the Russian team in Tokyo and the all-around bronze, has repeatedly stuck up for Biles: 'She managed to turn the world of artistic gymnastics upside down. Valentina Alexandrovna does not like her gymnastics from an aesthetic point of view. Our Russian gymnastics was always about aesthetics, and the American one was more athletic, but this is also gymnastics!'
Whatever Rodionenko says, Biles is a more aesthetically pleasing gymnast to watch than any current Russian, except on bars. In the all-around final in Paris she made a big mistake on her Pak salto and only just managed not to hit her feet on the ground. Her difficulty on the other three pieces meant that she still had a comfortable enough victory over Brazil's Rebeca Andrade, who has now won the all-around silver medal in consecutive Olympics, but it was still a strange feeling to see Biles in third place at the halfway point. Some people think the open scoring system introduced in 2006, ending the era of the perfect ten, has led to the privileging of difficulty over style. Gymnasts are marked out of ten for execution, losing marks as they make mistakes - -1 point for a fall, -0.1 for a minor loss of balance in a turn and so on. The marks for difficulty go in the opposite direction, building from zero, with marks gained when gymnasts perform specific elements or when they connect them together. Biles always tops the difficulty category and comes near the top in execution (in Paris, Andrade, who has wonderful fluidity, extension and toe-point, had the highest execution score in the all-around).
Some of the less aesthetically pleasing aspects of contemporary routines are a consequence of the requirements of the code of points, like the pointless sideways passage of dance (arm wafting, usually) on beam or the overused non-rebounding sequences (walkover, jump, back walkover). They're ubiquitous because they're a relatively risk-free way of getting a connection bonus they often don't deserve. When is a hesitation long enough to count as a deductible pause? On vault there is far too little differentiation in execution scores. This is one source of frustration for the so-called gymternet: a poor block on the vault (when the gymnast puts their hands on the apparatus and pushes off); bent, twisted or separated legs; lack of height or distance; piking down before landing; a step or a jump backwards or sideways on landing - none of these seems to make all that much difference to the execution score, which rarely varies by more than 0.5. Another annoyance is the coaches' determination to include leaps like the Gogean (a split leap with a 1.5 turn; Biles and Andrade both try to perform it; neither usually gets it credited) or the L hop (a hop with a full turn in which the leg is held above horizontal) in floor exercises because of their difficulty value, although it's so hard to perform them in the way the judges require that a gymnast would pretty much always get more points for performing a simpler leap perfectly.
Few floor exercises now are responses to music in the way some famous routines of the past were (watch Olga Strazheva's 1989 routine to Stravinsky's Rite of Spring; Lilia Podkopayeva's 1996 exercise to music from The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro; or Oksana Omelianchik's 1985 birdsong routine). Biles's Paris floor exercise, to music by Taylor Swift and Travis Scott with Beyonce, had wonderful tumbling as always, but there was a lot of slightly perfunctory dancing in the corners of the floor area, where gymnasts prepare for their tumbling passes. Her compatriot Jordan Chiles's floor exercise, to Beyonce again, was better to watch, partly because Chiles has been doing NCAA gymnastics, which is known for its sassy and crowd-pleasing floor routines (easier to do in college gymnastics with its lower difficulty requirements); Katelyn Ohashi's 2019 floor exercise is the benchmark here. The beautifully danced can-can by every fan's favourite Flavia Saraiva of Brazil didn't have the longueurs of some of the other routines and paid attention to the music rather than merely using it as background, but the present code doesn't really reward such exercises.
Ohashi is one of the many former elite US gymnasts who found a form of redemption in college gymnastics. She was one of the last gymnasts to beat Biles, but suffered from the familiar combination of burnout, serious injury and body shaming. Like so many other gymnasts who were supposed to sweep all before them, she barely made it to senior gymnastics. The competition where she beat Biles, the 2013 American Cup, was her sole elite senior appearance. Not everyone has found college gymnastics a haven: Sunisa Lee, all-around champion in Tokyo and bronze medallist in Paris, was told she'd have to hire security if she wanted to attend classes at Auburn University in person; she stopped going to the cafeteria because people were taking videos of her eating, and she was stalked. 'A lot of the girls weren't the nicest to me,' she told Sports Illustrated. 'I just really felt like an outcast.'
The camaraderie some find in college gymnastics is much more evident in international competition than it used to be. Biles audibly cheered for Melnikova during her beam routine in the all-around final in Tokyo (after Biles withdrew, suffering from the 'twisties', the Russians beat the Americans in the team competition), and Melnikova said afterwards she had heard Biles shouting her name. In Paris Biles shouted, 'Come on. You got it!' to Andrade before she dismounted from the beam in the all-around final. One of the quite recent, post-social-media changes in the sport is that the gymnasts who once seemed to stick to Cold War divisions in their personal relations, or the absence of them, now often seem genuinely friendly. They follow one another on Instagram and TikTok and don't pretend that they're not watching and admiring Biles. The Chinese team in Paris were awestruck by her. 'I want to get a picture with Simone,' Zhang Yihan said, mock stamping her foot, at the end of the preliminary team competition. Relations might well always have been less icy than the TV made them look, between the gymnasts if not their coaches.
Despite its lengthy code of points, gymnastics remains a subjectively judged sport and thus theoretically open to corruption, or at least bias. Bela Karolyi believed that Comaneci was deliberately marked down in her final beam routine in the 1980 Moscow Olympics so the Soviet gymnast Elena Davydova would beat her for the gold (there was a wait of 28 minutes before the score was given; when it was finally agreed, the Romanian head beam judge refused to type it in). Friendships with foreign competitors can still be frowned on in a sport in which you are pretty much always representing your country. When the Romanian Larisa Iordache, who controversially hadn't been selected as the sole Romanian representative at the Rio Olympics after the team disastrously failed to qualify, sent Biles a good luck message on Instagram (she'd lost to Biles in the all-around competition at the 2014 world championships by 0.466, still Biles's smallest ever margin of victory), Catalina Ponor, who had been selected instead of Iordache after coming out of retirement, was furious.
The idea that there would be only one Romanian gymnast at Rio would once have seemed unthinkable. But after the collapse of the Ceausescu regime, funding disappeared, the equipment in gyms became rickety and unsafe, and it was no longer so easy to dragoon young gymnasts into compliance. The programme carried on seemingly successfully for a time, with Romania winning its last Olympic team title in 2004, and even after that always having one or two individual stars, but it was beginning to struggle to have enough competent gymnasts to fill a team. Many of its best juniors seemed to retire as soon as they became seniors, or regressed. Romanian bars became an embarrassment. In 2012 Romania somehow won bronze in the team final; it failed to qualify a team to the next two Olympics. Iordache, who hadn't competed between 2017 and 2020 after tearing her Achilles, got a spot as an individual in Tokyo at the last opportunity, despite a kidney infection that landed her in hospital, but then after one brilliant beam routine had to scratch the rest of the competition with an ankle injury.
Romania qualified a team to Paris, the youngest in the competition, with an average age of seventeen and a half, but the internal backbiting continues. The current team coach, Patrick Kiens, was brought in from the Netherlands, which many Romanians involved in gymnastics seem to find insulting. Some gymnasts have refused to be coached by 'the Dutch', and in the mixed zone at the world championships last year, Ana Barbosu, Romania's best all-around gymnast, refused to be interviewed by Alina Alexoi, a journalist close to the 'old guard' who had been critical of her; in response, Alexoi yelled at her and called her 'trash'. Former gymnasts have joined in: Ponor was told to leave the floor during podium training at the same championships after she tried to give Barbosu what she called 'advice' - in fact, she was pretending not to know which vault Barbosu was performing, deliberately undermining her confidence. Daniela Silivas, one of the country's greatest gymnasts, who won a medal in every event at the 1988 Olympics, said they were very lucky to qualify and only there to 'participate', not to win medals (Comaneci, who now lives in Oklahoma, has been a notable exception to this behaviour). Only one gymnast on the team, Sabrina Voinea, who is coached by her mother, Camelia, who herself performed at the 1988 Olympics, manages to escape their disdain.
In Paris, Romania managed to qualify for the team final (of the twelve teams in qualification eight go through to the final), despite a typically shaky performance on bars. Their success came in part because the French team, which won bronze in last year's world championships, had a disastrous day. Its leader, Melanie de Jesus dos Santos, who models for Dior and trains with Biles and Chiles in Texas, fell from bars, grabbed the beam (which counts as a fall) and fell on floor. No French gymnast qualified for the all-around competition or any of the apparatus finals. 'I missed my Olympics,' de Jesus dos Santos said. The disappointment was compounded by the knowledge that the French Gymnastics Federation had effectively forced out Kaylia Nemour, its best young gymnast and currently the best bars worker in the world, after an argument with her club, leading her to switch to representing Algeria.
Romania finished seventh in the team final. The Americans won, completing what Biles has called her 'redemption tour'. The silver went to Italy, with a team that has promised much and suffered many serious injuries, and the bronze to Brazil, its first Olympic team medal, with a team that is composed mostly of women competing in their third Olympics: Saraiva, Andrade and Jade Barbosa, who's 33 and whose first Olympics were in 2008.
Lots of gymnastics fans follow a country as one might follow a football team. My country has been Romania since I watched Comaneci in the 1976 Olympics. There have been times, especially recently, when I've regretted my allegiance. But when I watch Comaneci now I can still see why I fell for her. The 1976 Olympics served as a hinge between the graceful, but slightly slow and staid gymnastics of the postwar era, as represented by Ludmilla Tourischeva, who had won the all-around competition in 1972, and the new, more acrobatic gymnastics that had begun with Olga Korbut in those Olympics and continued in Montreal with the 14-year-old Comaneci, who as well as difficulty had perfect technique. Look at stills of her performing on beam: her legs are always straight and her toes pointed, every line of her body extended. The difficulty of routines increased very quickly in the late 1970s and 1980s, but their exponents remained young, flaring into prominence and disappearing just as quickly. Comaneci managed two Olympics, but not many others did. The only gymnasts in the period between Comaneci and the new marking system to compete in three Olympics were big stars: Svetlana Boginskaya, who competed successively for the USSR, the Unified Team of the former Soviet countries and in 1996 for Belarus, and won five Olympic medals; Dominique Dawes, in 1992, 1996 and 2000, who won four; and the Russian Svetlana Khorkina, in 1996, 2000 and 2004, who has seven. Boginskaya was in the Unified Team in 1992 with Oksana Chusovitina, who competed at eight successive games, ending in Tokyo representing Uzbekistan.
The gymnastics journalist Dvora Meyers wrote in 2021 about the need to move away from the intense early training that leads to injuries and burnout, allowing gymnasts to pass through the 'emotional and physical chaos of puberty' more or less unscathed, but noted that
the vast majority of gymnasts who have extended their careers into their twenties and beyond have also followed the early specialisation model the sport is known for. Perhaps some of them experienced more humane coaching in their early years, which probably protected their bodies and enabled them to continue longer. But even ... Oksana Chusovitina ... got started at the elite level at the same age as everyone else ... The end of her career looks very different, but the early part definitely hews to the old stereotype.

Chusovitina is an outlier, but the move to older gymnasts over the last couple of Olympic cycles has been striking. In 2016 the US team called Raisman 'Grandma'. She was 22. The average age of the US team at this Olympics is 22 and a half. Perhaps the main explanation is that some degree of autonomy and control, for some of them at least, has made these women want to stay in the sport, injury permitting (Andrade has torn her ACL three times; she says that Paris was her last all-around competition: 'It demands a lot from my lower limbs, legs, knees'). I noticed, watching the team competition, that the gymnasts' ages were shown on the screen. I can't think of another sport in which this would be thought appropriate, although at least their weight isn't shown, as used to happen on American TV. Kiens, the Romanian coach, said to Inside Gymnastics that there are two systems in the sport. 'One is based on fear culture. That is basically what Marta Karolyi did ... and the other one is based on empowerment ... Thirty hours a week training is a lot. Without having a voice, without having a good relationship with your coach, without having good communication, you last one cycle.' In Romania in recent years gymnasts didn't last even that long. But the assumption that a gymnast has one Olympic cycle in her, that she can be squeezed like a lemon and thrown away, as Kiens put it, no longer obtains. You can be a gymnast and an adult. You can even have periods. But you can't, it seems, have a cigarette or a drink. An act of solidarity makes one hope that the Japanese leadership might find it harder to impose such a ukase again. Its four remaining gymnasts, all teenagers, did a pose when they were being introduced before the team final. It was the one Shoko Miyata strikes at the end of her floor routine.
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Short Cuts
Outside Appointments
Tom Hickman

2007 wordsKeir Starmer  has made several eye-catching appointments to his new government from outside Parliament, continuing the practice of his predecessor, Rishi Sunak, who appointed David Cameron as foreign secretary last November, making him a peer in order to do so. Many find the practice of making outside appointments constitutionally suspect. However, the constitutional issue that requires rectification isn't so much the way in which prime ministers appoint ministers but the way in which prime ministers themselves are appointed.
Starmer has given jobs to several well-known individuals from outside Parliament. Patrick Vallance, the new minister for science, appeared regularly on the televised coronavirus updates. Jacqui Smith, the new minister for higher education, became the first female home secretary in 2007, but has not been a member of Parliament since 2010. James Timpson, the new minister for prisons, ran the high street cobblers of the same name, which is known for employing ex-offenders. Less well known are David Hanson, minister of state in the Home Office, who was MP for Delyn in North Wales for 27 years and served in a number of ministerial roles before losing his seat in 2019; and the attorney general, Richard Hermer KC, a barrister appointed from full-time practice at Matrix Chambers.
The published list of ministerial appointments included an asterisk against the outsiders' names with a footnote recording that the king intended to confer on each a peerage for life. The footnote papered over the constitutional cracks that arise when individuals are appointed to government from outside Parliament, since it is one of the clearest and best-established constitutional conventions that ministers must be members of either the House of Commons or the House of Lords.
This convention distinguishes the UK system from presidential systems, in which government officials draw their democratic authority from the direct election of a president and are characteristically neither members of the legislature nor accountable to it (except by way of impeachment). In a parliamentary system, the government is directly accountable to Parliament. This convention is complicated by the anomalous status of the House of Lords, which almost alone among second chambers is unelected and formed predominantly of political appointees. The convention concerning ministerial appointments ensures only that ministers who aren't already members of either house join the other political appointees in a chamber that has no democratic authority. They are not accountable to an elected chamber. Standard definitions of 'parliamentary democracy', such as the one provided by Lord Norton of Louth in the Oxford Companion to Comparative Politics, refer to a government 'drawn from and regularly answerable to the elected national assembly'. The rules for ministerial appointments do not correspond to our constitutional theory.
This dissonance is increased by the fact that there is no limit to the number of people who can be plucked from outside Parliament and awarded ministerial positions, or to the seniority of the offices they can occupy. Before Cameron's appointment as foreign secretary the last member of the House of Lords to hold one of the great offices of state was Lord Carrington, who was foreign secretary in Margaret Thatcher's first government and had held a number of government offices before that.
Thatcher also appointed the former businessman turned government adviser David Young as minister without portfolio in 1984, but the Labour administrations of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown made much more use of the practice of outside appointments, with Brown appointing Peter Mandelson in 2008 as secretary of state for business and then in 2009 as 'first secretary of state', a title that was chosen instead of deputy prime minister because he sat in the House of Lords not the Commons.
In a report published in 2010, the House of Commons Public Administration Committee warned that the prime minister's ability to appoint individuals to the House of Lords in order to allow them to become ministers 'gives prime ministers potentially presidential powers' but 'without the checks and balances that would apply in a presidential system', and suggested the practice should be 'exceptional'. However, there is little difference between appointing ministers from outside Parliament and immediately elevating them to the Lords and selecting ministers from the political appointees already in the upper house. The only real difference - apart from the pressure placed on the vetting system operated by the House of Lords Appointments Commission - is that during the short period before a minister is appointed to the peerage they are accountable only to the prime minister, showing that it's not quite true that the UK government is drawn from, and inseparably connected to, Parliament.
Constitutional convention also places surprisingly weak constraints on the balance of ministers sitting in the Commons and the Lords. The percentage of peers serving as ministers has remained almost exactly the same since at least 1979, with between 20 and 23 per cent of ministers drawn from the Lords. The new government looks similar. The Cabinet Manual records that ministers must be a member of one or other House, 'with most being Members of the House of Commons', but this is a description of a fact rather than a record of a constitutional norm. Sunak's government, in response to a Commons Procedure Committee report on Commons scrutiny of Cameron, stated that 'the majority of cabinet-level positions are normally held by MPs' and that this 'fully respects the primacy of the elected chamber and its scrutiny role'. Since less than a quarter of ministers generally sit in cabinet, the notion that a majority of these ministers being MPs would be sufficient to respect the primacy of the Commons is remarkable. While it would be politically impossible today for a prime minister to appoint a large number of peers to ministerial positions, constitutional convention does not dictate that any particular proportion must be observed.
The discretion allowed to prime ministers in selecting ministers is justified by and connected to the principle of representative democracy by the confidence reposed in the prime minister by the Commons and the need for that confidence to be retained. The fact that Lords ministers are not elected or directly accountable to an elected chamber is also mitigated by the attendance of Lords ministers before select committees, though their attendance cannot be compelled and is not equivalent to accountability to the Commons. In the last parliament, the Procedure Committee considered various ways in which the Commons could question Cameron, recommending that he regularly take questions at the bar of the House (a white line on the floor beyond which visitors may not pass while the House is in session). The most recent precedent for a member of the Lords appearing at the bar is not a close one. The Duke of Wellington appeared there in 1814 to give MPs an account of his campaign in the Peninsular War. Wellington was not in government, the occasion did not recur, and in any case, as Lord Aberdeen said, Wellington was an exception to all rules. The government rejected the Procedure Committee's proposal on the grounds that regular questioning of the foreign secretary in the Commons wouldn't preserve the independence of and comity between the two Houses of Parliament.
The appointment of prime ministers raises different issues. There is no doubt that, as a matter of constitutional convention, a prime minister must be appointed from the House of Commons. But there is a significant problem in the operation of this principle when a prime minister is replaced during a parliament. All of the major political parties now give their members a vote in electing a party leader, whether the party is in office or not. Historically, this was not the case. Before 1998, for instance, Conservative MPs chose the party leader. Modern practice is thought to be more 'democratic' within the party organisations. But since the objective of political parties is to exercise public power through elected office their rules intersect with the constitution and must be consistent with it. The inconsistency between the rules for electing a new leader of the Conservative Party and constitutional principles were exposed following the mid-term resignation of Boris Johnson on 7 July 2022. In his resignation speech, Johnson said it was the 'will of the parliamentary Conservative Party that there should be a new leader of that party and therefore a new prime minister'. This triggered an election campaign which, on 5 September 2022, resulted in the election of Liz Truss. She was appointed by the queen as prime minister the following day.
The conspicuous failure of the Truss ministry has distracted attention from the failure of the process that led to it. In the first place the voting period, in which an initial eleven candidates were whittled down to two, whose candidacies were then put to the party membership, was far too lengthy. For two months, government was effectively suspended, in much the same way that it is during a general election campaign. It was good fortune that the election coincided with the summer recess and a brief hiatus in international crises, or the consequences of this extended election process could have been seriously damaging to the public interest.
As it was, we were subjected to a summer-long spectacle of political infighting, as the candidates attacked their own party's record in office in an effort to gain control of its substantial Commons majority. The media coverage was unremitting and there were four televised debates. But only 172,000 people were entitled to vote in the mini general election. A tiny fraction of the electorate had a vastly disproportionate influence over the country's future.
The more significant problem is, however, the manner in which the rules undermined constitutional convention. As the Cabinet Manual states, the monarch shall appoint as prime minister 'the person who appears most likely to be able to command the confidence of the House'. In this case, that person was Rishi Sunak, who won each round of votes by MPs. He was, as events subsequently showed, the person whom MPs, left to themselves, would have selected. Yet in the final head-to-head between Sunak and Truss, in which party members voted, Truss was elected. MPs were in essence bound by contract with party members to act as though their confidence was reposed in Truss, when in fact she was not the person most likely to command the confidence of the Commons.
The leadership candidates took increasingly radical policy positions to satisfy party members who were suddenly in a position to dictate national policy. In Truss's case these were an unstable concoction of uncosted tax cuts and large-scale borrowing, policies which, she claimed, constituted a mandate when she was appointed. Her chancellor, Kwasi Kwarteng, announced a mini budget on 23 September; a week later 40 per cent of mortgage products had been withdrawn from the UK market and the value of the pound was as low against the dollar as it has ever been. Truss resigned under pressure from Tory MPs, stating that she could not deliver the 'mandate on which she was elected'. But the only constitutionally relevant mandate was the one won in the 2019 general election by Johnson. The idea that she had a mandate for her policies was an illusion, a product of the presidential-style mock general election process in which the Conservative Party elected its leader.
The breadth of prime ministerial power to choose ministers is justified on the principle that the prime minister is the person who commands the confidence of the Commons. However, if party members rather than MPs have chosen a parliamentary party leader and this has occurred mid-term, that prerogative has no firm democratic basis. Imagine if Truss's mini manifesto had included packing her government with ministers selected from party members, Tory donors and supportive 'experts'. Truss would have claimed a mandate, but the democratic basis for such a government would have been very slender. After her resignation, Conservative Party MPs sensibly agreed not to challenge Sunak's candidacy, thus avoiding the requirement for another popular vote. In all but form, they reverted to the practice of choosing a leader among themselves. We have learned how not to appoint a prime minister.
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Age of Hypochondriacs
Josephine Quinn

