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For Every Winner a Loser
John Lanchester

6602 wordsIt is easy  to misunderstand what contemporary finance is and does. Common sense, and the textbook, both say that finance is the business of moving money from A to B. There are times when money in place A, a saver's bank account, say, would be usefully deployed in place B, a business needing cash to expand, or an individual wanting a mortgage to be able to buy somewhere to live. It's easy to extrapolate from this that finance is mainly about supplying money to businesses and individuals that need it, as and when they need it. And modern finance does do that. But that isn't what finance today is mainly about. In his indispensable guide to the current condition of the financial industry, Other People's Money, published in 2015, John Kay talks about the state of the UK banking sector, whose assets then were about PS7 trillion, four times the aggregate income of everyone in the country. But the assets of British banks 'mostly consist of claims on other banks. Their liabilities are mainly obligations to other financial institutions. Lending to firms and individuals engaged in the production of goods and services - which most people would imagine was the principal business of a bank - amounts to about 3 per cent of that total.'
Lending money where it's needed is what the modern form of finance, for the most part, does not do. What modern finance does, for the most part, is gamble. It speculates on the movements of prices and makes bets on their direction. Here's a way to think about it: you live in a community that is entirely self-sufficient but produces one cash crop a year, consisting of a hundred crates of mangoes. In advance of the harvest, because it's helpful for you to get the money now and not later, you sell the future ownership of the mango crop to a broker, for a dollar a crate. The broker immediately sells the rights to the crop to a dealer who's heard a rumour that thanks to bad weather mangoes are going to be scarce and therefore extra valuable, so he pays $1.10 a crate. A speculator on international commodity markets hears about the rumour and buys the future crop from him for $1.20. A specialist 'momentum trader', who picks up trends in markets and bets on their continuation (yes, they do exist), comes in and buys the mangoes for $1.30. A specialist contrarian trader (they exist too) picks up on the trend in prices, concludes that it's unsustainable and short-sells the mangoes for $1.20. Other market participants pick up on the short-selling and bid the prices back down to $1.10 and then to $1. A further speculator hears that the weather this growing season is now predicted to be very favourable for mangoes, so the crop will be particularly abundant, and further shorts the price to 90 cents, at which point the original broker re-enters the market and buys back the mangoes, which causes their price to return to $1. At which point the mangoes are harvested and shipped off the island and sold on the retail market, where an actual customer buys the mangoes, say for $1.10 a crate.
Notice that the final transaction is the only one in which a real exchange takes place. You grew the mangoes and the customer bought them. Everything else was finance - speculation on the movement of prices. In between the time when they were your mangoes and the time when they became the customer's mangoes, there were nine transactions. All of them amounted to a zero-sum activity. Some people made money and some lost it, and all of that cancelled out. No value was created in the process.
That's finance. The total value of all the economic activity in the world is estimated at $105 trillion. That's the mangoes. The value of the financial derivatives which arise from this activity - that's the subsequent trading - is $667 trillion. That makes it the biggest business in the world. And in terms of the things it produces, that business is useless. It does nothing and adds no value. It is just one speculator betting against another and for every winner, on every single transaction, there is an exactly equivalent loser.
The point bears repeating. There are other ways of getting rich, and in our society the classic three ways of making a fortune still apply: inherit it, marry it, or steal it. But for an ordinary citizen who wants to become rich through working at a salaried job, finance is by an enormous margin the most likely path. And yet, the thing they're doing in finance is useless. I mean that in a strong sense: this activity produces nothing and creates no benefit for society in aggregate, because every gain is matched by an identical loss. It all sums to zero. The only benefit to wider society is the tax paid by the winners; though we need to remember that the losers will have their losses offset against tax, so the net tax benefit is not as clear as it might at first seem.
This, historically, is a unique state of affairs. Until now, most riches have been based on real assets of land or trade - often inherited rather than created ex novo, but no less real for that. This new form of riches is based on gambling. What does it mean about us that we reward so generously this work which does so little? What kind of society are we really? And what does it mean that we think about this so little? There was a brief moment during the pandemic when the question of valuable and worthwhile work was thrown into focus by the fact that the worst-paid jobs turned out to be the ones on which we all relied: retail staff, transport workers, delivery workers. We've done an excellent job of forgetting about that. At a societal level, this is unsatisfactory. To put it as mildly as possible, nobody would deliberately design a society that worked like this. But it turns out that the accumulation of near infinite riches based on zero-sum financial game playing has downsides for the winners too.
Every trade has a winner and a loser. Somebody makes money, and is therefore proved right; somebody loses money, and is therefore proved wrong. The binary nature of right or wrongness, repeated over thousands of transactions, confirms in many financially successful gamblers the feeling that they are right about everything. It's not a question of being right more often than you're wrong. It's a question of being better than other people: right where others are wrong, clever where others are stupid, rational where others are emotional, insightful where they are blind, brave where they are timid, strong where they are weak. But awareness of superiority comes with a terrible sting, which is that the others don't seem to see it that way. They see the riches, but think they are a matter of luck, or inequity, or unfair distribution of societal resources, or a bit of all the above. (For the record, I share that view.)
What to do? The answer is encoded in the problem. The problem is that finance is useless. The solution is to try and do something useful with the only thing it produces: the money it makes for the winners. Because gambling has no meaning, people who have made money through gambling have to find meaning outside the central thing they have done with their lives. Hence the importance of 'philanthropy' for the financial billionaire class. Their work has no meaning; meaning has to be found in what they subsequently do with the money they have made. For many of them, the most valuable single thing they can do with their riches is establish a reputation outside the world of finance which matches the image they have in their own heads. It is for this reason that so many people in finance, after achieving their fortune, become obsessed with wanting to be the thing they know themselves to be: a philosopher king. A spectacular example is Ray Dalio, whose story is excellently told in The Fund by Rob Copeland, a reporter at the New York Times who was formerly the hedge fund beat reporter at the Wall Street Journal.
Dalio is the founder and principal owner of Bridgewater, the world's biggest hedge fund. He grew up in a working-class family in Manhasset on Long Island, and got his first break through connections he made while caddying at a local golf club for the Leibs, a clan with deep roots in New York money. The senior Leib took a shine to Dalio and set him up with a job on the stock exchange, which led him, via Harvard Business School, towards the world of finance. After a couple of false starts Dalio set up his own fund, Bridgewater Associates, in 1975. His first significant client was the employee pension fund of the World Bank, run by Hilda Ochoa-Brillembourg, who liked to make bets on up-and-coming young fund managers with something to prove. She ended up letting Bridgewater go, because 'for all Dalio's grandiloquence, the trades that Bridgewater had recommended for the World Bank were essentially just bets on whether interest rates would rise or fall' - but it didn't matter, because now Dalio and his fund were off and running.
The distinctive thing about Dalio was not his investing style. His hedge fund, like pretty much all others, tried to guarantee positive returns irrespective of the direction of the stock market, and did so by creating a mix of bets which was supposed to profit whether the market went up, down or sideways. The rhetoric - Dalio claimed to have found 'the Holy Grail of investing' - never really matched the reality. His funds had good years and bad years. He was hugely helped by high-profile successes in moments of general market downturn. In 1987, the year of Black Monday, when the Dow Jones index dived 22.6 per cent in a single day, his fund was up 27 per cent for the year. (Less well known than the fact of the crash is the fact that despite it, the Dow ended the year 2.3 per cent ahead of where it began.) In 2008, the year of the credit crunch, his Pure Alpha fund was up 9 per cent, while the index had its worst ever year and was down 34 per cent. These spectacular moments helped conceal the fact that, much of the time, the funds charged high fees in return for very ordinary performance. In many years a bog standard, more or less fee-free index-tracking fund outperformed Bridgewater's funds. In the eleven years from January 2012 to December 2022, Bridgewater's Pure Alpha fund rose by 17.8 per cent. You might think that sounds OK, but over the same period the S&P 500 (the biggest standard index used by investors) went up by 273 per cent. A Wall Street Journal investigation in 2020 found that in seven of the eleven previous years, Bridgewater's flagship fund was outperformed by the most standard (and cheapest) off-the-shelf investment portfolio you can find, a 60/40 split of equities and bonds.