2856 wordsSometime  in the late 160s CE, the Roman doctor Galen suffered a great misfortune: the loss of almost all his slaves to a disease he called (in Greek) 'the protracted plague' - a term used for any major epidemic. In a treatise discovered in a Thessaloniki monastery in 2005, Galen boasts that he was not at all moved by this tragedy, nor indeed by one far worse in 192, when a fire destroyed his library. But he did take a great interest in the sickness itself, which assailed the Roman Empire in waves for a decade or so after the first cases were reported in 165 CE. He provides our only detailed account of the symptoms: first fever, then a few days later diarrhoea or the coughing up of blood, and in the second week a pustular dry rash with black sores which would crust over and fall off. It 'spreads over entire cities and destroys them horribly'. It was seasonal, striking in the colder parts of the year. Efficacious treatments included soil from Armenia or the island of Lemnos, Stabian milk and 'theriac', a paste made up of opium and ingredients such as saffron, myrrh, cinnamon and vipers. Galen championed theriac, becoming the sole supplier to the emperor, but he also recommended the administration of young boys' urine to the sores. The immunity conferred on survivors presumably made it worth it.
Galen doesn't provide enough information for modern doctors to diagnose the illness now known as the Antonine Plague, named for the emperor at the time, Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. As Colin Elliott explains in his lively account of the outbreak, the fact that sores appeared all over the body seems to rule out the disease that we call plague, where the buboes are concentrated at the groin, neck and armpits (boubon is Greek for 'groin'). Suspects include measles and scarlet fever, but most specialists now think it was a form of smallpox, so called since the 16th century to distinguish it from the 'great pox', or syphilis, and a member of the same virus family as horsepox, cowpox and camelpox.
This supposition is based above all on Galen's descriptions of his patients' rashes, but no ancient source mentions the permanent scarring traditionally associated with smallpox, and sequencing of smallpox DNA found in the mummified remains of a Lithuanian child buried around 1650 has shown that Variola major, the vicious form of the disease that devastated much of the world in modern times, only emerged after 1500. But a genetically related orthopoxvirus, an ancestral cousin of smallpox, has been found in Viking-era burials in northern Europe, and it may have been this or something like it that affected the Romans.
As Elliott notes, the smallpox theory is largely responsible for the scholarly consensus that the Antonine Plague was a very big deal: modern smallpox killed a third of its victims - between 300 and 500 million in the 20th century alone - and blinded a quarter. (In 1980 it became the first human disease certified as eradicated by the World Health Organisation.) Elliott himself is a minimalist, at least by recent standards: he is prepared to contemplate total mortality in the region of between one and two million across the Roman Empire rather than the twenty million some have suggested. But he still agrees that it was 'the worst disease event in human history up to that time'.
The outbreak as described by later Roman writers was certainly pretty bad. Eutropius reported that it had affected most of the empire's inhabitants and almost all Rome's military forces. Other commentators tell of thousands of deaths, the devastation of Italy and difficulties in recruiting soldiers for the Marcomannic wars that inconveniently broke out on the German border in 166. But these authors were writing two centuries or more after the event, and some were given to sensation. References in contemporary sources are hazier. There are vague reports of sudden flight from illness, and of excess death. Sickness became a metaphor: a senator in the 170s described rising gladiator prices as 'a great disease'. But Galen is the only eyewitness to discuss the epidemic in any detail.
Galen may himself be responsible for the later fame of this particular plague. He had every reason to exaggerate the sickness that helped to make his name and it wouldn't be his only piece of showmanship. He began his career tending to the wounds of gladiators (excellent medical training in a society where human dissection was frowned on), spent most of it as official physician to the emperor, and courted notoriety with public vivisections. His voluminous writings make up an estimated 10 per cent of surviving literature in ancient Greek, much of it memoir, pop philosophy or self-help.
This mean we can't be sure how dangerous the Antonine sickness really was, how many lives it claimed or whether it affected rural areas as well as cities. We don't even know when it ended. Galen mentions further waves after the initial crisis, and the hyperbolic theologian Jerome later claimed that an outbreak in 172 almost wiped out the Roman army, but nothing more is heard of the disease after the mid-170s. Nor do we know where it came from. Ancient sources insist that Roman soldiers brought it home after sacking the Parthian city of Seleucia in the autumn of 165. This sounds like the medieval theory that linked the arrival of the Black Death in Europe with the return of Genoese traders from the Black Sea city of Kaffa. A Mongol army had besieged Kaffa, supposedly catapulting their infected dead over the city walls. But the story about Seleucia is different: the Romans were said to be infected not by enemy soldiers, but by the anger of the god Apollo. When they ransacked his temple in Seleucia and stole the cult statue, they inadvertently broke open a bound casket and unleashed a deadly cloud of infected air.
This story, again told by much later writers, fits contemporary notions of contagion: Romans may not have known about bacteria, but the popular concept of 'miasma' blamed bad air for the transmission of disease, handily explaining why so many people in the same place became infected and having the right effect in encouraging caution around the sick and dead. A Roman amulet protecting against plague, found in the Thames in 1989, warns against kissing.
Elliott doesn't dismiss the Seleucia story altogether: there is no doubt that both disease and famine tormented the Roman troops on their ill-fated excursions across the eastern frontier in 165-66. Those soldiers then returned from the front lines during the summer of 166, when the warm weather would have kept a new disease 'at a low simmer', spreading too slowly to attract notice at first. But he makes a more plausible case for multiple sites of transmission across the Roman borders as populations came into closer contact than ever before.
Commerce is part of this story, with Rome's (temporary) defeat of Parthia enabling trade to pass across the Euphrates towards the Mediterranean as well as along the more traditional Red Sea routes. Armies probably played the largest role, however. Soldiers regularly made long journeys in large groups, rotating through camps and operating in close contact with local communities. Elliott gives a sense of the distances involved with the story of Marcus Statius Priscus, a Roman senator who was sent from a posting in Britain to govern Cappadocia in 161 and took command there of legions from modern Germany and Romania.
Elliott suggests that the Antonine Plague may have been 'the world's first pandemic' - that is, effectively global. There are reports of an unusual sickness in China going back to 151 CE: one major outbreak, in 162, was said to have killed a third of the Chinese army. It kept returning to Chinese cities and regions until the mid-180s, usually during the colder part of the year. It isn't impossible that a Chinese disease reached Rome in this period, or vice versa. 'Roman' (really Alexandrian) merchants first arrived in the Eastern Han dynasty's capital, Luoyang, in 166, but there were already many indirect connections.
As Elliott notes, however, 'what is plausible is still never quite provable.' And in the absence of air travel we might expect to hear of disease-afflicted areas in the lands between China and Rome's eastern borderlands. An inscription from 156 does describe a widespread and long-lasting sickness in Yemen, a landing point for spice ships crossing the Indian Ocean. This was serious enough to be mentioned by a later Roman historian, but there is no evidence to suggest it lasted into the 160s. Nor are there reports of contemporary epidemics in India, the Gulf or anywhere else on the usual shipping routes. The less popular overland routes across Central Asia do not seem to have been affected either, though Elliott does note a suggestive outbreak of sculptures of the goddess Hariti in the lands of Kushan, between China and Parthia, in the mid-second century. Five hundred years later, at least, she is associated with 'pox-like diseases'. There is a bigger question that he tacitly avoids: why should we assume that Roman authors were right in their conviction - really just a guess - that plagues came from outside the empire at all?
Perhaps it is simply the notion of a pandemic originating in China that is attractive. It wouldn't be the only contemporary resonance to creep into Elliott's account: we also hear a surprising amount about the inefficacy of 'irrational' public health measures, while 'punishing and persecuting the non-compliant' is 'sadly familiar' and the 'uncomfortable truth' is that 'uncontained pandemics will run their course.' Covid certainly provides parallels for the Antonine Plague. It's hard not to smile at the mention of the orator Aelius Aristides, who swore he caught the plague months before anyone else despite having none of the symptoms. And Elliott nicely describes the triumph at Rome in October 166 celebrating victory over the Parthians - with tens of thousands of soldiers and spectators present - as a 'super-spreader event on the grandest scale'.
But, in the absence of more informative genetic studies, new inscriptions or forgotten manuscripts, the search for novel perspectives on the disease is a bit hopeless. And by demonstrating how little evidence there is to support existing scholarly models, Elliott undermines his own chances of building a satisfactory alternative account. That isn't a criticism: judicious ambivalence is an underrated virtue, and the Antonine Plague provides the kind of fresh lens on society that can justify yet another book about the Romans.
Elliott's evocation of the ancient cities in which disease found such congenial quarters is particularly edifying. Demographic studies suggest that the city of Rome would have produced 45,000 kilos of faeces and 1.3 million litres of urine a day. Going by the frequency of signs daubed on Pompeian walls forbidding their use as a toilet, plenty of it was produced in public. And that wasn't the only distasteful form of fly-tipping: archaeologists have found pits full of infant remains in cities throughout the empire. These appear to confirm ancient reports that Romans regularly abandoned unwanted babies in the streets, as well as elderly slaves - which may explain why the emperor Vespasian's breakfast was once interrupted by a dog carrying a human hand. Rome's famous sewers only made things worse, backing up during the frequent floods. Add fluorine and lead poisoning as well as mosquitos, and it's no surprise that osteology reveals average heights across the Roman Empire in the first four centuries CE were on average ten centimetres shorter than those of people living the same lands before or after. Ancient DNA studies show that many people continued to choose Rome and other cities over their rural origins, and Elliott points out that these new arrivals would have lacked immunity to diseases spread most easily in densely packed urban environments.
Did  the Antonine Plague matter for Roman history? There's no doubt that the outbreak coincided with an economic downturn across much of the empire. The closure of silver mines in Western Europe in the mid-160s was significant enough to cause a dramatic decline in the amount of lead that can be measured in ice cores extracted in Greenland. (When silver was smelted, lead particles travelled up into the atmosphere and settled at the poles.) Quarries went out of action too, and the social effects of recession included violence in the cities and on the field. Warlords fought for power, the winners punished their new subjects indiscriminately and impoverished peasants raided towns. Marcus Aurelius' successor, Commodus, praised the townspeople of Bubon in southern Turkey for putting a stop to local brigands, arresting some and killing others. Meanwhile rebellion against Roman forces gathered pace from Sparta to Egypt.
The plague is often seen as central in explaining these developments, but Elliott describes new statistical modelling that suggests Rome's economic problems began in the 140s, two decades before the disease arrived. Environmental factors played an important role. There is considerable evidence of drought and colder temperatures in the period, from the Rio Grande to the Rhine. Roman grain production had long been centred on Egypt, where the annual inundation of the Nile watered the crop, which was then transported by flotilla from Alexandria to the mouth of the Tiber. From the 150s, however, the Nile floods regularly failed. The composition of sand grains in sediment cores from southern France suggests that the mid-second century ce als0 saw the most extreme storm activity in the Mediterranean in the last ten thousand years. Even the grain that could be harvested risked not making it to Rome.
Then there was the empire itself. Elliott argues that the epidemic exposed 'the underlying fragility of the Roman system' and the weakness of its institutions. This may come as a surprise: the second century CE is often described as a golden age for Rome, the final gasp of what Seneca, a century earlier, had called the Pax Romana. But the Latin pax means 'pacification' rather than 'peace' and, as Elliott puts it, the 'defining characteristic of the period was hardly an absence of violence, but rather an absence of any meaningful limit on Rome's ability to make violence'. A small elite jealously guarded the benefits of empire while many - even most - of its subjects lived under the threat of poverty and hunger. In addition to a short-sighted focus on feeding the city of Rome and the Roman army at the expense of other citizens, and the concentration of imperial grain production in a single territory, corruption, mismanagement and provincial resistance compromised both the food supply and the Roman administration as a whole: Galen describes people watering the wheat they paid in tax to the state to add to its weight, and so inviting fungus, rot and vermin.
Elliott must be right that the long-term effects of exogenous shocks such as epidemics depend on the health of endogenous institutions. And given the overall state of the Roman economy and society at the time, even a low mortality rate would have had a serious impact. But his claim is still that the consequences of the Antonine Plague were largely indirect. He considers the possibility, for instance, that it caused a 'crisis of faith', in which the refusal of Christians to engage with the old gods produced unprecedented moral panic. A new interest in enforcing the worship of Roman divinities took hold in some local communities in the late 170s and continued into the next century. Elliott describes a mandate of 250 as a 'collective inoculation' with 'no religious exemptions', though it was enforced in particular on Christians, still a small if widely spread group of 'radical mystery cultists'.
It makes sense to consider the connections between religious persecution and epidemic disease: when the Black Death arrived in Catalonia, Jews in a number of towns were slaughtered by their Christian neighbours. All the same, no ancient source associates Christian persecution with the Antonine Plague, which had faded by the time serious persecutions began. A more plausible precipitating factor, Elliott argues, was the law Marcus Aurelius passed in 177 introducing ceilings for gladiator fees while permitting showrunners to buy condemned criminals for execution. This reduced the supply of gladiators, but local entrepreneurs could now source entertainment for their games by accusing their neighbours of Christianity; if they refused to perform sacrifices to the Roman gods, they made themselves available for sale and public slaughter. But state-sponsored persecution of Christians only really took off in the mid-third century. By this time there was a new 'Cyprianic' plague on the block, if anything even more mysterious than its Antonine predecessor.
In the end, the biggest threat posed by the Antonine Plague, as Elliott sees it, was the 'spirit of pandemic': 'the disease's lingering presence as a threat both real and perceived'. This was an 'age of hypochondriacs'. But might the lingering threat of disease sometimes be a good thing, encouraging survivors to question the institutions - and leaders - that had failed to contain the threat? When a capricious and exploitative imperial government has revealed its deficiencies, alternatives suddenly become imaginable.
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Lord of the Eggs
Liam Shaw

2085 words[image: ]'Great Auk' by John James Audubon (1836).




The great auk, or garefowl, was a flightless North Atlantic seabird and it tasted delicious, perhaps a little like duck with a hint of seaweed. It's hard to be sure because by the 1860s the great auk was extinct. It had once been abundant: in the 16th century, a breeding ground off Newfoundland - known as Funk Island for the overpowering stench of guano - offered a welcome source of sustenance for European sailors crossing the Atlantic. One sailor wrote that there was 'more meat in one of these than in a goose'; another described the auks as 'so fat that it is marvellous'. By the early 19th century, their breeding grounds had dwindled to a few isolated outposts, including two seastacks off the southern coast of Iceland. A volcanic eruption in 1830 caused one to sink beneath the waves, leaving just Eldey, a seven-acre lump of rock, as their last known stronghold.
In 1858, two English ornithologists went to see the great auk for themselves. John Wolley and Alfred Newton travelled to the south-west peninsula of Iceland, hoping to visit Eldey and return with some specimens to add to their collections. Newton even dreamed of capturing a live auk for London Zoo. But their trip was a failure. Bad weather made the journey to Eldey impossible; worse, they established that nobody had seen a great auk for years.
In The Last of Its Kind, the anthropologist Gisli Palsson uses the great auk to consider the ways in which Victorian scientists thought about extinction, relying especially on Wolley and Newton's unpublished notebooks. Wolley, the older of the two, was a gentleman collector. After a privileged and eccentric childhood - snakes in a drawer at Eton - he graduated in medicine but never practised as a doctor, choosing to spend his time collecting eggs. He travelled across northern Scandinavia in pursuit of rare birds, living among the Sami and eating reindeer flesh ('raw and as hard as a board') while writing letters to his aunts in England. The locals called him 'Aggherren': Lord of the Eggs. His friend Newton had helped fund his excursions by arranging the sale of duplicate eggs and skins at an auction house in Covent Garden. The two men had long been intrigued by Iceland's ornithological rarities, including the legendary great auk, and this time Newton joined Wolley on his mission. They set off from Edinburgh on a Danish steamer in April 1858. As the ship passed through rough seas around the Icelandic coast, they watched Eldey pass by on the horizon, not knowing that would be as close as they would ever get.
They had been looking forward to a 'genuinely awkward' expedition. But at their first dinner in Reykjavik, then a village of 1500 people, they were dismayed to be served eider and red-breasted merganser. The weather was terrible, trapping them there for three weeks 'in a chronic state of intoxication' thanks to Icelandic hospitality. When they finally set off for Kirkjuvogur, from where they hoped to row out to Eldey, they took a veterinarian and a doctor who had business to attend to in the surrounding district. The vet's horse fell on top of him; the doctor insisted on taking them on a detour to see a case of leprosy. When they arrived in the 'miserable fishing village' of Kirkjuvogur, they waited and waited for the weather to break. It didn't.
Soon after their return to England, Wolley contracted a fatal brain malady and died aged 36. He left behind a collection of ten thousand eggs, which he bequeathed to Newton. In tribute to his friend, Newton decided to catalogue them. This was no small undertaking: the collection filled a railway carriage and weighed about a ton. The four volumes of the 'delicately illustrated' Ootheca Wolleyana took Newton forty years to complete.
[image: ]'Egg of the Great Auk' by F.W. Frohawk (1888).




Oology - the study of eggs - has the nicest name of all the sciences. But collecting an egg is no different from stealing it. An egg in an oologist's collection may appear intact, but it will have been pierced (sometimes twice) in order to extract its contents. The pristine shell once held the promise of new life; now it holds nothing at all. Great auk eggs were particularly sought after because of their size and beauty: a cream shell spattered with inky streaks and blotches. News of the bird's extinction not only enhanced the rarity of the remaining eggs but lent them an almost mystical aura. They were no longer curios but holy relics. In his magisterial study of 1885, The Great Auk, or Garefowl, the ornithologist Symington Grieve provided a detailed appendix of the 68 eggs he had been able to track down, distributed across collections from Scarborough to St Petersburg.
As well as eggs there were also stuffed auks - though not all were genuine. An unscrupulous taxidermist could easily stitch together an ersatz auk from a patchwork of guillemots. It's not uncommon for a museum today to discover that their prized specimen is a fake. Palsson finds one in the Natural History Museum of Denmark. Another can be found in the local museum of my home town, Shrewsbury, from the studio of the outwardly respectable taxidermist Henry Shaw (alas, no relation). Genuine great auk skins would have been stuffed and made lifelike by taxidermists who had never seen one in the wild, often rendering questionable choices canonical. In 1912, the editorial board of the American Ornithological Society's journal, the Auk, felt that one of the great auks frolicking in the background of their new cover artwork had its wings in an inappropriate position. By this point, the bird had been extinct for around sixty years. The artist sent back an amended cover with a poem: 'A wise committee in New York/Have passed their word that this 'ere Auk/Conforms in feature and proportion/To the Museum's stuffed abortion.'
Wolley and Newton had the benefit of speaking to people who had actually seen great auks. Drawing on work by the anthropologist Petra Tjitske Kalshoven, Palsson picks out the moments from their interviews where locals impersonated the great auk: one man turned his head from side to side before 'running across the room with tiny steps'. Wolley and Newton learned that two auks had been caught and killed on a hunting expedition to Eldey in 1844, with no reliable sightings since. The events are contested. Of the fourteen crew members, only three had landed on Eldey, grabbing one bird on the lowlands and one on the edge of a cliff before discovering a cracked egg. Some later accounts claim that a 21-year-old farmhand called Ketill Ketilsson had smashed the egg, but Palsson finds that Wolley's notebooks tell no such story. Ketilsson has been described as the man who personally wiped out the great auk, but he didn't even catch either of the birds: 'his head failed him in the chase.' Yet the stories endure. In 2020 Ketilsson's great-grandson wrote an article for an Icelandic newspaper defending his forebear.
Newton returned from Iceland without a great auk egg but with a new awareness of extinction. Palsson argues that Newton understood humans to be a primary cause of species loss at a time when the idea was almost unthinkable. Even as industries such as whaling faltered, whalers attributed the decline in whales not to a fall in numbers but to increasingly evasive behaviour; they were supremely confident that more whales existed somewhere over the horizon to replenish the stocks. In Moby-Dick, Ishmael considers the possible 'gradual extinction' of the sperm whale but argues that the whales can always retreat to safety in their 'citadels' in the icy polar seas, 'as upon the invasion of their valleys, the frosty Swiss have retreated to their mountains.' Humans have been slow to accept that species are not eternal.
As the great auk's extinction became indisputable, it attracted a particular kind of Victorian sentimentality. In Charles Kingsley's The Water Babies (1863), the chimney-sweep Tom meets the last great auk, a 'very grand old lady' sitting on 'Allalonestone' who tells the story of their extinction before weeping tears of pure oil. It's revealing - if not surprising - that the grief is attributed to a maiden aunt. If male scientists felt grief at the idea of extinction, they were careful not to show it. In his afterword, Palsson points out that Newton has nothing to say about the feelings of loss a great auk might have experienced after its egg was stolen.
Although Newton's career was defined by the great auk, he saw himself as more than just an oologist. Others disagreed. When the Cambridge professorship in zoology and comparative anatomy became available in 1865, Newton wrote to Darwin asking for a testimonial. Darwin politely declined ('If I am not mistaken, you have not published on these subjects, & have chiefly attended to Birds'). Newton was elected even so and spent the rest of his life living up to Darwin's low expectations, avoiding teaching as much as possible in favour of cataloguing Wolley's eggs. Where he does deserve credit is for his efforts to protect wild birds. The Sea Birds Preservation Act of 1869, drafted by a committee including Newton, made it illegal to hunt sea birds between April and August. But this applied only to the killing and taking of birds; Newton made space for the efforts of oologists. His muscular view of conservation saw no issue with killing birds in moderation (though he would be horrified by a recent RSPB report suggesting that four in ten British birds are now vulnerable to extinction).
Taking eggs from a wild bird's nest has been illegal since 1954, but that hasn't stopped the most ardent collectors. When the police raided the home of Daniel Lingham in 2004, he burst into tears. 'Thank God you've come,' he told them. 'I can't stop.' Lingham has since been to jail twice and was convicted again earlier this year after he was captured on a wildlife trap camera as he raided a nest. When police searched his home they found three thousand eggs. The defence argued that his addiction to taking eggs was a mental health issue, and it's hard to disagree.
Palsson doesn't delve too deeply into what Bruce Chatwin called 'the psychology - or psychopathology - of the compulsive collector'. But his thoughtful and melancholy account gains complex resonance when he confesses his own childhood passion for birds' eggs: he experienced 'pangs of grief' for his lost egg collection while writing the book. He visits the British collector Errol Fuller, whose house resembles a Victorian cabinet of curiosities, complete with hardwood cupboards that once housed some of Wolley's eggs. Fuller himself owns two great auk eggs; he once had a share in a stuffed great auk but his co-owner sold it to a Qatari politician without asking him.
Reading Palsson's book, I felt the same dusty obsession creeping up on me: I wanted to see a great auk egg. From Symington Grieve's appendix I knew that the Oxford Museum of Natural History had an example (no. 48 in his list). It's no longer on display, but the curator, Rob Douglas, agreed to let me have a look.
I wasn't allowed to hold it, but I watched with anticipation as Rob removed the dark-blue velvet cover with its label: 'HANDLE WITH EXTREME CARE - egg of extinct bird!' The egg was smaller than I imagined. It had the characteristic shape, however: sharply pointed at one end to stop it rolling off into the sea. I hadn't expected to be able to see where the living material had been extracted, but the jagged ruptures at each end were clearly visible. I tried to imagine it whole, perched on a rocky ledge spattered with sea salt, surrounded by its full-grown relations.
Wolley and Newton both acquired great auk eggs after their failed trip. Newton eventually owned seven. One doesn't have to be a psychoanalyst to see that the act of collecting is poised between the joy of ownership and the despair of loss. When Newton was moving Wolley's egg collection to Cambridge, he confessed to doing so 'amid an abomination of desolation'. He wrote to a friend: 'I only wonder I am not driven quite mad and do not dream I am a Gare-Fowl's egg about to be involved in a winding sheet of cotton wool and stored away forever.'
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Gloves on!
Anne Carson

1476 wordsSo,  your life. There it is before you - possibly a road, a ribbon, a dotted line, a map - let's say you're 25, then you make some decisions, do things, have setbacks, have triumphs, become someone, a bus driver, a professor of Indo-European linguistics, a pirate, a cosmetologist, years pass, maybe in a family maybe not, maybe happy maybe not, then one day you wake up and you're seventy. Looking ahead you see a black doorway. You begin to notice the black doorway is always there, at the edge, whether you look at it or not. Most moments contain it, most moments have a sort of sediment of black doorway at the bottom of the glass. You wonder if other people are seeing it too. You ask them. They say no. You ask why. No one can tell you.
A minute ago you were 25. Then you went ahead getting the life you want. One day you looked back from 25 to now and there it is, the doorway, black, waiting.
When I was diagnosed with Parkinson's disease a symptom particularly mortifying to me was that my handwriting disintegrated. I used to take pleasure in writing in notebooks, shelves of them, day after day, year after year. Now the upright strokes bend or break or go in all directions, vowels shrink to blobs, slant loses its smooth smart angle, it all looks embarrassing. I scrub out whole paragraphs in shame.
Hard to describe or explain the shame of bad handwriting.
Bad handwriting is ugly. Also it is inauthentic. In the sense it is not you.
Parkinson's is a disease that turns off certain genes in the cells of the brain, no one knows why. Many physical actions, and some cognitive actions, are thereby inhibited or mangled.
In The Brain That Changes Itself, Norman Doidge writes:
Each cell in our body contains all our genes, but not all those genes are turned on or expressed. When a gene is turned on, it makes a new protein that alters the structure and function of the cell. This is called the transcription function because when the gene is turned on, information about how to make these proteins is 'transcribed' or read from the individual gene.

So the brain has its own handwriting. Which depends on a certain protein. I can imagine my poor brain throwing up its hands in dismay to find all the good handwriting protein gone or a mess.
Entering the shatter zone. Hands within hands. Metabolic and metaphorical vectors overlap. Is this confusing? Yes, it is confusing.
What a difference there is between Keats's handwriting in letters or notes for a poem and his 'fair copies' made for publishers or friends. I study this difference. I say to myself, it's just a matter of attention; turn the page, pay attention, try again. I try again; I am wrong. Life slips one more notch towards barbarity.
Life is no longer fair!
Handwriting is a mark from inside me that I put outside me, often with a view to showing, telling, communicating. It carries what Gerard Manley Hopkins calls 'the inscape' out. (Note: Hopkins meant several different things by 'inscape', which I don't know enough about his psyche or his poetics to represent here, but those Dublin notebooks - wow!)
If your writing slants to the right you are a person strongly influenced by your father; procrastinators dot their 'i's to the left, etc. Graphology is the study of handwriting as a clue to character analysis. It's hard to believe it isn't a good clue.
Scriptural disintegration: also scary as an image of the cognitive breakdown that is another gradual effect of Parkinson's disease. Vagueness, forgetting, discontinuity, gaps and fissures, slowdowns, stops. When critics talk about the 'late style' of Beethoven or Baudelaire, do they mean marks on paper as well as, or as a clue to, hauntings in the brain?
'In the history of art, late works are the catastrophes,' Adorno writes in Essays on Music.
Graphologically speaking, the art of Cy Twombly poses an aberration. His paintings feature handwritten words inscribed in such a way as to avoid offering any clues to him or his character or his inside state. Scribbled, scrawled, gauche, idle, unlovely - the hand is no one's, or everyone's, or mythic, or just a stain left behind by something written there before. A mark with no person in it. No shame.
Neurologists now seem to believe that the brain is plastic and that certain activities can rewire it, by generating new neurons to replace lost ones or by exciting neurons that have gone idle or slow. Boxing is recommended. I go to a boxing class three times a week. Everyone in the class has Parkinson's, various degrees of damage. At a certain point in each class (after stretching, shadow-boxing, drills, strength training) the instructor yells: 'Gloves on!' We rush to the lockers for our boxing gloves. Putting on your first glove is easy. To don the second glove you have to get help. 'Don't use your teeth!' the instructor calls out. Interesting fact: it is impossible to conjure the black doorway while someone else is putting a boxing glove on you.
Tremor, what is it? Uncontrollable shaking of a limb, identified by the English surgeon and apothecary James Parkinson in 1817 as one of the first symptoms noticeable in people suffering from what he called 'the Shaking Palsy'.
When I try to produce a complicated movement like a one-two-four-five combination in boxing (left jab, right cross, right hook, left uppercut) I can feel the neurons in my brain struggling and striving. Yes, I can feel it. Now you think I'm crazy. Sorry, neurologically diverse.
Let's say a tremor is produced by electricity flowing along a nerve path at a speed I don't like and can't control. For example, when I am brushing my teeth, which I do with my right arm and hand, where I have a tremor, the toothbrush whams up and down at a savage pace, colliding with lips and gums. But a nerve path has a plane of action. If I concentrate and change the plane - by moving my arm up or down - I can interrupt the flow and still the tremor. Concentration is key. I have to think into the motion.
A man called John D. Pepper has discovered something similar in managing his problems walking. He addresses his problems with walking by walking: fifteen miles per week in three sessions of five miles each at a pace of four miles per hour. Four miles per hour is a faster pace than I naturally want to walk. It is a struggle. I have to pay attention to the motion. That is, motor movements that another person might perform automatically require conscious attention from me. By engaging this conscious-movement technique, Pepper enabled himself to tame the tremor and other motor symptoms. He probably got Parkinson's in his thirties (although it wasn't diagnosed at the time) and is now in his nineties. Intensely, he thrives.
Righting oneself against a current that never ceases to pull: the books tell me to pay conscious, continual attention to actions like walking, writing, brushing my teeth, if I want to inhibit or delay the failure of neurons in the brain. It is hard to live within constant striving. It is hard to live within the word 'degenerative', which means that, however I strive, I do not win.
Of course everyone is striving all their life. And no one wins against mortality. But there is a difference between striving to (say) learn ancient Greek or do the vacuuming and striving to pay microscopic attention to every instant of a physical act. Studying his own way of walking in Reverse Parkinson's Disease, Pepper analyses it into nine segments of action and six targets of attention for each step he takes. Check it out. The man is intense.
Writing this essay in a notebook with a ballpoint pen has been a chastening exercise. The handwriting is maybe 60 per cent legible. I do not achieve any Twombly-like liberation from the husk of cliche or the shackles of my personality with this scrawl. The hand is all too much me. And, frankly, a bit loathsome.
But let's keep it light at the end. Quoting Barthes may lift the tone.
Describing the gaucherie of Twombly's hand Barthes remarks on its lightness, its inclination gradually to erase itself and fade away in a vapour of innocence. He admires the impulse 'to link in a single state what appears and what disappears; [not] to separate exaltation of life from fear of death [but] to produce a single affect: neither Eros nor Thanatos, but Life-Death, in a single thought, a single gesture' - a single tremor?
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Natural-Born Biddies
Ruby Hamilton