What was distinctive about Dalio wasn't his investment performance, but the amount of noise he made. Right from the earliest days of his career, he published a daily - not weekly or monthly, but daily - newsletter, broadcasting his views on market trends, developments and historical patterns. His specialism was predicting huge market downturns, which he did with a regularity that didn't waver in response to the fact that the crashes kept not happening. In front of a Congressional committee in 1982, for instance, he said: 'Following the economy of the last few years has been rather like watching a mystery thriller in which you can see the dangers lurking around the corner and want to yell a warning but know it won't be heard. The danger in this case is depression.' That was the point at which the market began the long boom of the Reagan years. 'He's called fifteen of the last zero recessions,' a colleague joked - though as it turned out, the joke was on everyone else, because when the market did turn, Dalio had been so loud and so consistent in predicting crashes that instead of being seen as the proverbial broken clock, he was hailed as a prophet. The combination of publicity and occasionally successful big bets (in the context of pretty routine overall performance) made Bridgewater by March 2009 the biggest hedge fund in the world, measured by assets under management.
Dalio  became more and more preoccupied with establishing a reputation as a guru. He talked often about Bridgewater's 'Principles', a set of obiter dicta he had established over the years, which codified the rules for what the New Yorker's John Cassidy called 'the world's richest and strangest hedge fund'. The idea was to create a culture of radical candour. All of Bridgewater's employees were supposed to give one another constant feedback. Especially negative feedback. One Principle was that 'No one has the right to hold a critical opinion without speaking up.' It was forbidden to criticise anybody in their absence: you had to say everything straight to the subject's face. Everyone at Bridgewater was given a tablet computer that they were supposed to fill with 'dots', positive or negative, giving constant ratings on every aspect of the company and their colleagues. The offices were full of cameras and sound equipment recording interactions between staff, all of it added to a Transparency Library, where it could be viewed by other members of staff, who would then provide feedback. Employees handed over their personal phones on arriving at work, and were allowed to use only monitored company phones; computer keystrokes were tracked.
The surveillance and feedback were put to use. Failings resulted in 'probings' or public interrogations, often led by Dalio, in which the employee would be grilled on what they had done wrong, in search of the higher truth - the deeper, underlying weakness - that had caused it to happen. Dalio had visited China and liked what he saw, so he incorporated into Bridgewater a system in which Principles Captains, Auditors and Overseers vied in supervising their application and reported to a body called the Politburo. Videos of employees being caught violating a Principle, then probed, then promising to mend their ways, were assembled and used to inculcate the Principles. One series of videos, of a senior colleague caught in a untruth, was called 'Eileen Lies'. Another, in which a newly pregnant senior colleague was publicly humiliated and reduced to tears, was called 'Pain + Reflection = Progress'. Dalio was so pleased with that one he emailed it to all of Bridgewater's thousand employees, and instructed that a version of it be shown to people applying for jobs at the firm. Expressing too much sympathy for the victim was an excellent way of failing to be offered a job. 'Sugarcoating creates sugar addiction' was a Principle. One of Dalio's visions was to have the Principles encoded into software so that Bridgewaterians who needed a steer on what to do could consult the oracle. The project took more than a decade, cost $100 million and never produced anything useful, mainly because the Principles, all 375 of them, are a load of platitudinous, self-contradictory mince.
On the face of it, this should be a darkly funny story, about vanity and delusion and - since it isn't compulsory to work at Bridgewater - the horrible things people are willing to put up with in order to be rich. Moliere would have had a lot of fun with Ray Dalio, especially with the scene where a down-on-his-luck grandchild of George Leib, the man who gave Dalio his first break, writes asking for a job. Dalio's immediate reply?
If you are qualified for the job, then your resume should stand on its own. I would not undermine the process of my HR department for anyone.
I would not even offer such favouritism to my own dog if my dog was applying.