2796 wordsIf Celia Dale  is a nasty writer, then her nastiness, like Roald Dahl's, is partly cosmetic: no boil goes unenlarged, no paunch unemphasised. Her novels (thirteen in total, often described as works of domestic crime fiction or 'suburban horror') display a fondness for all creatures sallow and bowlegged: a menagerie of bedraggled birds, wet fish and disgusting old walruses. Certain images - bodies that sag or shrivel with age, rings that can't be prised from swollen fingers - are particularly representative of her tenor, and she is unusually attentive to the location (in or out?) of her characters' dentures. The title of her first book, The Least of These (1943), is a biblical shorthand for her most enduring subject: the wretched. It ends, straightforwardly, on a crowded London Underground platform as a German bomb dispatches the entire cast of characters.
Not much is known about Dale's life, but her author photos convey a sense of her character. In one, she wears a faintly bemused expression and owlish glasses, hands clasped craftily, campily, beneath her chin; in another, a blouse with fussy-looking bow and a doted-on feline round out an image of studied innocuousness. A clear product of the 20th century (though, absurdly, she made it a full decade into the next), she was born in 1912, the only child of the English actor James Dale (best known as the voice of the coincidentally named Jim Dale in Mrs Dale's Diary), and in 1937 she married Guy Ramsey, a journalist and competitive bridge player. She was a devoted secretary to Rumer Godden, with whom she shares a lean style and lack of pretension, and a reader at Curtis Brown, where she was said to have read more manuscripts than anyone else in London - tottering piles on her desk, to which she would respond with notes on neat pink slips, sometimes just one word long: 'No!' Her nickname among colleagues was 'kill-at-a-glance Ramsey'. It's a picture of prissy and practical femininity, all coiffed hair and woollen skirts, which comes across, to those who have read her work, as fabricated for coyly ironic effect: how could someone who looks so proper be so very mean?
From warfare to welfare: that's the scope of Dale's domestic crime. Three of her novels have recently been reissued by Daunt: A Spring of Love (1960), A Helping Hand (1966) and Sheep's Clothing (1988), her last book, which opens as the elderly Mrs Davies is scammed out of her savings by two women posing as employees of the DHSS. In Dale's novels from the 1960s, projects of postwar reconstruction loom large. Set in the 'pounding heart of Camden Town', A Spring of Love travesties the language of 'neighbourliness' and civic responsibility as a young woman brings a dangerous man into her shared building. In A Helping Hand it's the language of care, especially care for the old and the infirm, that is called into question. By the time of Sheep's Clothing, with Margaret Thatcher in power, not much has changed except that scamming is harder work in a world less easily beguiled ('There's nothing I need that I can't get for myself,' one intended dupe retorts). The title refers to the pretence of 'cradle to grave' concern that all Dale's criminals exploit in order to lull their victims into a false sense of security - and somewhere in the background is Churchill's jibe that Attlee was a 'sheep in sheep's clothing'.
Dale's domain is crime fiction of the welfare state in which the state and its actors are mostly absent, replaced by charlatans and frauds who will fleece an old lady for all she's worth. Alarmingly, many of her rogues have a history of work in care homes or hospitals. Her writing has been compared to that of Muriel Spark, Anita Brookner and Dahl, on the grounds that her approach to cruelty is placid, even-toned. It can be hard to judge whether her sagging, decrepit subjects are the objects of her derision or her pity; in the books, misanthropy and humanism are balanced on a knife edge. Was she writing satires on the Panglossian liberalism of postwar repair - so confirming 'the human vulturine streak', as a reviewer for the Guardian put it in 1988 - or sly ripostes to those who fretted that welfare paternalism would stamp out private initiative?
The real 'sheep's clothing' may be the Persian lamb coat that belongs to an ageing actress with hair styled like Thatcher's - one of the grander spoils that Dale's two scammers, Grace and Janice, pilfer from their 'old dears'. Grace and Janice are false prophets who peddle the good news of benefits back payments ('We're from the Social Services ... they've been underpaying you') to women they've followed home from libraries, bingo halls and betting shops, before dosing them with sleeping pills and stealing their stashed funds or whatever trinkets - brooches, Coronation caddies, shoe buckles - they have lying about. It's a good scheme, 'watertight and surprisingly profitable', and they can be certain their victims will never report them, 'too ashamed of having been so taken in'. The plan was dreamed up by the sixty-something Grace during a stint in Holloway Prison for larceny, where she - practically minded, 'like a nurse in an operating theatre, efficient and nicely spoken' - met Janice, a young woman as dopey as 'a jellyfish in a tepid sea' but mercifully skilled as a thief. They're strange bedfellows - literally, in their shabby one-room flat in Kentish Town - but the arrangement works.
'No family, no strings' is Grace's mantra. The plot benefits from the women's anonymity among neighbours 'seldom seen'. The curtain-twitching nosiness of decades past has given way to careless disinterest, though even the old - nostalgic for nicer, sugar-borrowing days - know now to keep their doors on the chain. When the scammers botch a job, they can rest assured that the police - led by a superintendent with the eyes of a 'sagacious hog' - will botch the case. It's only when Janice meets a man that Grace sniffs trouble. For if there's a flaw in their scheme, it's the flaw in all criminal schemes: other people.
The appeal of Dale's writing is clearly the same fetishisation of English nastiness that bolstered the interwar 'golden age' of crime writing, ruled over by Dorothy L. Sayers, Ngaio Marsh, Margery Allingham and Agatha Christie, or the postwar Ealing comedies, best represented by Dennis Price in Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949): 'It is so difficult to make a neat job of killing people with whom one is not on friendly terms.' Dale has no truck with being glib about the grim - take infant mortality: 'lived for four days and died like a little skinned rabbit' - but she has none of the kitschy charm of arsenic and old lace either. She was a late inductee to the Detection Club, and it shows: cyanide in a teacup has been switched for sleeping pills in Bovril. The novels feel dated even so, as if they were all written before the 1940s were out. The covers of the new Daunt editions offer a pastiche of postwar stylishness - driving gloves and a clasped leather handbag; a Hopper-like photograph from Bob Mazzer's Underground of a woman in a neck scarf in a nearly deserted Tube carriage; a black-and-white photograph of a couple cutting a cake, his head cropped out of view and the camera trained on the knife - but there's no such glam in Dale's scuzz, none of the seductive entropy of Soho sleaze. Dale's England is determinedly - interminably - drab: a land of supermarket cheese counters and John Lewis carrier bags, rendered in meat-and-potatoes prose with neither eye nor time for beauty.
Nowhere drabber than in A Helping Hand, which mostly takes place in a 'featureless' London suburb:
The land that stretched around them was as featureless as themselves: fields of drab vegetables, sports grounds belonging to some nearby factory, a rubbish tip, a display ground for caravans, or just ground - stony, sparsely grassed, scattered with coltsfoot and shepherd's purse, bounded by slack wire. And beyond it, flatter than the sea, flatter certainly than the Sahara, the unseen, omnipresent, vast void of the airport.

Hatred of suburbia has long been matched by a ghoulish caricaturing of its inhabitants - 'mean and perky little houses' for 'mean and perky little souls', as Clough Williams-Ellis had it in 1928. 'Mean and perky', in that order, may describe Maisie and Josh Evans, Dale's couple who hatch a scheme to take in 'dear old souls' as 'paying guests' in their spare room, before tricking them into altering their wills and then chivvying them along to their natural ends. Maisie, like Grace, is the brains; Josh is the soft touch. Poor old Mrs Fingal is the sorry case (we know this because she doesn't walk, but 'toddles') and the next lamb in line after the 'blessed release' of their previous lodger. The three meet on holiday in Rimini, where Mrs Fingal's niece is all too willing to outsource her aunt's care. If we didn't already sense that Maisie and Josh were wrong'uns, the final giveaway might be when they're described as 'solitary Anglo-Saxons' beneath the beating Italian sun. Dale has a fondness for English amateurism and eccentricity, but this doesn't detract from their essential dastardliness. In a slightly mawkish way, it's a kind-hearted Italian girl who offers the novel's one reprieve.
The rest of the book proceeds at a routine pace: Mrs Fingal 'toddles' (and sometimes falls), Josh dotes on her, sweetening her up, and Maisie is irredeemably cruel at every turn. There's a final-page twist, but it doesn't do much to dispel the air of queasy determinism that lingers over all Dale's books. They aren't whodunnits or whydunnits. Can they even be called crime novels at all? They're like the less interesting cousins of one of those nouveaux romans in which we're told a crime has been committed, though nobody can find the body or any of the clues. The sequence of events is relayed in such a matter-of-fact tone that it's sometimes easy to forget what the matter is. Her non-mysteries may come down to this: how long can we keep on keeping on?
Dale died in 2011, two weeks short of her hundredth birthday. (It might have been the horror of the century that killed her: 'You must tell me when the dog is past it,' she would say to her friends.) She was in her late seventies when she wrote Sheep's Clothing, but the elderly come out of all of her books badly, as if she were hell-bent on undermining whatever dignity Christie's Miss Marple had secured. Comparisons to Spark, a gerontophobe of the highest order, are as inevitable as they are unfortunate. Spark understood, in Memento Mori (1959), the structural fun of a novel about old age: it stops the plot. It's not clear what age portends for Dale, beyond growing old. There's a literalism to her work that veers into essentialism, especially about depravity: the helplessness of the helpless, the greediness of the greedy ... Perhaps it's hard to read anything further into her 'old dears' because her young are narratively resistant too (take Janice, a 'born no-hoper' for whom prison 'saved ... the effort of having to make decisions about anything'). Yet the earlier A Spring of Love, described by Dale's original publishers as 'a detective story of the heart', is something close to a Bildungsroman.
Its protagonist, thirty-something Esther, is negation incarnate - 'hopeless', 'never made anything of herself', 'been nowhere, done nothing'. She loves only her late grandfather, from whom she has inherited the landlordship of her building, where she now lives with Gran, 'a shapeless untidy little figure' who stores up news clippings about the discreditable deeds of celebrities 'as a squirrel stores nuts' - a good divorce is better than a good murder - and who doesn't think much of Esther, whose virtues (domesticity, prudence, steadfastness) are the wrong ones. The pair's boredom is offset only slightly by entertainment from the tenants upstairs, always fighting, and the overseeing of Grandad's shop. Then Esther meets Raymond. He is - to use a term from the book's egregiously titled BBC miniseries adaptation from 1983 - 'Mr Right'. An orphan, winningly 'pleasant', a real charmer. Nobody is happier than Gran, who prepares for his introduction at Christmas dinner in a mad flurry of tinsel and mistletoe, for both she and Esther know that the 'great mad openness' of the season has brought with it 'the possibility of hope'. Finally, prodigiously, 'he had come.'
Next is the 'promised land' of marriage, where Esther finds herself looking at the world through brighter eyes (especially at babies, 'shrill and raw in their bodies'). When she catches herself in the mirror, she is staring out of 'the same pale, nondescript face', except her blankness is no longer a sign of 'emptiness but completion'. It's not long before Gran has had enough of it, and wondering how they'll 'dispose' of her, or - worse - move her in with a 'dreary collection of old bags, outlawed like herself by the young'. Even Dale must be bored by the doldrums of domestic bliss, given the glee with which she chucks their upstairs neighbour, Gloria, down the stairs:
She lost her balance and her needle heels caught in the rug and she fell, screaming, tied by her narrow hem, the beads flying out and banging behind her neck, into and down the twilit staircase, down and round, banging and twisted, the stairs a nightmare of inversion, flying upwards past her, her head below her legs, flying and falling, catching at banisters that tore from her fingers, a shoe striking her face as she fell and the thin clatter of her overthrow making a silence round her one shrill scream.

It isn't long before the cracks in Raymond's character appear: a little white lie in the form of a made-up aunt; the 'quaint and sad' fact of how 'deeply, obsessively' he loves money; his more than garden-variety misogyny (the natural result of 'the defection of his mother and his illegitimacy', everyone agrees); his treatment of the two shop-owners, whose business he wants to take over, and his loathing for the couple upstairs, particularly poor Gloria. And when the police later come calling with news about his past wives - well, nobody with eyes of 'butcher's blue' was going to have the hands of a prince.
In the end it's Esther's 'wracked composure' and 'dumb goodness' that rouse the 'respect and pity' of a defence lawyer, though 'respect' is a merciful choice of word. It's hard to encounter any of Dale's women - clueless and dotty, easily romanced and easily duped, without wit or grace, natural-born biddies committed only to ignorance - and not feel a little rebuked. In her introduction to A Spring of Love, Sheena Patel recognises Esther ('as if she were a friend of mine') as a young woman adrift in London, but she's hardly a Rhysian heroine. And yet, it's true, as John Betjeman put it in his review of one of her earlier novels, that there's something 'convincingly dispiriting' about Dale's work. She doesn't have the meddling authorial command of Spark, her nastiness isn't really as penetrating as Dahl's, and her sentences are anaemic when set beside Brookner's, but by some sleight of hand, swapping crime for misfortune, she gets to you. Her childish characters bludgeon you with their naivety and helplessness and, so unable are you to sublimate this helplessness into dignity, you end up giving in. As one of her 'dears' prattled on, I found myself writing the word 'attritional' in the margin.
A Spring of Love ends with poor, wretched Esther determining that she has been 'blessed' by her misfortune. This is a reference to the novel's epigraph, from which the title also comes: 'A spring of love gush'd from my heart,/And I bless'd them unaware.' Coleridge's Ancient Mariner was moved by the watersnakes he found coiled beneath the shadow of a ship, writhing in ugly splendour. 'O happy living things! no tongue their beauty might declare.' There is a sense, more keenly felt here than in either A Helping Hand or Sheep's Clothing, though it lurks beneath the surface in both those later works, that Dale's nastiness has sentimental ends. It is born not out of straightforward misanthropy, but a curiously perverted - or absolute - strain of humanism: nobody is undeserving of pity.
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For Money, Your Honour
Cal Revely-Calder

2547 wordsInigo Philbrick  looked the part. He wore 'tailored Milanese suits and shirts'; he lived in a flat on Grosvenor Square; 'he was known by the maitre d's at some of the toniest restaurants in town.' His private art gallery opened in Mayfair in 2011; within six years, it had an annual turnover of more than PS100 million. He opened another in Miami in 2018. Philbrick flew on private planes and bought dinners that cost more than the average professional's monthly salary. He is said to have begun his day by screaming 'Inigo! Inigo! Inigo! Inigo!' in the shower. 'He was ahead of trends,' Orlando Whitfield writes,
 asking tomorrow's prices for today's paintings - and achieving them. His collectors kept coming back not simply because he seemed to have the most amazing access and to be able to help them acquire artworks that would improve the value of their collections and provoke the envy of their friends, but because when they came to sell - and they almost always did, through Inigo - their initial eye-watering outlay would be rewarded with a robust return. Inigo, everyone agreed, was the real deal. 

 In October 2019, Philbrick closed his business, fled to the South Pacific and hid for several months before being retrieved by the FBI, put on trial in New York and jailed for seven years for an $87 million fraud. His 'mistakes', as he now calls them, were many: he sold artworks to multiple buyers at once, created paperwork trails of fake clients to increase the value of works and defaulted on loans for which he'd used artworks he didn't own as collateral. It was an ignominious end to a short but scintillating career.
 Whitfield met his subject in 2006, when they were students at Goldsmiths, University of London. Orlando and Inigo both liked contemporary art and booze and, as Whitfield says, had equally 'silly names'. Both their fathers worked in the art world: Philbrick's was a curator in the US, Whitfield's a former managing director of Christie's in London. In 2007, Philbrick suggested 'putting together a few deals' and Whitfield readily agreed. I&O Fine Art operated in the secondary market, reselling artworks (unlike primary dealers such as gallerists, who sell pieces fresh from the studio). Although they were essentially two students with mobile phones, their backgrounds gave them contacts with art to sell and the means to buy more. They almost sold two freshly stencilled Banksys that Philbrick spotted on a late-night walk, but another entrepreneur got there first. They did sell a Paula Rego canvas on a quick trip to Lisbon, to a decrepit Portuguese dealer who came to their hotel room and paid in cash.
 The partnership ended in their final year at university, but Philbrick had caught the bug. He got a job at White Cube and was taken under the wing of Jay Jopling, its founder, who had backed the YBAs as primary propositions and was now moving discreetly into the secondary field. Philbrick, having started as an intern, stood out immediately; he was fanatical about research. Before long, Jopling had put him in charge of his new operation and, after some initial success, staked him in a separate gallery, Modern Collections. Everything swiftly grew: the sales, the numbers, Philbrick's stock about town. He became a regular at auctions, art fairs, parties: anywhere you could obtain influence and ketamine. When Philbrick and Jopling parted ways in 2014 - relations soured when the protege sought greater profits and less oversight - Philbrick struck out alone with his own name above the gallery door. Good art, as he saw it, was saleable art: he traded in pumpkins by Yayoi Kusama and abstract paintings by Wade Guyton - shallow and decorative stuff. And he was refining his modus operandi: treating art as a financial instrument. He would 'flip' a work without physically possessing it, sometimes only buying a large share in it, then selling for a profit on behalf of his investors or himself. From here, Philbrick began to deal in shades of deeper and deeper grey.
 His clear-cut crimes, from the falsification of paperwork to the sales of overlapping shares, seem to have begun after 2015. It isn't clear how he intended to make good on all these dodgy deals, though it's impressive how close he came. His undoing was a Rudolf Stingel painting of Picasso: over the course of three years, he sold 220 per cent of it to three buyers for a total of more than $15 million. Consigning it to auction in May 2019, he was confident it needed to go for only $6.5 million for him to be able to repay them all. This may seem deranged to you and me, but Whitfield has studied the documents and thinks he was probably right - though by this point Philbrick was so adept with contractual magic (and 'additional subterfuge') that Whitfield won't even try to explain how. As the auction opened that month in New York, the price seemed attainable, because Philbrick had planted bidders in various states of ignorance. They would push each other upwards, and presto. He recalled to Whitfield later: 'Everything's lined up ... I've danced out of this devilish jam.'
 At last, reality bit. The auction was a bust, with the Stingel going for just $5.5 million. Worse, in the run-up, Philbrick had left himself exposed, lying to one of the painting's owners - a German investment partnership called FAP - that Christie's had legally guaranteed a sale price of $9 million. It seems incomprehensible that Philbrick, who emerges from Whitfield's book as avaricious but not stupid, could have expected FAP not to notice that the painting had actually sold for considerably less. Admittedly, these clients weren't razor-sharp - for three months, they accepted Philbrick's story that Christie's was reporting a lower number for 'confidential reasons' - but when their money kept failing to appear, and Philbrick became defensive, they finally showed some sense and contacted the auctioneers behind Philbrick's back. The guarantee, Christie's confirmed, was a forgery. Lawyers were summoned. From here, there was no way out. The two other owners of the Stingel appeared, claiming what was also theirs. Philbrick began to admit privately to some of his clients how his business had functioned for years. Then a lawsuit was filed in Miami, and all the lights came on.
 But by now, Philbrick had vanished, along with his girlfriend, Victoria Baker-Harber, first seen on Made in Chelsea, and the pair were uncontactable by lawyers - if not by Whitfield, who made occasional contact on Telegram. Philbrick enjoyed the sub rosa life, and Whitfield only got hints about his location: a photo of an ornate gate, the sound of rustling ferns down the line. Philbrick gave Whitfield access to his British Airways rewards account in a gesture more inscrutable than sweet. 'Does that mean you're not coming back?' Whitfield messaged. 'Not for a while,' Philbrick replied. 'But you'll like it here. The food's great.' Whitfield asked where 'here' was; Philbrick read the message, and didn't respond.
 But the fun couldn't last for ever. As the tabloids were reporting with glee, Philbrick had scammed not just individual clients and collectors, but bankers, whole companies and even Mohammed bin Salman. (Whitfield read about the last of these in the Daily Mail and sent Philbrick a worried text: 'Fucking hell, man! Look what happened to Khashoggi!') Then, in early 2020, the FBI assigned Philbrick's case to their Art Crime Team. Given the documents and contracts offered up en masse by the furious elite, it wasn't the toughest job. They soon tracked him down to Vanuatu, where his tourist visa would offer him no protection. In June, the heavies arrived, found him shopping for vegetables, and hauled him off to a waiting jet.
 Whitfield claims that Philbrick's bloodlust wasn't unusual. Nor, apparently, were his methods - up to a point. Insider trading isn't a crime in the art world and price-fixing is common. A sale might be restricted to certain clients based on social status or the dealer's instinct. The value of a given work can be gauged in many ways, altered as convenient and kept opaque. There is no central register of artworks, no regulatory body, no exchange. The art market is the largest unregulated industry in the world after cryptocurrency and drugs. Collectors may never see the most expensive pieces they buy, which are often held in air-conditioned freeports in Switzerland.
 Philbrick at first pleaded not guilty, blaming the murkiness of the industry. Another part of his defence, which he has repeated in interviews, was that Robert Newland, Jopling's former strategist, had joined his operation in 2016 and turned it criminal. US government investigators found spreadsheets detailing all the oversold artworks, with the hapless investors clearly marked, along with a note reading 'How to fuck them?', which Philbrick still maintains is Newland's phrase. Whitfield agrees that Newland became Philbrick's 'consigliere' and that under his influence Philbrick came to see art as an asset to be fractionalised. (After Philbrick was jailed, Newland pleaded guilty to conspiracy to commit wire fraud; last year he was sentenced to twenty months in prison.) Elsewhere, however, Philbrick's defence was more vaporous. Flying to Vanuatu was 'not great optics', his lawyer admitted, but it didn't prove anything. What's more, he had made no attempt to hide himself. En route to the South Pacific, as Philbrick boasted to the Sunday Times, he and Victoria had spent three weeks exploring Japan. In Vanuatu, he booked tennis lessons under his own name and had a bespoke espresso machine installed.
 Still, he knew what was coming. Shortly before his capture he sent Whitfield a dossier of information, including email exchanges, financial spreadsheets and falsified documents spanning his brief career, in the hope that his old friend would tell his side of the story in a magazine article. It was another attempt at damage limitation, and one which has to some degree paid off here. Whitfield tries to frame the trove as 'the Pentagon Papers of the art world', making Philbrick's argument that he was no more corrupt than anyone else: 'While these documents do not exonerate Inigo, they paint a picture of a world in which some of his actions - now widely decried - are common practice, even encouraged.' But in advancing this case, Whitfield shows the difficulty of escaping the orbit of a narcissist. At one point in 2012, after a miserable spell in publishing, Whitfield returned to his old friend's side, working as Philbrick's 'exhibitions manager' at Modern Collections. The job title was a nonsense: Philbrick was more interested in making deals from his phone than in mounting shows. Eventually, Whitfield left to open his own gallery and their meetings became infrequent. Whitfield describes an evening at the Connaught Bar in 2017. Philbrick had just returned from Australia and strode in late, part way through a call. He ordered some 'snacks' - shrimp satay, Iberico ham, truffle croque madame ('hold the fries') - and Dom Perignon 2008. 'Funny world, my friend,' he said, 'funny fucking world,' and picked up his phone again. He repeated the line over dinner. Soon afterwards, he stiffed Whitfield on a deal, withholding $500,000 for a work he had received. Whitfield was forced to shutter his gallery and the following year had a breakdown. From hospital, he tried to call Philbrick, 'repeatedly, to no avail'.
 None of this should have come as a surprise. Philbrick was born to the art trade but was only ever interested in the opportunities it provided to enrich himself. When asked by the judge why he did it, he replied: 'For money, Your Honour.' Whitfield tells us that Philbrick loves art, but there is little evidence of it. He also claims that he 'was just as happy at a good pizza joint or a roadside taco stop as in a Mayfair restaurant with a sommelier'. But Philbrick knew that appearances, in this world, matter more than essences. No oligarch puts their money into hands that have held tacos from a van.
All That Glitters succumbs to a weakness that Philbrick never had: uncertainty about what to think. Whitfield is no longer a dealer, yet he still attends gallery dinners and travels to art fairs. He is under no illusions about the industry's 'gooey layers of absurdity and frivolous late capitalism', yet his colourless descriptions are caught between fascination and condemnation. The overall mood is suspicious, unhappy and more than a little pained. Whitfield's best and most sustained chapter is the one where he escapes the gaudiness for a time. Under unsustainable pressure, he takes up paper restoration, working in a quiet studio in Camberwell, in 'a room packed full like a midden ... The painted wooden floor is pebbly with the rivets that once held machines.' His work, under the veteran conservator Piers Townshend, consists of lifting flecks of dirt from mezzotints and lithographs. The smell of Lapsang curls off the page. 'It was the most peaceful that I had felt in years.'
 Whitfield seems never to have really questioned Philbrick's extraordinary wealth: 'I had an inkling,' he admits, 'that the money Inigo was making could not possibly be the proceeds of straightforward art dealing. Surely those people he was working closely with could sense this, too? Or perhaps, like me, the moral temperature of the art market made what they could see seem reasonable.' He doesn't go so far as to agree with Philbrick's claim that 'a lot of people knew' of his crimes, and merely 'thought that I would land the trick.' This is 'inconceivable', Whitfield protests. 'Certainly none of those people have come forward.' I find him at best naive, and I suppose he would agree, given how keen he is to declare that he was 'taken for a fool time after time' and 'shamefully duped'. For the record, nobody in the art world thinks that the biggest players have always stayed within legal bounds, and the reason interested parties stay quiet isn't really that hard to conceive.
 Whitfield does his best to make Philbrick a sympathetic figure - he was a great raconteur, we're told, a good listener and fun to go bowling with - but the quotations in Philbrick's own voice keep sabotaging his attempts. The wunderkind talks about the art market as though it's a poker match: he likes to say X or Y is 'to play for'; he calls Whitfield 'playboy' or 'player'. (The writer and dealer Kenny Schachter, who is working on a screenplay about Philbrick, recalls him saying that his victims - Schachter was one of them - 'shouldn't have been in the game'.) His confidence was such that it took years for any of his clients to call his bluff. Whitfield's best explanation is that Philbrick's 'excuses ... were somehow always credible. He'd always come good in the end, and together they'd made a lot of money.' Philbrick himself told Vanity Fair this spring that 'I did things the wrong way, but creatively and with the best of intentions.' He is now out of jail and plans to return to dealing. I'm sure he'll do very well.
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Poem
The Zero Point
Jorie Graham

198 wordsburns its small hole
in the tent
where 3 lines on paper
have just been written down,
the pen is lifting off
as the missile
hits, the zero point
where you call
into the face of
your child
which does not move,
the zero
of its lid you're pushing up
seeking the gaze -
just look
at me, look
back at me its father is
screaming, the zero
where he only finds
a hand, a part
of the arm, where he picks them up -
they are still warm,
he holds the hand in his hand - the zero
where he must
let go, where the hand
must be taken
away - there is still wind -
the children are still asking for
some ice, the one u loved most
turns to u again now
in the sun saying we
have strawberries, we've found
shoes which fit
both of the girls, we
are walking under trees -
where are the trees -
us thinking soon
we will take shelter
with people we
know. A day is not
unerasable.
The smell of the sea
nearby.
Here's his foot now
in this dust.
The fire picks it out.
It looks like
it's running.
Hold your tongue, fire.
Hold your fire.
Let my boy run.
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Hey Big Spender
Donald MacKenzie on what your smartphone knows about you

5341 wordsPlaying  Candy Crush Saga on your phone involves moving brightly coloured sweets around to the sound of cheerful music. Get three or more identical sweets into a line, and they gently explode and disappear. Your score ticks up, and a cascade of further sweets refills the screen. If all goes well, you'll soon complete a level. A warm, disembodied, male voice offers encouragement: 'Divine!', 'Sweet!'
The iPhone version of Candy Crush was released in November 2012, and an Android version a month later. In December 2013, the BBC reported that train carriages in London, New York and other big cities were full of commuters 'fixated on one thing only. Getting rows of red jelly beans or orange lozenges to disappear.' It has always been free to install Candy Crush, and it has been downloaded more than five billion times, which suggests that hundreds of millions of people must have played it. More than two hundred million still do, according to the game's makers, the Anglo-Swedish games studio King. Those players aren't going to exhaust the game's challenges any time soon: Candy Crush has more than fifteen thousand levels, and dozens more are added every week.
Candy Crush is big business. By 2023, it had earned more than $20 billion in total for King and Activision Blizzard, the games conglomerate that bought King in 2016 for $5.9 billion. Activision Blizzard has now itself been bought by Microsoft for $69 billion, a consolidation of the games sector that caused the UK's competition regulator, the Competition and Markets Authority, enough concern that it initially tried to block it.
How do you make money out of a game - not necessarily big money, but at least enough to repay the often high development costs - if it's free, as nearly all smartphone games are? Candy Crush is more difficult than it looks. Sooner or later you will end up temporarily out of 'lives', and at that point it's tempting to spend a modest sum to keep playing or to boost your future chances of success. I succumbed as early as my second session playing the game. A half-price weekly deal was on offer for 99p. I tapped, was taken to Apple's App Store, which has my credit card on file, and a thumbprint sealed the deal.
Most players of games such as Candy Crush are less easily tempted to spend than I was. The app economy analyst Eric Seufert told me that typically '95 per cent, 97 per cent of all users who play a game will never monetise.' If your game is popular enough, that may still mean hundreds of thousands of players spending within it. Attracting potential spenders is therefore a vital part of what people in the business unromantically call 'user acquisition'. Many of them, like me, will spend only small sums, and only once in a while. The most valuable players are the bigger spenders referred to as 'whales'. Since the basic goal in Candy Crush is to get at least three digital objects next to each other in a line, it's known in the business as a 'match-three' game. There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of such games. A 'match-three whale' is someone who spends tens of dollars a month in one or more of them. Find a decent number of whales, and you've got a valuable income stream.
Charts of ratings and total downloads, word-of-mouth recommendations, favourable reviews by games journalists, endorsements by prominent influencers and general social media buzz can all bring players to a game. But building a mass user base frequently requires large-scale advertising, often on a social media platform such as TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook or Instagram. The most obvious place to advertise your game, though, is in another game. I'm a late convert to the pleasures of smartphone games. Until the last few months, someone advertising a game to me, however attractively, would have been wasting their money. But if I'm already playing a game on my phone, then I'm an a priori plausible target. More specifically, if I'm playing a match-three game, then why not advertise your own match-three game to me? It's not going to cost me anything to try it out, and I might find I prefer its slightly different format, images, colours or soundtrack. Handily, there's a well-established way of making me watch a video ad in whatever game I'm currently playing, and that's to give me an in-game boost as a reward for watching it.
Which ads get to be shown often comes down simply to how much the advertiser is prepared to pay, and, as one games executive told me, the owners of other games 'are willing to pay a lot' - more than an advertiser for a different kind of product would - 'because that's where they're going to drive their installs'. As a result, Seufert said, often 'the overwhelming majority, 95 per cent, of all ads shown in games are for other games.' Sometimes, an ad for a game is itself a game, a brief sample of the real thing, though that's an expensive form of advertising, and I'm told it has become less popular recently.
'I'm buying users from you, you're buying users from me, a lot of revenue was materialised but actually it all got sort of negated by the fact that we're just buying from each other,' Seufert said. The executive I just quoted told me that 'fundamental tensions' come with earning money by showing ads for other games: they 'can be competitors, which isn't awesome', and can cause 'my players to churn out'. Most ads in smartphone games are sold through automated bidding systems, not in face-to-face negotiations, so it isn't always straightforward to block specific unwanted ads. If a competitor 'is determined enough, they can get an ad in your game, no question'.
It can, however, be hard for a games studio to say no to the revenue stream that advertising provides. Indeed, there's an entire genre of relatively rudimentary 'hypercasual' games, which I'm told are in effect entirely funded by showing ads for other games. As another experienced practitioner puts it, the justification is that 'I'm going to make some ad revenue and then I'm going to spend the ad revenue to create a marketing budget [to acquire users for my game] ... You're hoping you're giving away your less valuable players, but I'm not sure it's really that scientific.'
The mechanics of the advertising of games, apps and other products on phones tell us a lot about the rigours of the digital economy. In the goods economy, some firms advertise simply to keep consumers' views of their brand well-burnished: a vehicle manufacturer wants to interest you in its cars, but doesn't expect you instantly to buy one. By contrast, much, perhaps most, advertising on phones is designed to get a 'direct response': an immediate goal, or 'conversion', in the form of a purchase, a sign-up or subscription, an install of a game.
The work of a games studio, though, isn't done once someone installs its game on their phone. Its chief concern is likely to be the player's 'lifetime value' (the total revenue they will bring), and whether it will exceed the cost of the advertising that drew them to the game in the first place. There's a series of 'app events', as they are called, that the studio will want to monitor closely. How many people install the game but abandon it before finishing the tutorial? How many keep playing to at least, say, level 5? Above all, how many of them make in-game purchases, and if they do, when, how often and for how much? That said, direct-response advertisers can't afford to wait too long for lifetime value to become evident: they want to maximise the efficacy of advertising in real time. As one digital advertising specialist puts it, 'you've got these bidders [for advertising opportunities] with machine learning that are saying this segment is working, bid higher here because there are conversions occurring. [All these] automated feedback loops are running.'
Machine learning optimisation is a service offered throughout digital advertising, but the doyens are Google and Meta. I took an online course taught by Seufert, an entire session of which was devoted to advertising on Meta's main platforms, Facebook and Instagram. Meta enables you to specify with surprising precision what you want its advertising systems to optimise on your behalf. The obvious choice would be simply the number of installs of your game or other app. In 2016, Facebook introduced 'app event optimisation', which focuses advertising to generate installs from players its systems predict will perform actions of the kind you want to prioritise, such as in-app purchases. Or you could try to maximise the total revenue that players will bring. That's what Meta calls 'value optimisation'. It can be expensive, but it's the technology you want if you are hunting whales.
As in most digital advertising, auctions determine which ads get shown to which users, but you don't yourself have to take on the daunting task of working out how much to bid. Specify your goal, your budget, and perhaps the minimum 'return on ad spend' that would be acceptable to you, and Meta bids into its own auctions on your behalf. Seufert described the ways in which advertising on Facebook has changed. In 2015 or thereabouts he and his colleagues would hold meetings to discuss how to target their Facebook advertising. 'Maybe we should try car enthusiasts, because ... we're trying to reach men ... maybe we should target people that "like" Bruce Willis's page because he's an action star ... That was what you did.' However, he said, Facebook's increasingly sophisticated machine learning has made such discussions a waste of time. 'Facebook has basically internalised all that and now you're just feeding it with ... inputs [e.g. multiple variants of your ads so that it can test which are most effective]. None of that stuff you used to do matters.' Now, the job of the advertising practitioner is 'to feed this experimentation machine'.
A major digital advertising platform such as Facebook or Google is like an iceberg, Seufert said. Visible above the waterline are the characteristics of users on which advertisers tend to focus, such as age, gender and 'interests' such as an enthusiasm for cars. But below the surface, invisible to the advertiser and too copious to make full sense to human beings, is the much larger volume of heterogeneous data that the platform possesses. This is the data that can make platforms' machine learning optimisation of advertising considerably more effective than human-guided targeting.
The implications of the iceberg go well beyond the advertising of games. One of the most interesting of the 95 people I have interviewed about digital advertising runs a business selling handmade saris, and has a strong commitment to preserving village handicrafts. In our first conversations, he was highly critical of Big Tech. But he has gradually learned that his best market is Tamil Brahmins, in India and in the diaspora. There is no list of them for him to work from, and on Facebook or Google 'there's no classification saying "target Tamil Brahmins".' Yet using data on 'customers who've bought ... from me before, who've interacted with my products, Google and Facebook are able to find them ... My clients look for thirty-minute recipes. They look for Bollywood news. They look for Tamil cinema news ... I have to trust the machine to be more effective than me to do this.'
The machine is, of course, amoral. It optimises for whatever 'conversions' it is told to pursue: installs of Angry Birds; sales of saris made by village women; voters signing up for a Donald Trump rally. People whose political predilections resemble mine often like to think that the explanation for Trump's 2016 election win or the result of the Brexit referendum is cunning microtargeting by political consultants using platforms such as Facebook, perhaps funded by Russian money or informed by Cambridge Analytica's psychometric data. But Ian Bogost and Alexis Madrigal, in an article for the Atlantic from April 2020, have a more convincing hypothesis in respect to Facebook: that the Trump campaign's success online in 2016 resulted simply from its use of Facebook's standard machine learning optimisation procedures.
Trump's ads were banal, but rather than trying to build the case for him they often encouraged a specific action, a conversion: 'Buy this hat, sign this petition, RSVP to this rally.' Researching the ads for a Trump rally in Milwaukee in January 2020, Bogost and Madrigal found little sign of the targeting of specific demographic groups. They suggest that instead the Trump campaign's use of Facebook began, just like my sari vendor's, by providing its system with a 'custom audience': a list of people who had already taken an action, such as supplying an email address or phone number, which suggested they were Trump supporters. Machine learning can then search for 'lookalikes': people who resemble the custom audience. But its search for likeness would go well beyond the characteristics that a political sociologist might think of as influencing voting preferences. It would use the entire submerged portion of the data iceberg.
Bogost and Madrigal report a 'source close to the 2016 Trump campaign' telling them that its use of Facebook was inspired by the successes of the mobile game studio Machine Zone's machine learning optimisation of user acquisition. But this particular model might not have been needed: by 2016 the practices they report were fast becoming standard among those who had grasped the way machine learning was changing advertising.
The  submerged portion of the iceberg is enormous, but exploiting its full power to optimise advertising means sorting the data within it. The crucial issue is what practitioners call 'identity resolution': the capacity to discern, in an automated way and with some degree of accuracy, that two or more often very different data traces involve the same human being. In advertising on phones, identity resolution largely boils down to something deceptively simple: whether or not the various data traces involve the same phone. In the early years of smartphones, it wasn't difficult to tell. Every smartphone, whether Apple or Android, had a unique identifier number, which the phone's owner could not alter or delete, and which was visible to the apps installed on the phone and the ad networks that displayed ads on it. Apple told app developers not to 'transmit data about a user without obtaining the user's prior permission', but there seems to have been no insurmountable technological barrier to it. Smartphone apps leaked data, sometimes on a large scale. 'Your Apps Are Watching You,' the Wall Street Journal warned its readers in December 2010.
By that time, privacy-conscious people were regularly deleting the 'cookies' (strings of digits unique to each user) that websites and web advertisers deposit in the browsers on their computers. Although cookies are a web technology not available to phone apps, Apple decided to give iPhone owners a facility equivalent to purging cookies. But it wasn't yet ready to leave advertisers without a dependable way of answering the question: 'Is this the same phone?' In 2012, it began denying apps and ad networks access to a phone's permanent identifier, but instead made available to them a 32-digit Identifier for Advertisers (IDFA), which uniquely identifies a particular phone but can be changed whenever the owner wants. In 2016, Apple gave iPhone users the additional capacity to 'zero out' their IDFAs: in this case, when an ad network or app asks the phone for its IDFA, it receives in response an uninformative string of 32 zeros. Google introduced a similar entity, the GAID (Google Advertising Identifier), which owners of Android phones can delete in a similar way. But most people, me included, aren't savvy enough to alter or delete our phone's IDFA or GAID. In practice, therefore, IDFAs weren't so different from the permanent identifiers they replaced.
Apple introduced the IDFA, an advertising technology specialist told me, 'so that advertisers could [continue to] "attribute" marketing campaigns to their app and have a [measurable] return on investment and run effective advertising'. But the scale on which IDFAs were used to link up diverse data created capabilities that Apple had probably not fully anticipated. What it made possible was 'effective deterministic [targeting]. They would know that you use Deliveroo to get Chinese or Vietnamese food on a Saturday, they know that you use Tinder ... They'd have known bloody everything.'
I was puzzled at first by this use of the word 'deterministic', because little in life is that certain. I now see what he meant. If a specific IDFA is associated with, say, repeated purchases within a match-three game, and an advertisement for another such game leads the user to play that one instead, it's very likely indeed that they will spend in the new game too. Being a whale is repetitive behaviour: you are unlikely to stop just because you have switched games. And if you were an ad network acting on behalf of multiple advertisers, then in the ordinary business of tying together ads with app installs, purchases etc, you will have collected lots of IDFAs and GAIDs with lots of records of actions on the same phone tied to them. That way, you could begin to perceive some structure in the submerged portion of the iceberg, and the efficiency of your advertising would increase markedly.
If routine business didn't bring in sufficient numbers of IDFAs, there were ways of getting more. An ad network would typically offer games studios a fixed 'cost per install'. There was, however, frequently a quid pro quo. It was a waste of money to serve ads to people who had already installed a particular game. So the ad network would ask for a 'suppression list', a list of the IDFAs or GAIDs of all the game's existing users. Once they had the list, it was an important resource for the ad network in advertising other, similar games.
'Whoever has the most data wins,' the specialist said. The way in which IDFAs were being used to accumulate data and acquire capabilities in prediction, targeting and ad optimisation 'pissed Apple off': user privacy is an iPhone selling point. At its Worldwide Developers Conference in June 2020, Apple announced a new privacy policy, App Tracking Transparency, which it implemented in April 2021. ATT tightly restricts apps' use of IDFAs.
The 'prompt' is a screen that must be shown when an app that wants to track you beyond its own confines is first installed. You tap on the prompt screen either to accept tracking or to reject it. If you tap 'reject', the app isn't allowed to penalise you by restricting the features available to you. Your choice is recorded in your phone's operating system, and if the app in question ever asks your phone for its IDFA, the operating system ensures that all the app gets is the string of 32 zeros.
Only a minority of iPhone owners tap the button to consent to tracking: typically around a fifth, I'm told. But that isn't the end of it. Let's say you're trying to ascertain that a phone on which an ad for a game has been shown in app A is also the phone that has installed the game being advertised (app B). Under ATT, the only way you'll be able to use an IDFA to make the link is if the phone's owner taps 'accept' in both app A and app B. If just a fifth of iPhone owners consent to tracking in app A, the number consenting in both app A and app B is very likely to be even lower. Without IDFAs, or something to replace them, all that an advertiser or ad network has to work with is a bunch of records of the (probably very large number of) ads it has displayed, and a different bunch of records of installs of the game or purchases of the product being advertised. Connecting up the two bunches in order to measure and optimise the effectiveness of advertising is very far from easy.
Talk to people in digital advertising, and you will hear a lot of speculation, a lot of it hostile, about Apple's motivations. (Apple's internal decision-making has not been made public, though its chief executive, Tim Cook, was unequivocal when he said in a call to stock analysts in October 2021: 'We believe strongly that privacy is a basic human right. And so that's our motivation there. There's no other motivation.') The hostility arises because Apple's restrictions on the use of IDFAs imperil the most important method by which sense is made of the app economy's data icebergs. Apple was able to press ahead nevertheless because, within that economy, it has 'infrastructural power'. This term, coined by the sociologist Michael Mann in 1984, refers among other things to the leverage that you, or a system you control, can exercise by virtue of being necessary to other people or their systems in doing the things they need to do.
Apple's engineers write iOS, the operating system that controls every iPhone. All iPhone apps run on iOS, and some of the new privacy policy's rules are directly embedded in it, making them hard to circumvent. If an app breaks the rules, it also faces the potentially catastrophic penalty of exclusion from another crucial part of the infrastructure, Apple's App Store. Globally, more people use Android phones than iPhones, but iPhone owners tend to be more affluent and therefore have more money to spend on in-app purchases, and currently most of them can install apps only via the App Store. (This has changed recently in the European Union because of its Digital Markets Act, but it seems likely that most of the EU's iPhone owners will continue to install their apps through the App Store.)
Facebook's response to Apple's new policy was an object lesson in the effectiveness of infrastructural power. At first it protested fiercely, in December 2020 even taking out full-page ads in the Financial Times and New York Times describing the policy as 'devastating to small businesses' because it endangered their 'ability to run personalised ads and reach their customers effectively'. For more than a decade, though, users have interacted with Facebook mostly on their phones, so in practice Facebook is a phone app. And Instagram has always been an app, with the additional twist that heavy users of Instagram tend particularly to like iPhones thanks to their high-quality cameras. So non-compliance with Apple's policy would have had effects that couldn't be contemplated. 'We have no choice but to show Apple's prompt,' said Dan Levy, a Facebook vice president at the time. 'If we don't, they will block Facebook from the App Store.'
Facebook may have lost several billion dollars in ad revenue as it rebuilt its systems to cope with the loss of so much finely granular data, which had effects on virtually all forms of advertising on Facebook. Other factors were buffeting tech stocks at the time too. Between September 2021 (by which time the effects of Apple's implementation of its new policy had started to become fully evident) and October 2022, Facebook/Meta's share price slid from $352 to $93.
Meta's stock has, however, now more than recovered, aided by investor enthusiasm for artificial intelligence and by the increasing success of the company's 'retooling' of its targeting and measurement operation. Smartphone games have been less fortunate. The greater difficulty - and therefore the cost - of finding whales and other users who will 'monetise' has made it two or three times more expensive to launch a game, one expert told me. And the resulting fall in advertising revenues, Seufert told me, has in turn badly affected the economics of ad-dependent hypercasual games. The previously healthy growth of the computer game sector as a whole has slowed dramatically, with widespread job losses: 10,500 globally in 2023, followed by more than 5000 in January 2024 alone.
In  the last couple of years, the overt controversy sparked by Apple's new privacy policy has gradually receded, but there is now a subterranean battle for knowledge of the actions you take using your phone. It is a conflict between two different ways of measuring the effectiveness of advertising. The first is Apple's preferred mechanism, Store Kit Ad Network (SKAN), which it offers free of charge to ad networks and advertisers. Your iPhone plays an active part in SKAN: data crucial to measurement and ad optimisation, such as your taps on ads, is stored not on an external server, but in the phone's memory.
No access to the ad data on your phone is allowed for 24 hours after it is stored, plus a further randomly varying period of as long as 24 hours, the rationale being to stop exact times being used to match ads up with subsequent actions such as purchases or game installs. Once the 24-48 hours is up, the data is sent from your phone to the relevant advertiser or ad network via an Apple server that ensures the preservation of what Apple calls 'crowd anonymity' (a notion that warms my sociologist's heart). In essence, it means checking that there's nothing about the data that stands out enough - an unusually big purchase, for example - to make your phone distinguishable from at least a moderately large crowd of other phones. As Seufert puts it, the ad network learns that 'this campaign delivered an install' or purchase, but Apple's system in effect says 'I won't tell you who the person is.'
Apple's preservation of crowd anonymity is a striking reversal of digital advertising's overall trajectory, which has so far been to tailor advertising to very specific audiences, and ultimately individuals, in contrast to the inherently aggregate viewership of, say, traditional broadcast TV shows. Google is building a broadly analogous set of smartphone de-individualising mechanisms, the Android Privacy Sandbox, though it hasn't yet committed itself to a launch date.
The second approach to measuring ads' effectiveness tries more fully to preserve advertisers' immediate knowledge of your actions. Since IDFAs are usually no longer available, I'm told that this can involve the use instead of Internet Protocol addresses. They're nothing like a full substitute for IDFAs: when your phone is connected to the internet via a phone network, it may be sharing the network's local IP address with hundreds or thousands of other phones, and that's a form of crowd anonymity in itself. When, however, your phone's connection is via the wifi router in your home, its IP address is your router's address. The crowd is then much smaller: it's the devices in your household using the same router. I asked one of my contacts whether whale hunting has continued since Apple's changes. It has, he told me, even if it is now less precise. 'They used to know that I was a match-three whale,' he said, 'but my wife wasn't, and my two kids' iPads weren't. But with IP addresses, they still know my household has one match-three whale in it.' Add in other information that may well be available, notably the model of phone and the specific version of the operating system it is running, and the crowd might sometimes shrink back to one.
For these reasons, the use of IP addresses to help measure the effectiveness of advertising is contentious. Three different well-informed people have told me that it is widespread, but it's hard for an outsider to determine how important it is relative to other inputs to machine learning systems, such as data from Apple's SKAN or the behaviour of the minority of users who have agreed to tracking. There is, however, another issue: timing. If you use only Apple's SKAN, you have to wait up to 48 hours for data to arrive, and possibly longer if you want information beyond, say, the simple fact that an install has occurred. But if you can yourself gather the data you need (IP addresses, for example, can be captured without using Apple's systems), advertising can continue to be optimised in real time.
Is all this within Apple's rules? The App Store tells app developers that they must not 'derive data from a device for the purpose of uniquely identifying it', and among the examples of such data is 'the user's network connection'. One of my informants, though, tells me that those who use IP addresses as an input to their machine learning systems interpret 'identifying' a device as 'identifying it persistently and specifically', which an IP address does not do. Elaborating or clarifying the rule might not resolve the latent conflict. As my informant says, as soon as you do this, 'you create opportunities to find loopholes.' And Apple can't simply 'zero out' iPhones' IP addresses, because they're the means by which packets of information are guided through the internet to the correct destination.
Apple could obscure iPhones' IP addresses by encrypting them and routing messages through a relay system of computer servers. That's what's done (for both good reasons and to hide from law enforcement) on the dark web. By turning on Apple's 'private relay' system, subscribers to Apple's premium iCloud+ service can already conceal one aspect of their online behaviour, web browsing, in this way. If Apple were to go further, and more thoroughly obscure the operations of all the world's iPhones, it would probably spark strong government opposition, not least in China, an important iPhone market. It would also involve a great deal of additional processing and electronic traffic, and could palpably increase the internet's already high energy consumption and carbon emissions.*
Tensions such as this haunt our attitudes to the digital economy. We want privacy, but we also want free information and entertainment, the economics of which often depend on targeted advertising. We are excited by the capacities of giant-scale, electricity-hungry artificial intelligence, while also knowing that we have to reduce carbon emissions. We value Big Tech's sophisticated services and protected digital environments (the App Store, for instance, is good at blocking malware), but we also want to open them up to healthy competition.
Must the balancing of such priorities remain solely in the hands of the private sector? A glimpse of what might be possible is the current role of the UK's Competition and Markets Authority in monitoring and evaluating Google's intended phase-out of another of the central mechanisms of digital advertising - the tracking of users across websites using cookies - and its replacement with a Privacy Sandbox for Google's Chrome, the world's most widely used web browser. The competition law concerns that have swirled around Google, and fears that the change will increase Google's market dominance, prompted a legally binding agreement between it and the CMA. This in effect gives the CMA the power to stop the Sandbox being rolled out if it has features that unduly advantage Google.
This experiment in public policy will have global consequences (Google's changes will not be restricted to the UK), and it became more complicated in July when Google unexpectedly announced that instead of phasing out tracking cookies, it intends to give Chrome users an as yet unspecified 'informed choice' about them. This may also need the approval of the CMA and perhaps the Information Commissioner's Office too. That's how it should be. Preserving privacy is often in tension with the fostering of competition, but a productive balance between them is possible, and astute public policy can help find it.
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Hate Burst Out
Kim Phillips-Fein

4447 wordsThe  US presidential election in 1968 was one of surprises. First, the incumbent Democratic president Lyndon B. Johnson withdrew from the race in the middle of primary season; after a strong challenge from the anti-Vietnam candidate Eugene McCarthy and facing dissent in his party, he became convinced he wasn't going to win. Then Robert F. Kennedy, one of three main Democratic contenders (alongside McCarthy and the vice president, Hubert Humphrey), was assassinated, only two months after the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. The former governor of Alabama George Wallace ran a ferocious campaign as an independent, which broke new ground by rallying the white working class against intellectuals and anti-war hippies. Though always less popular than Johnson, Humphrey won the party's nomination at a chaotic Democratic National Convention. And finally, Richard Nixon demonstrated how many second chances there are in American politics by winning the presidency only six years after telling reporters, following a humiliating defeat running to be governor of California, that he was retiring so they wouldn't have 'Nixon to kick around anymore'.
With the Democrats now poised once more to confirm a last-minute candidate at a convention in Chicago, what the historian Kevin Boyle described as Johnson's 'wrenching and profoundly courageous' decision not to run for re-election has been seen as a model for Joe Biden's attempt to keep his legacy intact - though Nixon's triumph might give Kamala Harris pause. (Johnson claimed that he couldn't focus on Vietnam at the same time as he was campaigning to retain the presidency: 'I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes, or to any duties other than the awesome duties of this office.') Trump's denunciations of academia, liberals and protesters echoes Wallace's angry rhetoric. And students are again protesting about American participation in a foreign war, though it's a war that asks much less of the public than Vietnam did. It is hard not to figure the 1968 election as inaugurating the cultural and political polarisation of the American electorate so evident today.
As a turning point in American history, the 1968 contest doesn't match up to the election of 1860 (won by Abraham Lincoln) or 1932 (Franklin D. Roosevelt), but it's close. The election marked the end of the liberal ascendancy that started with the New Deal and of the electoral politics that saw no Republican president but Eisenhower in the White House for more than three decades (even he was elected only after accepting the basic tenets of New Deal liberalism). Luke Nichter's brisk analysis reveals the ways in which Nixon used social conservatism and the widespread fear of social disorder to spearhead an attack on the shaky liberal consensus. The crucial significance of 1968, Nichter argues, lies less in popular opposition to the war than in disillusionment with liberalism: Humphrey was the last New Deal Democrat who had a real shot at the White House, and his defeat ushered in a new era in American political life. Although Nichter's title alludes to the broader ways in which the campaign of 1968 destabilised American political institutions and the postwar consensus, his focus is on high presidential politics, and he makes much of the newly available diaries of the evangelical minister Billy Graham, who was close to both Johnson and Nixon. Where he differs from conventional interpretations is in his claim that Johnson, with the Cold War and his long-term reputation in mind, secretly supported Nixon and betrayed Humphrey.
Johnson's decision not to seek re-election came as a surprise even to his closest advisers. He was a New Deal politician, confident that the government's function of protecting and improving the lives of citizens was entirely in keeping with the norms of a capitalist society. Elected to the House in 1937 to represent a dirt-poor Texas region on a New Deal platform, he won a Senate seat in 1948 and became majority leader in 1954. Having grown up in hardscrabble poverty, he disdained the prep-school, Ivy League politesse of the Eastern elite. He knew how to strongarm a vote and how to hold a grudge. He was a rival to the stylish, charismatic John F. Kennedy, but as his running mate was vital to JFK's election in 1960; the alliance brought him to power after Kennedy's assassination in 1963. Kennedy's death more or less ensured that Johnson would be elected the following year, but when he defeated Barry Goldwater with 61 per cent of the vote and the largest popular margin in American history, it seemed a ringing endorsement of his liberal vision and a trouncing of Goldwater's small government conservatism. With this mandate, Johnson ended formalised Jim Crow and expanded the welfare state. He oversaw the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 which dismantled Southern segregation, and supported a broad legislative agenda. It is thanks to Johnson that Americans have federal provision of early childhood education (Head Start), aid for higher education, urban block grants to fight poverty and national health insurance for the elderly and the very poor - still the only universal healthcare in the US.
In the affluent early years of the 1960s, passing this legislation was relatively easy. By 1968, however, inflation had begun to erode working-class incomes, and the first hints of deindustrialisation and plant closure in Northern cities had generated new anxieties. As prices rose and steady work disappeared, the Great Society policies that many had seen as generous and sensible became more divisive. Recent histories of Johnson's presidency have emphasised the way that his liberalism managed to encode a range of racial stereotypes and to lay the basis for the subsequent growth of the carceral state by tying forms of aid to funding for local police departments. Poor people were treated as the target of public charity or public fear - not as part of a broader democratic politics. The riots in Harlem in 1964, Watts in 1965, and in Detroit and Newark in the summer of 1967 (in each case triggered by police brutality), exposed the limits of Johnson's 'war on poverty', the many areas of exclusion and inequality that it did not touch. Fears around rising street crime (the homicide rate climbed sharply in the 1960s) became for many Americans inseparable from their sense of disquiet about the challenges to American social and racial order embodied by the Black freedom movement.
Johnson faced an even greater challenge in foreign affairs. He remained absolutely committed to the 'domino theory' that had guided American policy since the start of the Cold War. When Johnson made the decision to bomb North Vietnam in March 1965, Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon predicted that it would send him 'out of office as the most discredited president in the history of this nation'. At the time, only a few people agreed. But as the war went on, and the number of American troops on the ground increased, so did displeasure with it - among the young people who were being sent to fight, among liberal intellectuals and before long among Democratic politicians. In April 1967, Martin Luther King spoke at Riverside Church, denouncing the war as an 'enemy of the poor', the product of 'racism, extreme materialism and militarism'. By the end of the year, a breakaway faction within the Democratic Party, led by the aloof, moody McCarthy (who in his youth had spent almost a year as a novice at a Benedictine monastery), was preparing to 'dump Johnson' and endorse a candidate committed to ending the war. The defence secretary, Robert McNamara, resigned, believing that victory was impossible. Much of the American population still backed fighting communism in Vietnam - but anti-war feeling, to a degree that would have been unthinkable during the Korean War, quickly gained momentum. New questions arose: what if communism in a country such as Vietnam was not a conspiracy orchestrated by Moscow, but a domestic politics that had authentic support? What if the democratic regime backed by America was itself a corrupt, brutal force?
In March, McCarthy performed well in the New Hampshire primary, winning more than 40 per cent of the vote two days after it emerged that American generals had told Johnson 200,000 more troops were needed to win the war. Four days later, Bobby Kennedy, the crusading New York senator and former attorney general, entered the race. Nichter argues that Johnson was wary about running again because of his health, without saying why the campaign would have been so stressful as to endanger it: the liberal anti-communism Johnson represented was coming under attack. On 31 March Johnson gave a televised speech in which he announced that he would stop the bombardment of North Vietnam above a certain parallel, in the hope that this would encourage Hanoi to negotiate. At the same time, he said he recognised the profound 'division in the American house': to make sure that his presidency remained above the partisan fray, 'I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your president.'
The next months were some of the most frantic in American political history. On 4 April, King was assassinated in Memphis (he was there to speak in support of striking sanitation workers), setting off unrest in more than 120 cities. The international monetary system came under strain as investors sold off dollars; the Federal Reserve hiked interest rates in response, leading to an economic slowdown. At the end of April, students at Columbia University who were protesting against its administration's plan to build a gym in a popular park in Harlem, as well as the ties between the university and the Department of Defence, commandeered five buildings on campus. Hundreds slept in the buildings; a handful occupied the university president's office. After a week, Columbia's leadership called in the cops. More than seven hundred students were arrested, many of them assaulted and beaten in the process. (The events at Columbia helped to inspire the uprisings in France in May 1968.) Early in June, Kennedy, whose ability to tap into the civil rights movement might have enabled him to translate anti-war activism into electoral appeal, was assassinated by a Palestinian man who claimed he had acted out of anger at Kennedy's support for Israel during the 1967 war.
Humphrey was left with a dilemma. He couldn't easily break with Johnson, in whose administration he still served, on Vietnam or on any other issue. Johnson had already showed himself to be a difficult boss, keeping Humphrey waiting for hours to meet and once telling the press that the vice president's biggest problem was that he cried too often. Humphrey had meant to announce his candidacy on 4 April but cancelled after King was killed. When he finally declared on 27 April, he invoked 'the politics of happiness, the politics of purpose, and the politics of joy', only weeks after the National Guard had been called out to occupy Washington DC. Almost everywhere that Humphrey went he had to contend with young people showing up to heckle him ('Dump the Hump!').
Johnson's announcement of the partial cessation of fighting failed to give Humphrey a boost. Hanoi agreed to negotiate, at least initially, and American and North Vietnamese representatives met for the first time in May, but much of the rest of the year was taken up with talks about talks: where they should happen, whether the National Liberation Front (the communist rebel forces in South Vietnam) should be allowed to participate, whether negotiations could begin at all while the US was still dropping bombs on any part of the North. Johnson was reluctant to further halt military operations, and as a result, the negotiations stalled while the killing went on and protests against the war continued.
The upheaval on the left climaxed at the Democratic Convention. Thousands of young anti-war protesters travelled to Chicago. There were clean-cut college students still campaigning for McCarthy; critics of the war organising a mass march for peace and against racism; and the countercultural Yippies, who nominated a pig called Pigasus for president. The Chicago police, mobilised by Democratic Mayor Richard Daley, made few distinctions between them. As Heather Hendershot recounts in a recent study of the news coverage of the convention, protesters were recorded being tear-gassed on Michigan Avenue; the journalists reporting on the protests had to contend with the gas on live TV.* It was so thick that it seeped into Humphrey's suite on the 29th floor of the Conrad Hilton Hotel, making him retreat to the shower. McCarthy campaign volunteers tore up bed sheets to make bandages for wounded protesters. When Senator Abraham Ribicoff accused Daley of using 'Gestapo' tactics, the cameras captured his obscene response (Daley later claimed he'd said 'faker'). Both the intensity of the protests and the ferocity of the crackdown suggested that the normal structures of political debate were no longer adequate to contain the rebellion rising throughout the country. Humphrey won the nomination, but the party he was supposed to lead was in tatters.
The Republicans  had an easier task. Even though some advisers (including F. Clifton White, the political strategist who engineered the Goldwater nomination in 1964) had hoped Ronald Reagan would be the nominee, the party quickly coalesced around Nixon, who sailed to victory in the primaries. He was no one's idea of a dream candidate. He had lost a presidential election once before, in 1960, albeit by the narrowest of margins. He was defensive, prickly, hostile to the press. But he was able to convey a vision of stability to a white middle class troubled by the civil rights movement, the New Left and the counterculture. He invoked 'law and order' to indicate his hostility not only to criminal activity but also to riots, anti-war protests and broader social transformation. He insisted that encouraging Black capitalists to invest in the ghetto would resolve racial inequality far more effectively than any welfare state could. And he promised that he had a 'secret' plan to end the Vietnam War.
Although Nixon ran against the Great Society, he had much in common with Johnson. They had come of age at the same time, had both served as vice president, were organisation men who had worked their way up, and were both committed to the principles of Cold War politics, according to which the only successful outcome in Vietnam would be some form of military victory. Nichter's most noteworthy archival find concerns the relationship between Nixon and Johnson, particularly the role played by Graham as a go-between. Graham was known for his 'prayer crusades', which gathered tens of thousands of worshippers in public arenas. He was a Southern Baptist and ardent anti-communist Cold Warrior who belonged to the Democratic Party but held integrated crusade meetings even in the Jim Crow South. Although he was close to Johnson, he believed Nixon to be the strongest candidate in 1968, 'morally, spiritually and intellectually'. Nichter draws on Graham's private journals to show that he met one-on-one with Johnson to tell him that Nixon, if he won the election, would never publicly attack his predecessor. At a time when Johnson was aware of the political gains Humphrey could make by breaking with the administration, such a promise of fealty meant a great deal. After all, Johnson had a role in the party and a legacy to maintain. Graham wrote in his diary that he felt Johnson was 'appreciative' and 'touched' by Nixon's gesture of respect - and that he may privately even have wanted him to win, believing that Nixon's position on Vietnam was closer to his own than Humphrey's.
Nichter's argument about Johnson's affinity with Nixon informs his reinterpretation of a celebrated episode in the 1968 campaign: Nixon's supposed behind-the-scenes manoeuvring to 'monkey wrench' the Paris negotiations. The US was ready to agree to cease bombing Hanoi in exchange for concessions that would pause the conflict. Then, just before the election, South Vietnam walked away from the negotiating table. The Nixon biographer John Farrell, Watergate chronicler Garrett Graff and others have stressed the importance of Nixon using Anna Chennault - Washington socialite, anti-communist activist, Nixon ally and widow of an American general - to relay to South Vietnamese leaders that if they delayed participating in the talks until after the election, they would be granted bigger concessions. Illegal wiretaps revealed that Chennault delivered such a message, though not that she was acting on Nixon's orders. In a memo written by one of his aides, Nixon is recorded saying 'Keep Anna Chennault working on South Vietnam,' while insisting publicly on support for Johnson. Farrell et al argue that Johnson knew about Nixon's involvement and called it 'treason'; apparently he offered Humphrey the chance to go public, but Humphrey was afraid that the charges would be seen as dirty tricks. For Nichter, the memo isn't sufficient evidence to prove that Nixon was using his private connections to interfere with foreign policy. I disagree, but he's right to note that Nixon and Johnson were of similar mind when it came to Vietnam and the importance of preserving the opportunity to declare military victory, a position that was increasingly difficult to maintain within the Democratic Party. In 1968 the Cold War assumptions that had governed US policy since the Second World War were coming under pressure; trying to cling to them in the face of a public ever more resistant to the war would in time sink Nixon as well.
By the end of the summer, Humphrey was trailing Nixon: polls indicated that he had 29 per cent of the vote compared to Nixon's 44 per cent; George Wallace was at 21 per cent. Wallace presented himself as a viable candidate for president, but he also had a different goal in mind: if he could prevent either of the major party candidates from winning a majority in the electoral college, the election would be decided in the House of Representatives, where he had powerful friends. In 1963, when he became famous for 'standing in the schoolhouse door' to block Black students from entering the University of Alabama, Wallace explained that his cause was a national one. In his inaugural address as governor he argued for 'segregation now, segregation today, segregation for ever,' appealing to the 'sons and daughters of old New England's rock-ribbed patriotism', the 'sturdy natives of the great Midwest' and the 'descendants of the far West flaming spirit of pioneer freedom': 'You are Southerners too and brothers with us in our fight.' Wallace went so far as to present white people as victims on the global stage. By defending Southern segregation, he argued, white Southerners were also defending the freedom of the Belgians in the Congo or the Portuguese in Angola, standing up against the 'international racism of the liberals', who would prostrate the 'international white minority to the whim of the international coloured majority, so that we are footballed about according to the whims of the Afro-Asian bloc'.
In 1968 Wallace took this spirit of victimisation into national politics. (Nichter differs from other historians in his insistence that Wallace's campaign largely abandoned appeals to racism.) His candidacy tapped into a right-wing activist network that had flourished in the wake of Goldwater's failed campaign and involved such fervent anti-communist organisations as the John Birch Society. But it also spoke to a new constituency: blue-collar workers and low-income service workers in Northern cities who were starting to lose the factory jobs that had brought them security in the postwar era. As Wallace put it, he spoke for the 'man in the textile mill, [the] man in the steel mill, [the] barber, [the] beautician, the policeman on the beat'. 'Yes, they've looked down their nose at you and me a long time. They've called us rednecks ... Well, we're going to show Mr Nixon and Mr Humphrey that there sure are a lot of rednecks in this country.' Workers weren't encouraged to unite against bosses but to rally against the 'pseudo-intellectuals', the 'over-educated, ivory-tower folks with pointed heads' who claimed to have the answers in Vietnam when in fact they couldn't 'park a bicycle straight'. Wallace wasn't the only politician who adopted this populist register in the late 1960s. Mario Procaccino, the Democratic candidate for New York City mayor in 1969, coined the phrase 'limousine liberal' to describe the people Wallace was campaigning against, and Frank Rizzo governed Philadelphia in a similar way in the 1970s. But Wallace brought this language into national politics, showing that it was possible to build a campaign that united the white South with a disaffected core of previously Democratic voters in the North and Midwest.
Whatever chance Wallace had of getting enough votes to determine the course of the election vanished when his running mate, Curtis LeMay, a retired Air Force chief of staff, began to rail against the American 'phobia' of nuclear weapons, suggesting that the only thing preventing the US from victory in Vietnam was squeamishness. (In one speech, LeMay described the abundant natural beauty of the nuclear test sites in Bikini Atoll - who cared if a few land crabs on the beach were 'hot'?) But the rhetoric of white working-class resentment and its targets - liberals, hippies, students, people on welfare - has never left American politics. Wallace's quixotic campaign was co-opted by the right, most immediately in Nixon's 'Southern strategy'. In the decades since 1968, politicians from Pat Buchanan to Trump have borrowed from his script.
Humphrey made up some ground late in the race. First, he promised that as president, he would stop all bombing of North Vietnam to maximise the chances of peace. Slogans of support began to pop up: 'If You Mean It, We're with You' and 'Stop the War - Humphrey, We Trust You.' Then in the last days of the race, Johnson did what had previously been unthinkable and halted the bombs. In a televised address to the nation, he announced: 'I have now ordered that all air, naval and artillery bombardment of North Vietnam cease ... What we now expect - what we have a right to expect - are prompt, productive, serious and intensive negotiations.' This has often been interpreted as Johnson's Hail Mary to keep the Democrats in power. Nichter, however, suggests that Johnson was focused on his own legacy, not on helping Humphrey: after the election, Time said the address would come to be seen as a 'high point' of LBJ's career, and he likely hoped his decision might ameliorate the degree to which his reputation was tainted by the war. Nichter quotes Johnson's secretary of defence Clark Clifford: 'I happen to know LBJ didn't end the bombing on 31 October just to elect Humphrey because I've never believed he wanted Humphrey to win!'
Humphrey gained traction towards the end of the campaign by making a concerted pitch to regain the 'blue-collar worker' who had once been a Democratic stalwart, urging labour unions to do more to support his candidacy. His advisers had warned that 'the group we have often depended on as the backbone of the Democratic vote is leaving us by the droves.' By involving the unions and distancing himself from Johnson, Humphrey was able to win some additional supporters. But not enough. In the end, Nixon carried 32 states and 301 electoral college votes, while Humphrey got only 191 (and Wallace 46). Once in office, Nixon began the covert bombing of North Vietnamese camps in Cambodia. The subsequent invasion of Cambodia by American and South Vietnamese forces helped bring the Khmer Rouge to power. Nixon oversaw the bombing of cities in North Vietnam and the mining of Vietnamese harbours. Despite his plan for 'Vietnamisation' - according to which the South Vietnamese would take on a larger role in ground warfare - about a third of all Americans who died in Vietnam perished while Nixon was in the White House. The war wouldn't end until April 1975, by which time some two million Vietnamese people had died, and Nixon - consumed by paranoia, furious at the left, desperately trying to save his own political career and, he thought, the nation - had already left office in ignominy after being impeached for Watergate.
We are now at the far end of changes that were only beginning to be visible in 1968. The historian Steve Fraser has warned of the seductive power of nostalgia in American politics, the dream of postwar order that shapes left and right alike. But the underlying foundation of that consensus (such as it ever was) has long since crumbled. And, most important, the prosperity and rising economic expectations of the postwar years contrast dramatically with today's economic anxiety, instability and increasing inequality. The wealth of postwar America shaped the protest politics of the day. Massive public investment in higher education created the university towns that nurtured generational identity; young people felt able to take political risks because they knew that jobs were plentiful. Protest was driven, too, by the idealism that had been inherited from the New Deal and victory in Europe. The young of the postwar years had been raised to believe the US was a land of freedom, democracy and equality - an image insulted by the reality of racial segregation and napalm falling on Vietnamese villages. Today's student protesters, on the other hand, are facing educational debt and insecure jobs. The nation's political leadership appears incapable of addressing the crises of economic inequality and climate change. Students protesting against American support for the war in Gaza recognise in the constriction of the political conversation about the war a familiar form of betrayal. In 1968, activists seeking to advance a different approach to the war organised within the party; today, the idea of laying claim to the party machinery without getting donors onside seems inconceivable.
In 1968 George Wallace talked to a working class that was afraid of dispossession. Trump speaks to workers too, but more directly uses the language of money and corporate success; his appeal derives from identification with the boss - reflecting the extent to which he seeks to win the allegiance of small business owners. Just as American political institutions have been hollowed out since the 1960s, so has the country's political economy, in ways that have helped to increase Trump's appeal. Although Wallace's populist politics were for some time contained behind Reagan's free-market messianism, they have gradually found a place in the big-box stores and delivery warehouses that replaced the factories of the mid-20th century. Theodore White wrote of America in 1968 that 'hate burst out of the channel.' It hasn't been contained since.
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Bread and Butter
Catherine Hall

2834 wordsHe had money.
I had history.
His money stole my history.

'Fatima's Poem'
'Fatima's Poem' was a contribution to Colonial Countryside, a child-led writing and history project (and now a book) commissioned by the National Trust working with a team of historians led by Corinne Fowler. Like many British institutions, the National Trust has in recent years begun to discuss and investigate its connections to the British Empire and the Atlantic slave trade. 'Fatima's Poem' is addressed to Richard Pennant, 1st Baron Penrhyn (1737-1808), and was inspired by a visit to Penrhyn Castle, one of eleven National Trust houses involved in the project. Pennant's family owned four sugar plantations in Jamaica and he used some of the profits to develop the Penrhyn slate quarry. After his death, the estate passed to his second cousin, George Hay Dawkins Pennant, a fierce opponent of abolition. After the Slavery Abolition Act passed in 1833, Dawkins Pennant was awarded compensation of PS14,683 for the 764 enslaved men and women that the law no longer recognised as his property. The freed men and women received nothing and were initially compelled to work as 'apprentices'. Dawkins Pennant put some of this money into building Penrhyn Castle as a neo-Norman fantasia, but though a large sum at the time, it paled in comparison to the riches he and his forebears had accumulated during their decades of slave ownership. His fortune at his death in 1840 was an estimated PS600,000. By the end of the 19th century, the Penrhyn quarry led the world in slate production, employing some three thousand people. It became the site of the longest industrial strike in British history, from 1900 to 1903. For hundreds of years, the Pennant family used advantages of race and class to grow and consolidate their wealth and power. There is still a Baron Penrhyn, but Penrhyn Castle was transferred to the National Trust in 1951 in lieu of death duties and now receives more than a hundred thousand visitors a year. In 2011 the North Wales Jamaica Society was established to trace links such as these, to establish shared histories and offer modest material redress in the hope of repairing some of the harm done.
Colonial Countryside made use of the Legacies of British Slave Ownership (LBS) database, established between 2009 and 2016 and hosted by UCL, which records the slaveowners who received compensation after 1833. It includes biographical work on those with addresses in Britain, revealing something of the scale of the wealth that plantation slavery created for families such as the Pennants. By considering the different work undertaken by Colonial Countryside (education and engagement), the LBS project (research and collation) and the North Wales Jamaica Society (communication and reparation), we can begin to imagine what a reckoning with Britain's legacy of slavery and colonial exploitation might look like.
Each of these initiatives, and there are many other examples, have connections to what might be thought of as the 'reparations project', the hope of making amends for a destructive history that continues to shape the present. Reparation has carried a variety of meanings over the centuries, but it has most often been understood as financial redress. Its dominant usage in the 19th and early 20th centuries related to state-to-state payments in the wake of victory and defeat (German reparations to the Allies after the First World War being the most famous example). A shift in meaning occurred in the decades after 1945. The criminal prosecutions of leading Nazis at the end of the Second World War raised the question, for Karl Jaspers among others, of the need for a wider recognition of German guilt. The complicity of the majority population must be acknowledged; monetary compensation from one state to another would not suffice. Hannah Arendt resisted the notion of collective guilt but recognised the political responsibility contingent on membership of a community: this was the price of living with others. 'The wrongdoer is brought to justice because his act has disturbed and gravely endangered the community as a whole,' she writes in Eichmann in Jerusalem, 'not because damage has been done to individuals who are entitled to reparation ... It is the body politic itself that stands in need of being "repaired".' Repair required restitution where possible. In 1949, Arendt spent four months in Germany assessing Jewish cultural assets that could at least be restored to the Jewish community as a whole, if not to their owners.
In the decades since, ideas about compensation and reparation for victims of historical injustice have entered into law. In 1964 West Germany gave the British government PS1 million to distribute to British victims of the Nazi regime. Holocaust survivors are still entitled to compensation from the German government, under an agreement reached in 2015. Reparations for victims of slavery and their descendants have been regularly proposed in the US since the 18th century but there has been little comparable debate in the UK. Only with the growth of a significant Black population in Britain in the second half of the 20th century has the question of slavery and its legacies been brought into public view. The children of the Windrush wanted to know their history. Establishing it has not been easy, but mainstream accounts have now emerged of the systemic violence, exploitation and extraction that characterised Britain's colonial ventures, challenging the chauvinism and self-congratulation that was for so long the dominant mode.
How should today's multicultural British public respond to events that took place centuries ago but continue to reverberate? The cultural critic Michael Rothberg proposes the term 'implicated subject', something more than 'bystander' and more complicated than 'beneficiary'. No one alive now whose family received wealth from slavery can be considered guilty. But that doesn't mean, in Arendt's view of things, that the body politic is well. Cecil Rhodes was explicit in his view that 'empire ... was a bread-and-butter question.' New lands were needed to improve the domestic standard of living, to provide labour, raw materials, consumers. More recently the benefits might not have been so obvious, but they continue in all the appurtenances, however dysfunctional some of them have become, of a rich modern society. As Michael Banner argues in Britain's Slavery Debt: 'We are the inheritors of these riches ... present generations in the Caribbean are inheritors of relative poverty.'
Banner is dean of Trinity College, Cambridge, an institution favoured in previous centuries by some leading slave-owning families (it has recently launched an investigation into its historic connections to slavery). He takes inspiration from Hilary Beckles, the Barbadian historian and leading proponent of reparations to the Caribbean. As chairman of the Caribbean Community Reparations Commission, which represents fifteen countries, Beckles oversaw the development of a ten-point plan to establish appropriate financial and cultural redress from Britain, France, Denmark and Spain. Banner argues that the UK owes Caribbean nations PS200 billion in reparations but his 'starting point for negotiations' is modest: PS20 million, the amount paid in compensation to the slaveowners after 1833 (incurring debt that Britain finished repaying only in 2015). 'Moral repair is owed,' Banner writes, 'and reparations are due.' While his focus is at the state level, his experience of attempts at reparation made by Cambridge and the Church of England has convinced him that much can be done by institutions below national government. He answers the major objections to reparations - 'it was all so long ago, it's time to move on,' 'slavery was legal back then,' 'Africans engaged in slavery too' - and looks ahead to negotiations between nations. Finding a fair way to pay is vital: the cost shouldn't fall on the poor, and the question of who benefits isn't straightforward.
The idea of making amends, of finding some form of moral repair for the system of chattel slavery, has a long genealogy in Britain. The first generation of white abolitionists understood slavery as an offence against God. For Granville Sharp, it was a sin of the enslavers, not simply a misfortune for the enslaved, and the 'great share of this enormous guilt' rested with Britain. 'A toleration of slavery,' he wrote in 1769, 'is a toleration of inhumanity.' If Britons wished to avert 'the heavy national judgment which is hanging over us', Thomas Clarkson said in a sermon in 1787, they would have to 'remove the stain of the blood of Africa'. For Wilberforce, 'establishing a trade on true commercial principles' would be a way of making 'reparations to Africa'. This was as far as they went: abolition, and later emancipation, would to some extent atone for wrongs and cleanse the metropole of its collective guilt. African writers and activists living in London were more radical in their thinking. Ottobah Cugoano had been kidnapped and sold into slavery but by the 1770s was working as a domestic servant for two artists. A member of the Sons of Africa, Britain's first Black political organisation, he mobilised a language that combined revolutionary politics with religious millenarianism. He criticised the British government for 'despotism, oppression and cruelty' and campaigned against a scheme of sending the 'Black poor' on London's streets to Sierra Leone. Robert Wedderburn, born in Jamaica, became a celebrated preacher and orator; his was an uncompromising Black voice. He linked political radicalism with abolitionism and threatened British slave owners with the fate suffered by French planters in the Haitian revolution.
It was soon understood, however, that neither abolition, emancipation nor the ending of apprenticeship in 1838 had delivered freedom or justice. Claims on Britain, expressed in a variety of ways, continued to be made. In the 1930s the Caribbean economist Arthur Lewis argued that historic debt to the enslaved, accumulated over three centuries, should be acknowledged and settled to fund economic development. Such reparatory funding, however, was only minimally provided in the wake of the Moyne Commission of 1938-39, established in response to a wave of strikes and riots across the British Caribbean. In Capitalism and Slavery (1944), Eric Williams showed that wealth extracted from the Caribbean flowed into Britain and facilitated numerous family fortunes alongside the development of a rich industrial society.* He claimed that Britain owed a debt incurred by theft rather than sin, one that could be redeemed only by the granting of independence and sovereignty, an end to colonial dependency and a financial reckoning. He was enraged by the inadequacy of the British response to the demand for significant capital investment, particularly in the context of the tense negotiations over the Federation of the West Indies. Britain was not prepared to pay for historic wrongs.
In the 1780s and 1820s large publics had been mobilised in Britain to demand an end to the slave trade and then emancipation for enslaved people. The Act of 1807 prohibited the trade throughout the British Empire, but it was not until 1833 that a reformed House of Commons concluded that, given the rebellions across the Caribbean and the strength of the abolitionist campaign 'at home', the entire system of chattel slavery must be abolished: 'free labour', the government reasoned, would anyhow be more profitable than enslaved labour. The public gradually lost interest in and enthusiasm for the 'great experiment' of emancipation. Then in 1865 Jamaica once again erupted into British consciousness as the details of Governor Eyre's brutal response to a riot in Morant Bay became known. But the focus of the debate was the legality of Eyre's invocation of martial law and what sort of imperial rule was appropriate for colonised peoples. The claims of the freed peasantry to judicial, economic and political change went unheard. It was not until the bicentenary of abolition in 2007 that anything resembling a national conversation about slavery started up again. For many critics, including Banner, 2007 was a missed opportunity: activities centred on celebrating Wilberforce and Tony Blair refused to offer a state apology. His government did, however, make a statement expressing 'deep sorrow' over the slave trade and recognised it as a crime against humanity. The Heritage Lottery Fund gave grants to 285 projects marking the bicentenary. In the wake of the New Cross Fire of 1981, the death of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 and the recognition of institutional racism in the police, attitudes had changed. In 2007, community groups, museums and galleries, the BBC, libraries and schools organised numerous theatre productions, exhibitions, events and pieces of research that engaged with the slave trade and its legacies. For many people, slavery once more felt urgent, as did the question of what it meant for Britain.
The word 'reparation' wasn't common usage in Britain in 2007, though it was familiar to pan-Africanists. The last fifteen years have seen a proliferation of reparatory projects of different kinds, even if the language of reparations isn't always used. Many of those involved in the lottery projects found that tensions over decision-making led to communities feeling disappointed and frustrated; more recent projects have emphasised co-production. A series of ongoing collaborations between descendants and researchers at Nottingham University, begun in 2007, focuses on issues ranging from the cotton industry and its relation to the slave trade to the legacies of rural enslavement. Public history has taken pride of place: the online LBS database, for instance, has been consulted at least three million times. In 2013, the Windrush Foundation (first established in 1996) received funding from the Lottery Fund to embark on Making Freedom, a mobile exhibition, education pack and website that engaged with schools around the UK. The University of Brighton has held conferences on reparative histories. Books have been published, films and TV programmes made, plays performed, artists exhibited, Black studies courses developed. The Windrush scandal was exposed. In 2018 the Royal Historical Society published a report into racial inequalities in UK university history departments, revealing a dearth of Black and Asian staff and students, widespread racial harassment and unrepresentative, ethnocentric curricula. The statue of Edward Colston in Bristol was finally struck down after thirty years of campaigning.
The murder  of George Floyd in 2020 and the impact of the Black Lives Matter movement hastened the reckoning. Individual 'heirs of slavery' have apologised for the actions of their ancestors and offered financial redress. Institutions including Oxbridge colleges, museums and galleries, the Bank of England, the Church of England, the National Gallery and the National Portrait Gallery, even Lloyd's of London, have been compelled to respond, establishing investigations into their slaving connections and offering some recompense, usually limited. But researching the slaveowners who donated to colleges or left bequests to galleries - even the discovery that the Bank of England acquired slaves as indemnity for failed mortgages - doesn't result in structural change. One legacy of slavery was that forms of racialisation were locked into the mercantile capitalist system at every level. The 'African' was destined to labour for the white man. The reorganising of capital and labour that has taken place since abolition, from industrial to financial capitalism and today's adaptations of neoliberalism, has led to reconfigurations of racialisation, but it remains central to Britain's economy, culture and society. The problems are systemic: a long history of exploitation, extraction and accumulation demands major change. Improving figures on diversity and ensuring increased representation of Black and Brown people does nothing to tackle structural inequalities. Bringing people of colour into existing situations is not in itself transformative. White dominance persists. Academic researchers and curators have often been appointed on short-term contracts: their jobs disappear. Changes in curricula do little to improve the experience of students in the classroom and beyond. Big exhibitions, however powerful, do not quickly change cultures of acquisition and interpretation. Immediate investments made in the face of public pressure are soon terminated. Much is promised but not everything delivered. The successes have, furthermore, produced a backlash. Outrage about the National Trust's commitment to making visible slaving and imperial histories, as well as fears for the statues of imperial men and memorials to slaveowners, have inspired hostile reactions. The culture warriors of the populist right, with their easy access to funding and the press, have their eyes fixed on the 'woke'. The Tories' cynical interventions in the appointment of trustees and in the workings of equality and diversity programmes may have ceased with their expulsion from power, but Nigel Farage still sets out to reclaim 'our' history.
Lisa Nandy, the new culture secretary, has promised an end to culture wars and a more inclusive vision of the nation. But what does 'progressive patriotism' mean? The Treasury is empty, the welfare state in deep trouble, universities heading for bankruptcy, galleries and museums closing or limiting activities. We will not see major financial state reparation any time soon, despite the moral debt. The work of repair will continue, however, and with it, one hopes, more talk, capable of recognising the complexity and the disavowals of the past and of considering the way racialised afterlives, both Black and white, are lived in the present. Repairing does not transform. But acknowledgment and recognition are necessary steps towards any major change. As the Cameroonian historian Achille Mbembe reminds us, we can aim for 'the beginnings of a reparation through recognition, the first hint of the constitution of a beyond'.
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Nom de Boom
Ian Penman

3168 wordsIwas  still half asleep when I heard the story on an early morning TV show one day in April. It was so odd I wondered later if I had dreamed it. But it was true: government authorities in Chechnya had imposed a ban on any music deemed too fast or too slow to comply with the 'Chechen mentality'. Taylor Swift is a no-no - too fast. The Russian national anthem - too slow. There would seem to be a political subtext here, along the lines of 'One's just as bad as the other,' but let it pass.
Where would Arthur Russell fit on the Chechnya index? Breathless dance tracks like 'Is It All over My Face', 'Go Bang!' and 'Kiss Me Again' are definitely way too allegro. But his album World of Echo, from 1986, is so languid it could only dream of one day being called 'too slow'. Somnolent, smeary, subatomic, the first couple of times you hear it you may wonder, as with my early morning news report, if it wasn't just a dream. Russell was a one-man index of all the tempos modern music might use or try out. He played in rock bands. He wrote and played experimental modern classical music. He was an open-hearted singer-songwriter. He made music for every possible mood: something to play during the snoozy afternoon, a 12-inch to light up the dancefloor later on, and some sonic mist for your early morning chill-out. He even recorded two versions of some songs, one for the club and one for hi-fi or headphones: a vibrant oil painting followed by its preparatory sketch. Listening to the ethereal World of Echo in my office at home recently, I popped downstairs and was amazed to hear a big bass boom pulsing through the floor like a dub track. As if Russell's music were itself a house where there are no dividing walls and everything can't help but leak through.
Cruise all the different Arthur Russells on YouTube and the comments range from an approving SICK! and TUNE! for his dance classics to people confessing they cried uncontrollably over a song from his posthumously released 'demos' album Love Is Overtaking Me. It's as if Neil Young had made not just the lilting Harvest Moon and the frazzled Tonight's the Night, but also Dead or Alive's 'You Spin Me Round (Like a Record)' and Steve Reich's Music for Eighteen Musicians into the bargain. What can they possibly have in common, these wildly different figures, the nature boy and the urban genie?
Charles Arthur Russell Jr was born in Oskaloosa, Iowa in May 1951, and died in New York in April 1992 from complications related to Aids. His father, Chuck, a former naval officer, was the town mayor. It's easy to picture something down-home and folksy, but the family lived in a modernist house designed by an uncle who had studied with Frank Lloyd Wright. Russell was named for his father, with whom he seems to have had a fractious but intensely close relationship; an ex-girlfriend remembers being surprised that even in his early twenties Russell still routinely referred to Charles Sr as 'Daddy'. Something else that catches the eye, given where things were headed, is that his mother, Emily, played the cello. Russell was no Glenn Gould-style prodigy, but he does seem to have wilfully set his own course from very early on. 'He was ahead of his age in the things he cared about,' according to his sister Kate, 'and that led to all kinds of trouble academically and emotionally.' In a letter to a friend from 1966, reproduced in Richard King's new oral biography, Travels over Feeling, the 15-year-old Russell is already referring to Walt Whitman, John Cage and Allen Ginsberg (prefiguring later, more explicit involvements with queer sexuality, paganism and utopian politics). There is also an Alan Watts name-drop and a lot of talk about Buddhism.
It isn't easy, reading the early pages of Travels over Feeling, to hang on to the timeline of Russell's steep developmental itinerary. Some of this blurriness is characteristic of the man, but some is the result of a lack of editorial focus. (There's an unfortunate typo on the very first page, which locates the recent revival of interest in Russell in 'the early years of the 20th century, a decade or so after his death'.) Everything seems to be happening simultaneously, in different locales. We see Russell in a series of settings, like a montage from a PBS documentary without a voiceover. Standing in a cornfield. Sitting on the deck of a boat. Astride a hay bale in San Rafael. Playing guitar for an audience of bark and moss. Playing cello on the edge of a lake in Minnesota.
In 1968 Russell moved from Iowa to San Francisco, city of bays, bridges and hills. At this early stage he comes across as a somewhat sulky, ascetic figure. He bought his clothes from thrift stores and had zero interest in popular music. His letters were chatty, but in person he wasn't one for small talk and could be hard work. He was laser-focused on his music (he had already heard Cage and Morton Feldman) and felt a deep spiritual yearning. By 1969 he had become one of the walking wounded of Haight-Ashbury: sleeping in crash pads, selling underground newspapers, arrested for marijuana possession. He appeared to be one step away from some grimy hippie abyss, but like the Fool in the Tarot pack reared away just in time. He entered a Buddhist commune, and seemingly a Sufi commune too. Both at the same time? One after the other? It's unclear. He enrolled in the Ali Akbar Khan College of Music and studied the North Indian classical tradition: strange new tunings and mind-expanding microtones. The discipline of repetition, the rigour of improvisation. Quiet that intrusive ego! You don't 'make' music, you prepare to let it arrive. The first public performance of two of his own modern classical pieces took place in March 1973, in Berkeley. Arriving in New York in June that same year, he enrolled at the Manhattan School of Music, where he learned counterpoint and compositional theory. Everything was set to go bang.
There was  a time when young people with a dream or an angle could still afford to live in big cities like London and New York. But the world that incubated Russell, and drew out all the snaking tendrils of his offbeat eclecticism, is long gone. Lofts once inhabited by breadline artists, musicians and filmmakers are now the sole preserve of billionaires. The cross-pollination that allowed Russell to switch between different musical idioms didn't just appear one day out of nowhere, but emerged in very specific economic conditions. Russell's friend and fellow musician Peter Gordon recalls the mutual support that sustained their circle of friends in late-1970s New York: 'We used to joke that the same $50 got passed back and forth between us. There was no dividing line between money and the community.' New York had a (pre-digital, pre-Aids) lineage that included La Monte Young, Andy Warhol, Patti Smith and a lot of loft-based jazz. A fertile and fluid exchange between discrete communities: high, low, queer, druggy, artsy, radical, hedonist. There's a lovely moment, recorded in Travels over Feeling, where Gordon and Russell go to Union Square Park to buy 'loose joints' and hear one of Russell's latest club bangers thundering out of the boomboxes of the skater kids and dealer-delinquents assembled there. Avant-garde composition and Indian raga practice, beat-making and urban cruising: wherever Russell went he seemed to be at the heart of this magical crossover of circles and scenes.
One place where this crossover logic was always embraced was the Loft, run by David Mancuso. On any given night, the playlist might include club hits like Taana Gardner's 'Heartbeat', the Peech Boys' 'Don't Make Me Wait' or Fingers Inc's 'Mystery of Love'; but you'd also likely hear Marianne Faithfull and Yoko Ono, the Steve Miller Band and cuts from Joe Gibbs's African Dub All-Mighty: Chapter 3. The Loft was conceived as a private party rather than an all-comers' nightclub; it was 'invitation only', not through any high-life snobbery but from a need to protect itself against the drunkenness and prejudice of potential interlopers. The first ever Loft party, called 'Love Saves the Day', was held in February 1970 at 645-647 Broadway, Mancuso's own home. He had a wide circle of friends and was, like Russell, a product of the hippie era. He had seen Nina Simone and Timothy Leary at the Fillmore East, and had run or attended rent parties all over New York, from Harlem to Staten Island. Mancuso's sound designer Alex Rosner remembers an inspirational 'mix of sexual orientation ... a mix of races, mix of economic groups. A real mix.'
The Loft had all the necessary accoutrements: a big bright mirror ball, lots of drugs, and one of the best sound systems in the city. It also laid on free water, fresh organic food and bowls of fruit. 'It was like a birthday party for kids,' remembers one regular attendee in the 2008 documentary Wild Combination: A Portrait of Arthur Russell. In an era when gay men routinely faced night-time harassment, this was a genuine 'safe space'. The Loft cultivated an egalitarian atmosphere where nobody was seen as hipper or more valuable than anyone else. The entrance fee was low, and donations were made to charities like the Gay Men's Health Crisis. It put the community above personal profit. (This would not be the direction DJ culture would subsequently take.) All of which helps explain why Russell's track 'Go Bang!' (recorded under the nom de boom Dinosaur L) wasn't just another hot pick at the Loft, but the very encapsulation of its communal ethos: 'I want to see/all of my friends at once.' It hymns Dionysian ignition, but the tone is piercingly wistful. Who knows what trials tomorrow may bring, let's all love one another now.
Russell's own Buddhist ethos pokes through in a line from 'Go Bang!': 'Thank you for asking the question/To uproot the cause of confusion.' This is surely the sort of benediction you might address to your Zen roshi. Russell was someone who rarely danced, but worked the recording studio like it was a place of worship - what David Toop, in his remarkable new book, Two-Headed Doctor, calls the 'creation of provisional sacred spaces'.* Music that induces both communal warmth and wild abandon. You could drop in a whole thesis here on the crucial role of the 12-inch single in the late 1970s. It was an expansive idiom in itself, allowing DJs to stretch time into a never-ending night: a circular trance where the 'I' and the 'we' undertake a sweat-soaked merger, unloosening the guy ropes of ego. What do disco music, Sufic improvisation and avant-garde composition have in common? All reach, through repetition, for the same state of No Mind. Boundaries dissolving inside the bright flame of a dervish music. Spokes around a spinning wheel.
On the ear-opening compilation David Mancuso Presents the Loft Vol. 2, 'Go Bang!' is programmed between the Salsoul Orchestra and - one of my own personal Desert Island Discs - 'Set Fire to Me (Latin Jazzbo Version)' by Willie Colon; as well as propulsive beats and a wild trombone solo, they share a mood of near-transcendent moment and release. Disco as a form of secular gospel: singer dizzy and pleading, chorus providing a soft cloak of redemption. Saturday night/Sunday morning dance tracks like this had a pervasive sense of loss built in. They honoured recent victories, and anticipated all the mourning to come.
Russell recorded World of Echo alone over a long period leading up to its release in September 1986, shortly after which he tested positive for HIV. It's a song suite of winded chamber music: stoned-sounding but sober, domestic but otherworldly, something between a seance and a diary. World of Echo is sitting-room dub music, folk song with tape delay. Russell plays his cello like a percussion instrument or bass guitar, generating a series of booms and squeaks and whistles. He makes a virtue of his home studio limitations, producing a feeling of sinuous, wraparound intimacy: a musical Impressionism where background and foreground merge in a dappled, smeary haze. These songs don't feel 'written' in any conventional way; they are like pollen on the breeze. Words as vibrations, passing places, silvered keys to unlock the heart.
Russell said that he enjoyed the 'musical effect of words as sounds, but where the meaning is not totally withdrawn'. There are scattered references in Travels over Feeling to the influence exerted on the apprentice songwriter Russell by poets such as Ginsberg, Robert Bly and Ezra Pound; William Carlos Williams and Robert Creeley in particular inspired the 'idea of using simple language to convey something very beautiful'. Russell also spoke about how he wanted his home-studio 'echo system' to kindle song 'from the point of view of instrumental music, in the hope of liquefying a raw material where concert music and popular song can criss-cross'. Echoes recognise no boundary, cannot be made to fall in line. 'As I considered echo,' Russell said, 'it seemed that in it, concepts of time and space were expressed sonically.' You are here now in this moment in this room, but your song hovers over a childhood tree house, a tractor in a field, a swimming hole, a world. Your own private Iowa.
Russell's work evokes a genuine love in people, more than mere fanboy genuflection. Richard King's devotion is obvious. He was granted access to the collection of Russell's papers held at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. The custodian of the archive is Steve Knutson, who also set up his own label, Audika Records, to release all things Russell. Travels over Feeling is big, chunky, colourful - like a deluxe CD box set, or what we used to call a coffee-table book.+ As well as new interviews King conducted with people who knew Russell in the various stages of his too-short life, it features reproductions of correspondence, flyers, photos, scores, album sleeves, studio logs. Halfway between a definitive resource and a lucky dip. If all the voices that sing inside Travels over Feeling don't finally gel, perhaps that's only fitting: not a precisely etched Arthur Russell, but a scattered chorus of echoes. King's scene-setting can be a bit bloodless: 'In the late 1970s two clubs had opened in Manhattan that reflected the interdisciplinary and interpersonal social energy of the city.' This is accurate, but lacks heat. The title also seems a bit vague to me. Given the nature of the project - all these fond yammerings of co-workers, lovers, mates and mentors - I would have thought the perfect title was hiding in plain sight in those lyrics to 'Go Bang!': 'I Want to See All of My Friends at Once.'
There's a risk of fetishism in such acts of curation - the spilled confetti of life tidied up and displayed in a spotless vitrine. Unbiddable lives made over into secular shrines. One of the nice things about Travels over Feeling is that its artefacts all belong to a recent but now distant world of tactile communication: pens, paper, postcards, foxed music scores, hastily scribbled notes pinned to the doors of flats. Life before the mobile phone and its treacherous wand power. A lot of letters from Russell are reproduced in Travels over Feeling, but deciphering many of them is more or less impossible; you do wonder what purpose they serve, or if one telling leaf mightn't have worked just as well as several pages in a row. I'm not sure what the tiny corner of an envelope Russell once addressed to his parents is meant to signify. Some of the items on display are identified, some aren't, and there's no helpful index. Some biographical details clash or smudge. The text says he moved to New York in 'late 1972 or early 1973' when a few pages before he is in Berkeley in March 1973 for his first ever public performance. One moment he has zero interest in rock music, the next he's starting a group with someone he has just met at a Modern Lovers concert. Friends say he was immature, yet in 1974, just arrived in New York aged 23, he became musical director of the Kitchen, a 'video, arts and music space synonymous with the New Music movement'. While you could argue that with Arthur Russell things don't always cohere, if you're going to stake so much on the curatorial approach, it should be watertight.
But there is a logic to King's collagist approach, if only because Russell had so many sides and facets. He blurred his own identity in a series of wry pseudonyms and impish signatures: Loose Joints, Dinosaur L, Gulf Stream, Indian Ocean, In the Corn Belt, Killer Whale. Some of the most alluring items reproduced here are flyers, concert bills, and most of all the sleeves of Russell's records from the late 1970s and early 1980s. This was a time when vinyl wasn't an overpriced luxury, but a mainstay of daily life - you caressed these objects with your eyes before you played them. There are some lovely DIY designs here, replete with Russell's tiny personal watermarks, but my own favourite is probably the sleeve for Dinosaur L's 'Go Bang #5/Clean on Your Bean #1' 12-inch on Sleeping Bag Records from 1982: a friendly UFO hovers over a pastoral hillside and a vacated sleeping bag. The spirit animal hiding behind the DINOSAUR L legend on the label is, naturally, a koala bear.
There are a handful of songs on Love Is Overtaking Me which seem to hold a special place in a lot of people's hearts. Here is an underground seam of gold - rough, lilting songs which cry out to be covered. You only need to hear them once or twice and the hooks stay in: 'Close My Eyes', 'I Couldn't Say It to Your Face' (with its poignant parting wave: 'But I won't be around any more ...'), 'Nobody Wants a Lonely Heart'. And 'This Time Dad You're Wrong', which is surely the song Brian Wilson never quite got round to writing. Listening once again to 'Close My Eyes' ('Who knows what grows in the morning light') I thought back to the utopian tradition of Cage, Ginsberg and Whitman that Russell loved and honoured. Wide open spaces and a cupboard-sized studio. A non-dancer who made some of the best dance tracks ever. A cello player in a cornfield. The cello is there in the portrait on the cover of Travels over Feeling. It's pretty much the one constant in his life, from beginning to end: foundation, alter ego, companion.
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Poem
Application for Pre-Settled Status
Michael Hofmann

Nativity             Trail
Venusian           Tale
Naivety              Thrall
Volatilised        Atoll
National           Treble-Trill
Vanuatu            Trivia
Naturist            Trek
Evolutionary   Tail
Notional           Thrum
Vanity                Tribe
Nihilist             Throes
Avaunt              Troll
Nativist             Trouble
Villainy             Taint
Titivated           Thrips
Venality            Till
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Cricket is for losers
Tim Parks

2710 wordsLife,  for the narrators of Joseph O'Neill's five novels, is experienced as a series of reversals as unexpected as they are humiliating. James Jones, the protagonist of This Is the Life (1991), once served as a pupil barrister to celebrity QC Michael Donovan. He had thought he was in line for a position at the chambers, but was overlooked at the end of the pupillage. Donovan didn't put his name forward and years later fails even to recognise him at a cocktail party. The opening page of The Breezes (1995) clarifies the pessimism of the first novel. John Breeze's mother was 'killed by lightning', we learn, but we mustn't suppose lightning can't strike twice. John thinks of Wile E. Coyote, whose crackpot attempts to catch Road Runner always meet with disaster, 'undone by a circumstance beyond his control'. Similarly, some 'invisible, all-powerful tormentor' appears to be targeting John's family. Both he and his father suffer any number of 'evil accidents': burglary, sacking, abandonment.
 Two character traits make setbacks inevitable. 'Sensitivity to concealed thoughts and emotions is not my strong point,' James Jones admits. 'Socially, I am unskilful.' As a result, other people appear mysterious and unpredictable. Women come on to O'Neill's narrators when they least expect it, then abandon them just as unexpectedly. 'To this day I cannot believe my luck,' John Breeze says of his first encounter with Angela, a bright young careerist, only to be bewildered when she coolly cuts him out of her life. Trust is almost always misplaced. Nevertheless - and this is the second quality - however depressed and listless these men may briefly become, like Coyote they bounce back, spurred by ambition and blind self-belief. When Donovan contacts James, now a lowly solicitor, and asks him to process his divorce, James imagines that his early dreams of a brilliant career will finally be realised, when what lies ahead is in fact more humiliation. At the end of The Breezes, on his way to a meeting where Angela will doubtless end their relationship for good, John thinks: 'You never know, things may turn out all right.'
This Is the Life is set in London, The Breezes in what appears to be Ireland. O'Neill was born in Cork in 1964 to an Irish father and a Turkish mother, grew up mainly in the Netherlands, studied and practised law in England, and moved in 1998 to New York, where he set the novel that made his name, Netherland (2008). Three catastrophes are declared early in the book: the collective trauma of 9/11; the abandonment of the Dutch narrator, Hans Van Den Broek, by his English wife, Rachel, who returns to London with their young son ('unhappiness took me unawares,' he tells us); and, peripherally but poignantly, the disappearance then death of Hans's close friend, the irrepressible Chuck Ramkissoon. Yet Netherland is quite different in tone and structure from the early novels. The narrator is no longer a comic loser destined to repeat the same mistakes ad infinitum but a successful, self-deprecating market analyst, with whom the reader is happy to spend time. And while history and geography are largely irrelevant in the early novels, here they are everything. Rachel claims she is leaving New York and her husband out of fear of further terrorist attacks and disgust at American foreign policy.
 When, to fill the emptiness caused by the loss of his family, Hans digs out his old cricket gear and goes to play with a variegated group of immigrants on a miserable pitch on Staten Island, the book finds a focus that brings together the private, the public and the global. In an America obsessed with winning, cricket is a loser's sport, and all the more beguiling for that. Hans meets Chuck, an enigmatic Trinidadian umpire who preaches the civilising aspects of the game, but turns out to be as ruthless as the next man. Like other O'Neill protagonists, Hans consistently misreads people. A woman called Danielle seduces him with repeated declarations of how much she 'trusts' him then, after a night together at his home in the Chelsea Hotel, never answers his calls. But in post-9/11 New York such equivocations are par for the course. They provide fodder for an inexhaustible flow of observations ('I was, it will be understood, afflicted ... by the solitary's vulnerability to insights'), which Hans delivers in glittering, metaphor-rich prose somewhat surprising in a Dutch-born expert on oil markets. But the reader is happy to suspend disbelief. O'Neill, we were told at the time, himself lived in the Chelsea Hotel and played cricket on Staten Island. He knew the territory. Critics could enthuse about a new kind of postcolonial novel.
 O'Neill's fourth book, The Dog (2014), is set in a Dubai whose 'undeclared mission is to make itself indistinguishable from its airport'. Again a reversal of fortune sets off a chain of events: not only has the unnamed narrator, a New York attorney, been left by his long-term girlfriend, she has also cleaned out his bank account. Depressed, he accepts a meaningless job as financial adviser to a rich Middle Eastern family. Again the narrator takes up an outdoor hobby, this time scuba diving. Again an enigmatic, lively acquaintance disappears. Again there is a flow of apercus ('one way to sum up the stupidity of this phase of my life ... would be to call it a phase of insights'). Yet The Dog feels closer in tone to the earlier novels than to Netherland. Its defensive facetiousness has a souring effect. There is no opening to the surrounding world, no relief from a bewildered yet complacent self-absorption. Here is the narrator reframing the story of his girlfriend's treachery:
 The matter can be put this way: X, a good person, is subject to episodes of somnambulism. During one of these episodes she unconsciously takes possession of an envelope belonging to V, her friend. X wakes up and finds the envelope. It is marked 'V's Life Savings', and it contains one hundred thousand USD. V asks X for the return of the envelope. X - who is, incidentally, a rich woman with no financial obligations or ambitions that she cannot very easily satisfy, whereas V is hard up - refuses. She keeps V's money. Question: Why would X, a good person, do this? Answer: I don't know. It's incomprehensible. 

 In interviews O'Neill has spoken about his wariness of 'the sort of middling kind of novel that tides you over between novels'. His new book, Godwin, comes ten years after The Dog. It's an account of the search for a phenomenally talented adolescent footballer thought to be living somewhere in Africa. Cyrille, a '"dodgy" Ivorian' who possesses video footage of the boy, refers to him as Godwin, a name that brings together deity and victory. Godwin comes to represent the extraordinary potential of human talent, or a modern kind of slave, or simply a financial 'bonanza' for whoever manages to sign him up. In short, O'Neill gives us an encounter between the contemporary West, with its greed and its moral handwringing, and Africa: 'Whenever he has returned to Africa,' we hear of one character, 'it has always been with the sentiment of defeat, of demoralisation.'
 This time around there are two narrators. Lakesha Williams runs a technical writers' co-operative in Pittsburgh. Her only meaningful relationship is with her dog, Cutie, but she is happy in her job and heavily invested in the professional community she serves ('Idealism, if it's real, means extra work'). Lakesha is Black. She grew up in a dysfunctional home in a poverty-stricken district of Milwaukee, but a professor noticed her academic talents and helped her get a scholarship to a university in Pittsburgh. She is herself a kind of Godwin, but her function in the novel is to introduce us to her colleague Mark Wolfe, the main narrator and a more typical O'Neill protagonist, for whom she serves as a contrast.
 Wolfe isn't happy being a technical writer. He once had other ambitions. In his frustration, he abuses the 'front-desk agent' of the building where the co-operative has its office. Lakesha, attentive to the organisation's rule book and suspecting 'a crisis of dignity', gently takes him to task. When she asks Wolfe whether he's all right, O'Neill, with his enviable capacity for capturing contemporary jargon and foibles, has him explain that 'his worries were connected to a concern about "the commons" in the context of "collapse" (of human civilisation, possibly, or maybe capitalism).' Lakesha suggests he take a two-week break, and the narrative baton is passed.
 Wolfe lives with his wife, Sushila, and their daughter, Fizzy. 'After years of blundering introspection,' he says, 'I accidentally tripped on private happiness.' Determined to 'defend this marvellous fortune', he has 'fought a successful battle' against 'morbid self-regard', embracing 'obscurity' and the notion that 'so-called failure ... was much more honourable than so-called success.' This is achieved partly by deciding that 'the world is rotten. To step outside is to enter a vicious element.' The most vicious person of all, he believes, is his 'biological mother', who deprived him of a substantial inheritance from his late father and cannot 'be understood without reference to the techniques of animal predation'. Sushila provides a 'buffer' between himself and people like his mother. Yet Wolfe holds onto an 'unspoken fantasy' that 'one day I'd come out of hiding and my scorn for riches and recognition would pay off - in recognition and riches.' Hence it is ominous when his two-week break from technical writing coincides with a summons from his half-brother Geoff in England, who asks him for help while dangling the prospect of 'a business opportunity'. A reformed Wile E. Coyote is to be tempted by a last shot at Road Runner.
 O'Neill has said that plot is 'not important at all' to him, yet what follows are 250 pages of twists and turns so densely plotted as to leave the reader befuddled. Geoff, who is half-French and speaks English in a 'London-Jamaican argot', is never more than a comic foil to Wolfe's conflicted earnestness. An apprentice football agent, he is in possession of the video footage of Godwin, whom he believes may be the young footballer seen in Togo by an ageing French scout, Jean-Luc Lefebvre. Since Geoff is incapacitated by a broken leg, Wolfe, who knows nothing about football, is to go to Le Mans, meet Lefebvre, show him the video and get confirmation that the two boys are the same. Wolfe resists at first, but his unspoken fantasy soon takes over. In Le Mans, Lefebvre launches into rambling reflections on the history of football for the benefit of the naive American. He talks of 'the growing supremacy of the African footballer', tells the story of Didier Drogba's transformation from a 'normal player' to a 'phenomenon' ('it was as if in Brittany Drogba had drunk the magic potion of Panoramix') and gives a sentimental account of the funeral of the Portuguese star Eusebio ('young men threw themselves on the grave and kissed it').
 When the conversation turns to Godwin's whereabouts, Wolfe falls into 'a fever of tactical calculations' as to how he might trick his host into divulging information without him having to pay for it. At this point the novel shifts from sober realism to a muddle of farce, yarn and well-worn football legend. O'Neill doesn't seek to evoke an intimate engagement with the sport, as he did with cricket in Netherland, but rather to conjure a deranged, predominantly male state of mind in which football is at once the measure of everything and an invitation to dream of fantastic wealth. Wolfe misreads Lefebvre's expression on seeing the video as confirmation that the Togolese player is Godwin. He spends the night in a cheap hotel, obsessively running an app he happens to have on his laptop that enables him to compare the topography of stadiums in Togo with that of the ground in the video. Miraculously, a straying cursor leads him to discover that the stadium in question isn't in Togo, but Benin. The plot grows wilder and wackier, as in a cartoon. Wolfe betrays his brother by signing a contract with Lefebvre and, forgetting his family obligations, prepares to travel to Africa. But he is betrayed in turn: Lefebvre absconds with the contract and sets out for Benin alone. Wolfe flies home, sheepish but somewhat relieved, and returns to the humdrum realities of technical writing.
 One characteristic of O'Neill's writing is that while his narrators are often in a state of panic and disorientation, the prose remains assured. This can be understood as a form of denial on the protagonist's part, or a determination to retain control, but it does create a distancing effect. It's hard not to feel that O'Neill is more interested in Wolfe's caustic musings on smartphones, Eurostar, game theory and Le Mans cathedral than in this improbable football tale.
 The narrative soon switches back to Lakesha and another personal upheaval. Her friend Annie, the other founding partner of the co-operative, announces out of the blue that she's leaving to take up a lucrative job in California. It's not exactly a betrayal, but Lakesha experiences it as such. When elections for a new governing committee are held, she realises that her trust in her colleagues was misplaced ('it's a generally punishable folly to approach life trustingly,' Hans remarks in Netherland). A malign figure, Edil, uses a sheaf of proxy votes to get herself and the hotheaded Wolfe elected, then treacherously accuses both Lakesha and Wolfe of corruption. The office drama is gripping, but we know it's there only to provide context and framing for the main plot, which seems even more outlandish when we return to it.
 One evening, some six months after Wolfe's return from Le Mans, he and Sushila are arguing about his mother when Lefebvre turns up at their suburban home, establishes himself on the deck with the first of many beers, and launches into a story that will last seventy pages. In no hurry to disclose the few facts that matter to his listeners, he 'pontificates' on the state of football in the US, the women's game, the American landscape, American history, famous air crashes in which footballers died, voodoo, roadside life in Africa and much else. (All of this is relayed in Wolfe's irritated account.) Lefebvre tells the life stories of the people he met in Benin (involving much satire at the expense of Western tourists), peppered with nuggets of football wisdom: 'He had long believed that to play with a ball was to make a harmonious kind of contact with the universe, itself of course filled with spheres.' There is some comedy as Wolfe becomes paranoid about his wife's indulgence towards their visitor. 'Are they in league?' he worries. Finally, after various shenanigans reintroducing Wolfe's fatuous half-brother and devious mother, Lefebvre describes his first sighting of Godwin, running on a beach. 'Not just any beach', but the very place where for centuries slaves were traded. The boy, too, is a commodity. Recounting the story, Lefebvre becomes emotional and stands up to imitate 'the gait of the long-gone enslaved persons as they were marched towards the ocean with chains attached to their feet'. It was 'like Auschwitz', he says.
 It's hard to know how much seriousness to attach to Godwin. At times I got the impression that O'Neill had produced a kind of structural version of the facetiousness that characterises The Dog, an extended parody of the literary novel of connections, parallels, symbolism and moral weight. Certainly he has managed to instil in his reader the same anxiety of misreading intention or misplacing trust that plagues his characters. In the final fifty pages he tosses all his cards into the air and after a whirligig of incident and accident contrives to have them flutter down in such a way that Godwin and Lakesha meet in Milwaukee. The reader is impressed most of all by the effort required to do this.
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At the Movies
'Crossing'
Michael Wood

1217 wordsTowards the end  of Levan Akin's shape-shifting movie Crossing, a character says that she has begun to think of Istanbul as 'a place where people come to disappear'. She has strong personal reasons for the thought, having travelled from Batumi in Georgia to look for her sister's transgender child, who left home long ago, chased out by an angry father. The child's old name is unknown but it is now said to be Tekla. The aunt, Lia, a former history teacher played by Mzia Arabuli, finally comes across a group of locals who remember Tekla and still have some of her belongings. They don't know anything about where Tekla went after leaving them.
 Lia goes home without seeing her, but not without learning a great deal about alternative modes of life and behaviour. She has met with several countercultures and has found help where she least expected it. She is no longer inclined to think that the chief event of Tekla's life was to have created 'a great shame for our family'. Lia has met and been assisted by the transgender Istanbul lawyer Evrim (Deniz Dumanli), who is in the process of being medically certified as a woman. And she has learned to ask a question she would not until recently have thought of: was she sure that Tekla wanted to be found? The answer is provided by Lia's companion, Achi (Lucas Kankava): 'No, but she deserves to know someone is looking for her.'
 Lia not only becomes willing to think again, she turns into a different person in the course of the movie, crossing, to misuse a key word, from the incarnation of an angry, grim retired teacher to that of a warm, amusing, dancing person. Arabuli manages both roles and the transition wonderfully. People may disappear in Istanbul, but Akin's film suggests they reappear in other guises, more tolerant and humane than the ones they grew up with. Lia finally concedes that Tekla didn't fail her family, they failed her. 'We only cared about what people would say about us.'
 There is a sequence in the film that says a lot about the world of assumptions we live in. In an Istanbul cafe Lia meets a man about her own age, a fellow Georgian, obviously rich. He pays for her meal and buys her a rose from a passing beggar. She thinks he is coming on to her, embraces him warmly and dashes off to the bathroom to fix her make-up. When she returns he is gone, manifestly frightened by her eager interpretation of his kindness. Is this interpretation wrong? It would have been right, it seems, on many occasions inside and outside of movies. It just forgets the unlikely occasion of disinterest.
 I need to say something about the personal pronouns I have been using selectively until now. Before the film starts a title card tells us (in English) that Georgian and Turkish are 'gender neutral languages', meaning among other things that the same word represents 'he', 'she' and 'it'. It's not that gender doesn't exist in Georgia or Turkey - its gaps and implications may be fiercer than in many other places, as the parental figures and rife prejudices in the movie suggest. It's that gender is not announced every time a person is mentioned. The movie's idea, perhaps, is that there is something liberating in this silence, in not having to line up in narrow columns, not having to identify your siblings' children as nieces or nephews. But then of course English subtitles have to betray this principle at every step. Tekla is consistently called a niece and a 'she', and when a character is told her father kicked her out, he asks: 'Why, because she was trans?'
 At one point I distinctly heard the word 'trans' in the Turkish being spoken, obviously borrowed from English even if Turkish and Georgian, we are told, have words of their own for the designation. Akin, who wrote as well as directed the film, follows the dictionary definition ('denoting or relating to a person whose sense of personal identity and gender does not correspond to their sex at birth') and doesn't ask too much about how the correspondence ceased. This is a good way of thinking about alternative cultural and social forms and avoiding premature labels. I found myself wondering whether Lia, in an imaginative extension of the film's quest-story, might not have found Tekla after all, again and again, in the diverse characters she met in Istanbul.
 Lia has been there only once before, long ago. They speak a language she doesn't know. The city is hilly and busy and crowded, the sort of haystack no sane person would dream of checking for a needle. Fortunately, before she left Georgia, she acquired the companion I mentioned - an orphaned young man whose main job in life so far has been to annoy the violent, conservative older brother he lives with. Istanbul changes him too. He becomes a caring aide to Lia, who, consistent with her own development, stops telling him to shut up and actually talks to him about what she doesn't understand.
 When she remarks that Tekla's existence is 'the life she chose', Achi replies: 'I hardly think it was a choice.' When he asks what her plan is, what she will do if she finds Tekla, what she will say to her, Lia says she has no plan: 'I'm just here till I'm not.' At the end of the film, she remembers this conversation in a quick flashback and rethinks what she should have said, including the remark about failing Tekla. A little earlier Achi had an interesting confession to make. The address in Istanbul he gave to Lia, the one he claimed to have received from Tekla herself, was just part of his scheme to get Lia to take him with her on the journey. He had come up with the address, at the heart of a brothel district in Istanbul, by googling the locations of trans communities in the city.
 The film has a visual style that is both intimate and tentative. Evrim, for example, appears for the first time in a sideways close-up as just another person on a ferry. When the camera follows her to a hospital for a check-up, we begin to wonder how her story fits into the movie. Is she Tekla? A mirror image of Lia? The heroine of another tale?
 There are two moments that draw especial attention to this style. We are in a restaurant with Lia and Achi and the camera is hovering close around them. Then, suddenly, we are outside, looking in from the street through a window. And even better, there is a later shift where we leave the same characters in the room where we have been with them and view them not only through a small window but from a high angle, so that we see mainly the tops of their heads. The camera and the director can do what they like. That's why they can show us so much, create a world, or several worlds, for us. That's why we don't quite know what we're seeing.
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Anti-Constitutional
Wolfgang Streeck

4388 wordsThe  Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt fur Verfassungsschutz, or BfV) owes its existence to the Allies. When the Western powers gave the green light for the creation of the Federal Republic of Germany in their zones of occupation in 1949, they also gave the constituent assembly permission to set up 'an office to collect and disseminate information on subversive activities against the federal government'. According to Ronen Steinke, the intention was to nip in the bud any attempt at a coup d'etat, whether fascist or communist, that would have given the Soviet Union an excuse to invade western Germany. (Instead, the Soviets founded their own German state, the German Democratic Republic.) In post-fascist Germany, where memories of the Gestapo were still vivid, setting up a domestic intelligence agency for political surveillance was a politically sensitive move. The Allies had already passed a statute in 1946 disbanding 'any German police bureaux and agencies charged with the surveillance and control of political activities'. Three years later, writing to the constituent assembly, they reiterated that the new agency 'must not have police powers'.
This injunction is still observed. BfV agents aren't allowed to arrest people; they don't wear uniforms or carry guns. 'They're meant to listen as inconspicuously as possible,' Steinke writes, 'and take notes.' Their job, as stated in the legislation, is 'the collection and evaluation of information ... on activities against the free democratic basic order'. Defending the state against threats to this order is the domain of the police and public prosecutors, sometimes acting on information provided by the BfV. The BfV is subordinate to the Ministry of the Interior, and is therefore subject to political instruction, in a way that, say, the office of the public prosecutor is not. Today, nudged by its masters, it has extended its responsibilities from the observation of subversive activities to their prevention.
The BfV was founded in 1950 with a staff of 83. Little is known about its early activities, other than that the majority of its staff were former Nazis, as was the case in most branches of the federal bureaucracy. Its first president, Otto John, had been active in the resistance, escaping to London after the failed putsch of 1944. In 1954 he popped up in East Berlin and revealed in a press conference that the soon-to-be West German Ministry of Defence and the foreign intelligence service that was about to become the BND both employed former SS leaders. After two years in the GDR he returned to West Germany, claiming that he hadn't gone east voluntarily, or switched sides, but had been abducted. He was sentenced to four years in prison for treason and conspiracy.
Within a few years, the BfV had helped the federal government ban two political parties that had been deemed anti-constitutional, the Socialist Reich Party (SRP) in 1952 and the Communist Party (KPD) in 1956. The categorisation of political parties as anti-constitutional and their subsequent outlawing is peculiar to the German system. Cases are brought by the government and adjudicated by the constitutional court using evidence collected, typically, by Verfassungsschutz officers. The Allies shared the state's interest in seeing the SRP and the KPD disbanded - the SRP was by its own admission a successor to the Nazi Party and the KPD was essentially the West German branch of the GDR's ruling party, the Socialist Unity Party (SED). German governments have always viewed party bans as primarily a political, rather than a legal, matter. This was made clear in 1968 when the then minister of justice, Gustav Heinemann, a Social Democrat, invited two representatives of the KPD to his office to inform them that if a new communist party were founded nothing would be done to suppress it. Shortly afterwards that party came into being - as the DKP - and lasted until German unification, when it merged with the SED to form the party now known simply as Die Linke ('The Left').
Under Willy Brandt, who became chancellor in 1969, and his successor, Helmut Schmidt, the BfV thrived. Its staff more than doubled from around one thousand in 1969 to more than two thousand in 1980. It expanded again during the war on terror, and then in the wake of Angela Merkel's opening of the German border in 2015. By 2022 it had a staff of more than four thousand and a budget of EU440 million. In the meantime all sixteen federal states, the Lander, had established Verfassungsschutz offices of their own, employing an estimated 2600 officials. Add to this the unknown number of so-called V-Leute - paid informers who spy and report on suspected anti-constitutional activities; Steinke estimates that there are around 1500 of them - and you get roughly 8400 fighters for the constitution fielded by the seventeen governments of the Federal Republic of Germany.
Steinke gives a fascinating account of the way the BfV's activities and concerns have changed over time. Unsurprisingly, the former Nazis tasked with protecting the democratic constitution in its early years were keen to go after the left, and this remained the BfV's priority well into the years of student revolt. In 1972, the Brandt government and the Lander passed a decree banning the employment of 'enemies of the constitution' (Verfassungsfeinde) in the public sector, aimed primarily at a new generation of teachers and academics who were seen as potentially lacking loyalty to the state. Under the decree, which was rescinded at the federal level in 1985 and by the final Land, Bavaria, in 1991, 3.5 million people, both applicants for and holders of public sector jobs, were subjected to loyalty checks, carried out by the relevant Verfassungsschutz office. In total, 1250 applicants were refused employment and 260 employees dismissed, almost all of them deemed too far to the left to be capable of serving the public interest.
After the collapse of the GDR, and with the post-communist transformation of leftism into what Jurgen Habermas has called 'constitutional patriotism', the BfV's attention began to shift to the right. After unification, right-wing 'populist' political parties came to be seen as electoral competition by Germany's centre-right and centre-left: the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), the Christian Social Union (CSU) and the Social Democratic Party (SPD). In 2001, Gerhard Schroder's government and both chambers of parliament filed a joint motion to the constitutional court to outlaw the far-right National Democratic Party (NPD), which seemed close to crossing the threshold - 5 per cent of the vote - that would give it representation in parliament. As in the 1950s, it fell to the BfV to assemble the evidence. The case was thrown out by the constitutional court in 2003, on the basis that it was impossible to know how much of this evidence - mostly speeches and party resolutions - had been produced by undercover V-Leute who had joined the party. The problem was exacerbated by the refusal of the BfV to identify its agents, for fear of retribution by genuine party activists. It transpired that the federal and Lander bureaux had kept their agents secret from one another. They continued to do so during the trial, raising the possibility that a majority of those serving on the NPD's internal committees may have been V-Leute who didn't know who was and who wasn't on their side. The BfV was ridiculed for allowing its spies to become indistinguishable from the party they were spying on.
In 2012, when Merkel was chancellor, there was another attempt to have the NPD banned. This time the case was brought by the Bundesrat, the chamber of parliament consisting of delegates from the Lander governments, and followed a series of nine racist murders between 2000 and 2006, carried out by two right-wing terrorists. It was only after both perpetrators committed suicide in 2011 that the police connected the killings. Two years later, five supporters of the National Socialist Underground (NSU), as the group called itself, appeared in court. By then it had become clear that various Verfassungsschutz agencies and informers had been in contact with the NSU but had failed to inform the police, which might have stopped the killings. There are lingering questions about how this happened, not least because several Lander offices still won't reveal the details of their entanglement with the NSU. The constitutional court closed the case against the NPD four years later, arguing that the party was too weak to enable 'a successful pursuit of its anti-constitutional goals'. The verdict made it clear that future efforts to have politically irrelevant parties banned for symbolic reasons would not be welcomed.
There was, however, one piece of good news for the government. In its reasoning, the court suggested that if a party was too small to be banned, the government could (after amending the constitution) ask the court to disqualify it from receiving the significant financial support to which German parties are entitled. In 2019, the government and the two chambers of parliament asked the court to exclude the NPD from public funding for six years - the party having shrunk in the meantime into a tiny sect calling itself Die Heimat (Homeland). The motion was granted five years later.
In  September 2015, when the NPD case was pending, Merkel opened the German border to more than a million refugees, profoundly changing the country's politics for years to come. In the wake of her decision, the Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD), founded in 2013 in neoliberal opposition to European monetary union, emerged as a right-wing populist competitor to Merkel's CDU and its Bavarian sister party, the CSU. The question of how the AfD and the 'refugee crisis' should be handled was fiercely contested within Merkel's political alliance in the run-up to the 2017 federal election, and in its aftermath. While Merkel may have hoped that opening the border would enable her to switch from a coalition with the SPD to one with the Greens, the CSU, led by Horst Seehofer, shared the AfD's antipathy to her border policy and for a while seems to have considered the AfD as a coalition partner. This sharpened the BfV's dilemma over whether its focus should be on left-wing radicalism, as preferred by Seehofer, or on the right, now in the form of the AfD, as Merkel wanted.
Seehofer and the CSU did agree an alliance with Merkel for the 2017 election, but also extracted a promise from her that she wouldn't run again. This meant that the BfV's focus had to move to the AfD, which was rapidly becoming an effective electoral force. The then BfV president, Hans-Georg Maassen, a lifelong CDU member, was deeply uncomfortable with this. Although Seehofer kept him on when he became minister of the interior in the grand coalition government put together by Merkel in 2018, Maassen increasingly came to be seen as a political liability - he publicly disagreed with Merkel's claim that a video of an anti-immigration rally in East Germany showed a 'manhunt' of refugees, for example. Not long afterwards, Maassen made public the notes for a speech he had given at a secret international meeting of domestic intelligence services. In them he claimed that the SPD, Merkel's coalition partner, had 'radical leftists' in its ranks. The SPD demanded Maassen's dismissal, and in November 2018 he was sacked.
His successor, Thomas Haldenwang, was also a CDU member, though of a more Merkelian sort. According to Steinke, in January 2021 he was about to publish a report announcing that his office had found the AfD suspect of anti-constitutional 'extremism' and was placing it under formal observation (which would allow intelligence methods such as wiretapping and infiltration by undercover agents), when he was called to Seehofer's office. The draft report, which Seehofer had been sent, had cited a prominent AfD politician saying 'Islam does not belong to Germany.' Seehofer's problem was that he and other leading CSU members had repeatedly used those same words. (In 2010 the then federal president, Christian Wulff, a Merkel protege, had stated that not only Christianity and Judaism 'belonged to Germany', but that Islam did too. 'Der Islam gehort zu Deutschland' immediately became a slogan of the Merkel wing of the CDU.) The report also noted that 'agitation against refugees and migrants is the central theme of the public statements of AfD units, where xenophobic patterns of argument combine with Islamophobic resentments,' and held this to be anti-constitutional. On Seehofer's insistence this and other passages were toned down or deleted. The final version, approved by the minister more than a month later, stated that 'advocacy of a restrictive immigration policy is in itself constitutionally irrelevant.' Only then, in February 2021, did Seehofer give the BfV permission to start its formal observation of the AfD.
After he was sacked, Maassen joined the Union of Values, a new group of CDU members opposed to Merkel which was registered as a political party earlier this year. Aiming to attract voters from the space between the CDU and the AfD, the party sees itself as a potential coalition partner for the CDU/CSU. In response to this move, Haldenwang put Maassen, an old friend, under observation (following a recent change in the law, the BfV can now observe individuals as well as organisations). Maassen's lawyer extracted from the BfV a letter listing all the statements he had made that the BfV considered to be possible examples of extremism - those under observation are entitled to see this information - and put it online. The letter is long, full of trivia, and must have been the work of an army of agents.
In the summer of 2023 Friedrich Merz, the new CDU leader and a long-standing opponent of Merkel, ended the battle between the CDU and CSU, and declared, as Merkel had, that the AfD should be seen as an enemy rather than as a potential coalition partner. Facing regional elections in September 2024 in three eastern states where the AfD was leading the CDU in the polls, as well as a federal election a year later, Merz bet on what was effectively a grand coalition of 'all democratic parties' united in a 'Kampf gegen Rechts', a battle against the right. (This was not without risk: quite a few of the CDU's fellow combatants consider Merz and his party to be more on the other side than on their own, while many of Merz's supporters would prefer a Kampf gegen Links.) This battle involved erecting an institutional, political and social 'firewall' against the AfD, with the aim of excluding it from elections - not quite getting it banned by the constitutional court, but with much the same effect. Behind this was the fact that, having twice refused to outlaw the NPD, the court seemed unlikely to change its mind. It hadn't outlawed the NPD in 2017 because the party was too small to justify such a measure, but it might now decide that the AfD was too big, and that a ban would damage the court's legitimacy among much of the electorate, particularly in the East. As long as a party is judged to possess a covert substructure that might allow it to attempt the overthrow of the state - as might have been the case with the SRP and the DKP - the argument for banning it is relatively easy to make. There was no suspicion that the NPD had such a capacity, however; or that the AfD does.
For some time, the four Staatsparteien (the CDU/CSU, Greens, SPD and Free Democrats), which describe themselves as 'democratic' as opposed to 'populist' or 'extremist', have co-operated to exclude AfD MPs from parliamentary business as far as legally possible, for instance by keeping them out of key parliamentary committees. There have also been various forms of social ostracism: for example, the management of the 2024 Berlin Film Festival, at the behest of the state government, disinvited a number of AfD politicians from its opening ceremony, for which all parties in the Berlin parliament traditionally receive free tickets. In March the Bundestag football team announced that AfD MPs and their staff would no longer be allowed to play. But since the Kampf gegen Rechts began, support for the AfD has remained fairly steady, around 15 per cent. (In early July, two weeks after the European elections, the AfD came second in a nationwide poll, with 16.9 per cent, one percentage point above its result in the elections and close to its highest ever poll result of 17.2 per cent in 2023. The AfD was followed by the SPD on 14.6 per cent. As a rule of thumb, what the battle against the right removes from the party's support in West Germany is balanced by what it adds in the East.) Earlier this year, the AfD reported that its membership has exceeded forty thousand, an increase of more than 60 per cent on 2023.
Whereas the BfV used to operate more or less behind the scenes, under Haldenwang and the SPD's Nancy Faeser, minister of the interior since 2021, public announcements on investigations into AfD-related right-wing activity have become common. Today the BfV and its Lander equivalents inform the public of their work not only in yearly reports, but also in regular press conferences. Their labelling of enemies of the constitution can be challenged in administrative courts, but it takes time for cases to be heard. Decisions on the status of potentially 'extremist' individuals and organisations are made in camera, without those under suspicion being interviewed. Despite its past disasters, Verfassungsschutz agencies are still highly respected by a German public eager for reassurance. Once someone is placed under observation, declared 'suspect' or classified as a 'proven extremist', the media always notes this status.
After being classified as 'suspect' in 2021, the AfD decided to challenge this decision. Its first complaint was dismissed in 2022; in May this year another complaint was dismissed by an administrative court of appeal, clearing the way for the party's status to be changed to 'proven extremist' in time for the autumn elections in the East German states. Branding a party or an individual as 'proven extremist' essentially excludes it from participation in the democratic process and deprives those who vote for it of their constitutional right to political representation. This power makes the Verfassungsschutz a formidable tool for incumbent parties. Having another political party declared anti-constitutional in effect amounts to what Carl Schmitt called an 'innerstaatliche Feinderklarung': the reconfiguration of an internal adversary as an internal enemy.
The way this works could be seen in the demonstrations that took place at the start of this year, when hundreds of thousands of people marched gegen Rechts in general and the AfD in particular. The protests were supported by all the country's political parties and social and political organisations, with the exception of those to the right of the CDU/CSU, and were encouraged by all levels of government. They were triggered by a newspaper article about what was uniformly described as a 'secret meeting' that took place last November at a hotel outside Berlin. Over dinner the guests - a handful of elderly neo-Nazis, various CDU members and a few AfD politicians - listened to a lecture by Martin Sellner, a leader of the Identitarian Movement of Austria, on his most recent book, which calls for the mass deportation of immigrants, even those with German citizenship. (BfV secret agents were allegedly not involved in the meeting.) The article was based on a report by Correctiv, an investigative journalism outlet, funded by a variety of foundations and the federal government, which specialises in detecting and countering fake news. The report compared the meeting to the Wannsee Conference of 1942, where leading Nazi officials planned the genocide of European Jewry.
The  Verfassungsschutz plays a leading role in an evolving, very German form of enforcement of political order. This doesn't exclusively rely on the repression of incorrect speech through punitive sanctions, but encompasses the promotion and rewarding of correct speech. In recent years the German state, together with the self-designated 'democratic parties', has funded wholly or in part a variety of institutions devoted to state-compatible political education for state-compatible democracy. These include Correctiv, which now has a staff of sixty and the Amadeu Antonio Foundation, which, with a staff of 95 and a budget in 2023 of EU5 million, is involved in every aspect of the Kampf gegen Rechts. A Demokratieforderungsgesetz ('Law for the Promotion of Democracy') is about to be passed, which will enable the federal government to set up and fund more organisations like the Amadeu Antonio Foundation. There is also the Forschungsinstitut gesellschaftlicher Zusammenhalt (Research Institute for Social Cohesion), set up by the federal government in 2020, which funds 83 research projects employing more than two hundred researchers across eleven research institutes.
Meanwhile, the BfV has vastly extended its fields of inquiry. Its annual report for 2022 lists ten areas: in addition to the familiar topics of the right, the left and Islamic 'extremism', it includes the Reichsburger movement - Germans who believe that the German Reich never ceased to exist and who tend not to recognise the laws of the federal republic - and Scientology. There is also a new category of anti-constitutional activity known as 'verfassungsschutzrelevante Delegitimierung des Staates' (the 'anti-constitutional delegitimisation of the state'), introduced in response to the protests against the government's anti-Covid measures. According to the 2022 report, those within the 'delegitimisation spectrum' - about 1400 individuals, 280 of whom are said to be 'ready for violence' - 'disparage democratic decision-making processes and institutions or call for official or judicial orders and decisions to be ignored'. The 2023 report points out that 'this form of delegitimisation often doesn't take the form of an open rejection of democracy as such.' Nevertheless, it 'goes far beyond legally permissible criticism of government, politics and the state' and 'undermines democratic order by undermining trust in the state system as a whole, thus jeopardising its ability to function'.
A growing share of the budgets of the BfV and the Lander offices is now spent on the 'prevention of extremism'. The North Rhine-Westphalia office spent EU9.8 million in 2022 - almost half of its annual budget - on 'educating the public on the dangers of extremism', offering 'protection against joining extremist groups' and 'helping people to leave them'. The Lander offices co-operate with the BfV in maintaining a database of 3.9 million people, 3.4 million of whom have had background checks carried out for positions considered relevant to public security.
Since the Verfassungsschutz is barred from doing police work, any material relating to illegal activities must be turned over to the police (which, as the NSU scandal showed, doesn't always happen). Officially at least, this leaves the organisation's remit as the observation and documentation of behaviour that, while legal, is judged anti-constitutional. Most of the evidence involved is textual: it is by close reading that investigators must decide whether a given utterance displays anti-constitutional attitudes - even though freedom of speech is guaranteed by the constitution.
What makes protecting the constitution even more difficult is that subjects of observation who harbour anti-constitutional intentions often try to mask them by resorting to codewords or circumlocutions. This makes it necessary for the BfV to argue that what might seem to be innocuous speech is in fact extremist. It has long held that the belief that Germany should be ethnically homogeneous (rather than bunt, meaning 'colourful') is anti-constitutional. In response, the AfD published a document in 2021 stating that the German people consists of all German citizens, regardless of their ethnic and cultural background. Other AfD statements call for a minimum level not of ethnic but of cultural homogeneity. To this, the BfV's response is that when the AfD speaks of culture, what it really means is ethnicity. No such claims are made when the CDU/CSU emphasise, as they do untiringly, the need for a German Leitkultur - a 'leading culture' that immigrants must accept if they want to live in the country, and particularly if they want German citizenship. (For some of its proponents German Leitkultur includes not just equal rights for women and men but also an unconditional recognition of 'Israel's right to exist' and to 'defend itself'.) Or when the chancellor, Olaf Scholz, promised that by the time of the state elections in Brandenburg, Saxony and Thuringia this September there would have been deportations of illegal immigrants.
Today, the BfV and the sixteen Landesamter form a central pillar of an institutional regime that bridges state and civil society, and aims at the manufacture of political consent and what has recently come to be called 'social cohesion'. Underlying this is the peculiar readiness of German elites to carry out orders even before they are given, which means that they may not have to be given at all. Visitors from countries with a tradition of accepting or even respecting eccentricity, such as the UK, France and Italy, or from a country as fundamentally disorderly as the United States, tend to be struck by the monolithic appearance of German politics and society, the way everything seems to fall in line with everything else. This is enabled by the interplay between institutions, formal and informal, and by a culture that perceives dissent as selfish and as a threat to social and political unity (it's also seen as pointless). A recent example is the wave of accusations of antisemitism against protesters, many of them from outside Germany, who have voiced their horror over the Israeli destruction of Gazan society.
Steinke eventually concludes - after some hesitation resulting from his left-liberal sympathies for 'militant democracy' fighting 'the right' - that it would be better if the seventeen offices for the protection of the constitution were abolished. Illegal political activities would be dealt with by the police - overseen by the courts - and legal forms of political dissent would be left to the democratic process. But given the indispensable role of the Verfassungsschutz in the defence of political stability, this seems unrealistic. No mainstream political force would dare propose its abolition in the name of democracy and the rule of law. With that off the table, the powers that be may find themselves forced to address concerns they would rather keep out of constitutional bounds, such as the unconditional support of the German state, and the AfD, for the mass killings in Gaza, as well as Germany's participation, opposed by the AfD, in the escalating proxy war against Russia in Ukraine.
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Diary
Strange Visitations
Tom Johnson

2842 wordsOn  13 May 1397, the visitors came to Ruardean in Gloucestershire. They learned that Nicholas Cuthler was causing a scandal among his neighbours. He had not come to terms with his father's death and was making strange claims: he went about in public saying that his father's spirit still walked the village at night. One evening he even kept vigil beside the tomb from dusk till dawn, waiting for the ghost to come. Nothing else is known about Cuthler, who was born six and a half centuries ago. His case happened to be written down by a scribe - and meanwhile he went on with his days, or so we must suppose. As is usually the case with medieval legal records, lives flash before our eyes and then vanish. The flashes are what make the archives so tantalising. You can wait a long time before you get one.
Cuthler's scandalous grief was recorded in a booklet of about fifty pages, among more than a thousand other parish reports from the diocese of Hereford in 1397. These were the results of an inquiry called a visitation, whereby church authorities attempted to discern the state of religious life in the parishes. Local worthies sent reports to the bishop, John Trefnant, who processed through the diocese with a cadre of officials to investigate, judge and correct any troublesome behaviour. The visitation book, 'an unsightly and tattered manuscript', was discovered in the archives of Hereford Cathedral in 1907. The next year Arthur Thomas Bannister became a canon there. His appointment had been somewhat controversial: a man 'of singular simplicity and directness', he was known for his liberal sympathies and a tendency to blurt out information about church assets. But he slowly rose through the ranks to become precentor, and spent his dotage working on the cathedral's medieval manuscripts.
In the course of his research, Bannister struck up a correspondence with Montague Rhodes James. Though he is now more famous for his ghost stories, M.R. James was one of the most important medievalists of his time. He had an eye for a sharp detail: privately he described Bannister as a 'good sort', but 'with much to contend with: among other things a terrific wife with a large head of white hair and tortoiseshell spectacles, who appears to be the worst scandalmonger in the county'. James regularly visited Herefordshire to stay with Gwendolen McBryde, an eccentric widow who ran a stud farm. She had married a close friend from his undergraduate days, who died unexpectedly when she was three months pregnant. ('Monty' became legal guardian to her daughter, Jane.) After James's father died a few years later, the McBryde house at Woodlands became a second home for him - his letters to Gwendolen, which she published posthumously, make up the bulk of his surviving correspondence.
It was during one of his Herefordshire sojourns, in 1917, that James underwent his only recorded experience of the supernatural, during a visit to the 12th-century church of Garway. 'We must have offended something or somebody,' he wrote to McBryde, cryptically. 'Probably we took it too much for granted, in speaking of it, that we should do exactly as we pleased. Next time we shall know better. There is no doubt it is a very rum place and needs careful handling.' The visitors to Garway in 1397 might have agreed. They found no ghosts, but much lively scandal. The priest Thomas Folyot 'frequents taverns in an unruly and excessive manner', and had revealed the confession of one of his parishioners during a drinking session. Another man, Hugyn oth' Walle, was cited for abusing his wife, 'often threatening to kill her and beating her terribly'. The parish chaplain could not speak Welsh, yet 'most parishioners there do not know the English language.'
Throughout the 1920s, James and Bannister worked together to produce a catalogue of the manuscripts in the Hereford Cathedral library. But it was not until 1929 that Bannister published a transcription of the visitation book, in a series of articles in the English Historical Review. James commended his friend, 'whose services to his Church and its archives have been manifold'. In truth, Bannister's work was a little sloppy, silently omitting substantial parts of the working record; for example, he redacted the ut credunt, 'as they believe', that followed the parishioners' report on Cuthler - a sounding of doubt that was lost in his transcription. Now, in a new critical edition by Ian Forrest and Christopher Whittick, the visitation book is available in full translation for the first time.* As they write: 'It is not an objective record of what was happening in medieval parishes, being in fact much more fascinating than that.'
[image: ]Visitation book cover, courtesy of Hereford Cathedral.




In 1397 the visitors would have approached Cuthler's parish of Ruardean with some trepidation, ghosts or not. It lay in the Forest of Dean, a district marginal even by the standards of the Welsh borders. Shallow seams of iron ore were excavated by shovel and pick in open-face mines; industrial quantities of charcoal were produced for the countless forges of a forest that must have seemed as though it was perpetually aflame. Living within the royal forest and its distinct legal regime, the men of Dean claimed special privileges that they were willing to defend by force. In the 1430s, after a dispute over tolls, they launched a series of attacks on grain barges heading down the Severn for Bristol. An indictment described them as 'a wild people close and adjacent to Wales', alleging that 'the whole community of the Forest ... cares nothing for the law, its officers or its procedures.'
At Ruardean the omens were not good. The chaplain failed to appear, the church's chancel was found in a ruinous state and its revenues - supposed to be used for maintaining a priest - had been sold off without permission. But the parishioners, or at least the clutch of prominent men who supplied the visitors with information, were more accommodating. For some, visitation was an opportunity to speak truth to power; to tell a sombre ecclesiastical official in his expensive robes what needed fixing. The vast majority of reports concerned sex out of wedlock, which disrupted the household, the basic unit of patriarchal authority. The offence was often called 'incontinence' in the records: a failure of restraint. Its victims were usually the women and children left out in the cold. In Ruardean, apart from Cuthler and his father's ghost, all anyone had been talking about was Margaret Hobys, a married woman who had been having an affair with a single man called Nicholas Boweton. Summoned before the judges, the shamed couple could not bring themselves to deny it. They swore an oath of atonement. They were assigned penance: they would be beaten around the parish church six times, and another six times through the market-place. At Staunton, the parishioners complained to the visitors that Thomas Smyth had ejected his wife from their house, 'denying her food and clothing and other conjugal rights'.
Trefnant's officials were on the lookout for other kinds of disturbing behaviour too. The Lollard heresy had spread from the teachings of John Wycliffe at Oxford in the 1370s, gaining some traction in the West Country. A decade later, two prominent Lollards were preaching along the Welsh border that the Eucharist was just bread, the pope was the Antichrist, and - even more controversially - that women could administer the sacraments. By the time of the visitation, Trefnant himself was conducting a heresy trial against the squire of Croft Castle. Yet his visitors found nothing: not a single Lollard. Omnia bene, said more than a fifth of the parishes: all is well. If visitation seemed to some a chance to complain, for others it represented an intrusion. Who wanted to be told their church vestments needed replacing, or to traipse off to the nearest town to be solemnly scolded? At Mitcheldean, another forest village, the report gave a simple omnia bene, but a later note claimed that the official sent there 'dare not cite the parishioners'.
Welsh names are scattered through the 1397 record, and it is clear that relationships frequently traversed ethnic or linguistic divides. At Turnastone, a man called Richard Gogh was said to be consorting with various women: Helen, daughter of Trahaearn, and Lleucu, daughter of Einion, and Lleucu Kedy - all probably Welsh - but also with the more English-sounding Margaret Hunt. Another woman in the village, accused of fornication, was named as 'Gwladus, otherwise Alison'. But this cross-cultural flux was under threat. A few years after the visitation, a legal dispute involving the Welsh nobleman Owain Glyn Dwr got out of hand: he named himself Prince of Wales, assembled an army and burned down the town of Ruthin, before proceeding to attack Denbigh, Rhuddlan, Flint, Oswestry and Welshpool. There followed a six-year military confrontation between Welsh armies and the newly established Lancastrian dynasty of Henry IV.
By 1405 Glyn Dwr was able to command the support of much of western Wales, had secured a treaty of friendship with the French, and had even enlisted two important English nobles, Sir Edmund Mortimer and Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, into the rebellion. He wrote to Pope Benedict XIII, exiled in Avignon, seeking approval for a plan to restore Welsh law and to elevate the Welsh Church to an archdiocese that would appoint suffragan bishops to Exeter, Bath, Worcester, Lichfield and Hereford. No more English visitors. But the Welsh were ill-equipped to take English castle towns on a permanent basis. Glyn Dwr's forces were always most effective as guerrillas among the trees, and gradually they lost the element of surprise. English counteroffensives wore them down and ravaged the surrounding countryside. Percy died in battle in 1408, Mortimer at the siege of Harlech the next year. The Welsh rebellion was not defeated by some great confrontation, it simply dwindled. Nothing was seen of Glyn Dwr after 1412, dead or alive.
Ihave never  seen a ghost. Like M.R. James, I grew up in Suffolk, but have long been drawn to the West of England for research. The dirtier and more tattered manuscripts in Hereford's collection still hold surprises. A few years ago I was examining a 15th-century act book - the record of a later church court - when I noticed something strange about the thick parchment cover: it was not bound but folded in on itself, creating a kind of envelope. Carefully prising apart the creased edges, I found inside a slip of paper, apparently tucked away more than five centuries ago and forgotten. William Stretford was sworn innocent of stealing twelve sheep. Now we know.
Heading south-west out of Hereford, the Black Mountains loom in the distance. Coming off the main road, as the bishop's officials regularly had to do, the lanes thin into gravel tracks that swirl around the hillsides. Fields bulge and swell in all directions, the land seeming everywhere to rise, blocking any view of the territory as a whole. Just before the border with Wales, a side road takes you to Kilpeck. Set apart from the village, opposite a barnyard, is a beautiful Romanesque church the colour of marmalade. The sandstone was mined locally, but the church's soul transmigrated from Byzantium. From the outside it is squat, spireless and heavy-set; inside it is whitewashed and airy, connected by a symmetry of graceful arches and a vaulted apse. Pevsner called it 'one of the most perfect Norman churches in England'.
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It is famous - in certain circles - for its programme of mysterious carvings around the exterior walls. Dozens of haunting faces, human and animal, and other creatures in-between, peer down from the corbels that support the roof. One is a sheela-na-gig: a female figure who stands and reaches behind her legs to expose her genitals to the viewer, a strange grin on her face. The symbol appears in Romanesque churches scattered across north-west Europe, but its significance is unknown. In 1397 the parishioners of Kilpeck presented the visitors with the usual ensemble of fornicators and adulterers. Maiota Leduart with John ap Gwilym ap Rhys (the chaplain, no less); John Hull the piper with Alison, a blood relative of his former wife; David Webbe with Eve Elvell. Most of them were reported to be 'outside' the parish; that is, beyond the reach of the bishop's crozier. But one more thing, reverend father: 'John, chaplain, as it seems to them, is not firm in his faith, because he has often made boast that he goes about at night-time with fantastic spirits.'
Kilpeck was James's local parish during his stays at Woodlands with the McBrydes. Every Sunday they tramped over the fields to the church. James, a fine public speaker, was occasionally called on to read from the New Testament in Greek during the services, obliging 'as unostentatiously as possible'. At lunch afterwards he would impersonate a country vicar delivering a boring sermon until they begged him to stop, or give Falstaff's speech from the Merry Wives of Windsor. Woodlands is the likely setting for his story 'A View from a Hill', in which Fanshawe, 'a man of academic pursuits', visits a squire friend in the West of England at the height of summer. Surveying the wooded landscape through a pair of field glasses, Fanshawe notices a hill in the near distance where there is a clearing; he can make out some men with a cart in the field, and, more menacingly, a gibbet. Looking with his own eyes, there is nothing to be seen - Gallows Hill is covered in trees. 'It must be something in the way this afternoon light falls.'
The squire's old butler, Patten, does not like them using the field glasses, bought at the estate sale of a local antiquary who died in mysterious circumstances. That night Fanshawe has a dream:
He was walking in a garden which he seemed half to know, and stopped in front of a rockery made of old wrought stones, pieces of window tracery from a church, and even bits of figures. One of these moved his curiosity: it seemed to be a sculptured capital with scenes carved on it. He felt he must pull it out, and worked away, and, with an ease that surprised him, moved the stones that obscured it aside, and pulled out the block. As he did so, a tin label fell down by his feet with a little clatter. He picked it up and read on it: 'On no account move this stone. Yours sincerely, J. Patten.'
As often happens in dreams, he felt that this injunction was of extreme importance; and with an anxiety that amounted to anguish he looked to see if the stone had really been shifted. Indeed it had; in fact, he could not see it anywhere. The removal had disclosed the mouth of a burrow, and he bent down to look into it. Something stirred in the blackness, and then, to his intense horror, a hand emerged - a clean right hand in a neat cuff and coat sleeve, just in the attitude of a hand that means to shake yours. He wondered whether it would not be rude to let it alone.

The waking Fanshawe cannot let alone either. The next day he takes a bicycle ride out around the surrounding villages. He gets a flat tyre and decides to take a short cut home - over Gallows Hill.
James devoted his career to thinking about what it meant to look through dead men's eyes. Though much of his early work attempted to trace biblical apocrypha, he had come to some prominence in 1902-3 for his role in the excavations of the Bury St Edmunds abbey. In the 1890s he had discovered - on the flyleaves of an obscure 14th-century manuscript - a contemporary description of the abbey, which allowed him to piece together the topography of the church. From this he was able to ascertain the location of several lost graves containing its medieval abbots, information that had been lost since the Reformation. The graves were excavated to much public interest. In the excitement the bones were removed for safekeeping, possibly being mixed up in the process. Later that month, James received a letter reporting - with great relief - that 'the abbots were most comfortably replaced this morning.' The following year James published his first collection of fiction, Ghost Stories of an Antiquary. The last story is 'The Treasure of Abbot Thomas', which proceeds exactly as one might expect.
James spent much of his life grappling with what it means to unbury the dead. But he was never able to dislodge the sense that if we disturb the past, it will soon return to disturb us. To rifle in the archives is to interfere with the traces of people whose existence has reached far beyond natural mortality. There is a great strangeness in this, but to abide with it is the duty of any historian. We can visit the dead, but only on their terms. Or we can keep vigil and wait for them to visit us.
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