The pomposity and amnesiac ingratitude are impressive on their own, but it's the imaginary dog application that tips it into greatness.
Despite hundreds of examples of similar behaviour, however, Copeland's deeply reported book isn't funny. There's a simple reason: all of Bridgewater's systems were designed to 'cascade'. When the fund's internal ratings were set up, the highest value was established as 'believability', and believability descended from Dalio at the pinnacle. He is the benchmark for virtue and alignment with the Principles, and it follows therefore that this culture of radical candour and transparency and public interrogation/humiliation (and surveillance in pursuit of those aims) flows downwards. Criticism, candour and 'probing' is always directed by him rather than at him. Adulatory profiles - 'although he has been called the Steve Jobs of investing, employees don't communicate with him as if he's anything special' - caught the exact opposite of the truth: this was an institutionalised culture of bullying on a grotesque scale, created as a monument to a single individual's vanity and delusion. As so often with the toxically vain, the biggest delusion of all is Dalio's belief in his own humility. And all this in pursuit of no end except money making more money.
When he was giving evidence to the House banking committee about hedge funds in 1994, George Soros gave a concise definition of what they are, accompanied by a recommendation of what to do about them. 'The only thing they have in common is that the managers are compensated on the basis of performance and not as a fixed percentage of assets under management. Frankly, I don't think hedge funds are a matter of concern to you or the regulators.' You can quibble with both parts of that - funds typically charge a 2 per cent fee every year, for a start - but, broadly speaking, I tend to agree. Hedge funds fail and go broke and close all the time, usually without any consequences other than for their investors, who can by definition afford it. Banks are different. They have an implicit guarantee from the state, and therefore the taxpayer, which means that what they do is very much our business.
The Trading Game is an account of what goes on inside those banks when they are at the work of 'finance', meaning gambling. It is a shocking but not surprising book, because Gary Stevenson's account is essentially identical to the one critical outsiders gave of the banking system in the wake of the global financial crisis. It is especially shocking since much of Stevenson's story is not set during the run-up to the crash, but in the aftermath - when lessons had allegedly been learned and behaviour reformed. It is clear from his book that those of us who talked about privatised gains and socialised losses were, not to put a finer point on it, completely right.
The  clarity and frankness of The Trading Game come from Stevenson's outsider perspective. He grew up in a working-class family in Ilford, with a distant view of the Canary Wharf financial centre where he would later go to work. He was kicked out of grammar school for selling marijuana - a racket he got into because his street had drug dealers, so the kids from posher neighbourhoods would ask him to buy dope for them - but thanks to his extraordinary talent for maths, gained a place at LSE. While there he won an internship at Citibank through a trading contest; he turned the internship into a job and before long was working as a trader in the department of FX swaps. These are financial instruments in which two parties agree to temporarily swap a loan in one currency for a loan in another, and the difference in respective interest rates is paid accordingly. I exchange my euros, which pay 2 per cent interest, for your dollars, which pay 0 per cent, and I pay you 2 per cent to compensate for the difference in rates. Why would I make that trade? Because I need dollars. There are many reasons banks and companies need dollars. Citibank, then the largest bank in America, had, via the US Federal Reserve, access to what amounted to an infinite supply of US currency. The trade of dollars for other currency was, Stevenson was told, 'free money': 'The traders started making a million dollars a day, two or three times a week. The imminent bankruptcy of our own employer was of no concern to anyone. We all knew that we'd get bailed out.'
The FX swaps desk at Citibank, formerly something of a backwater, became one of the giant bank's main sources of profit. Stevenson was in the right place at the right time, and had the right skills. His father worked for the Post Office and earned PS20,000 a year. (Stevenson's book is short on tender feelings, but one of its moving passages describes him getting up before dawn to wave through the window at his father as he took the early train from Seven Kings on his way to work.) In his first year at the bank, Stevenson was paid PS36,000 and earned a bonus of PS13,000. In his second, he was still being paid PS36,000, but his bonus was PS395,000. By his fourth year, he has stopped telling us the precise amount of his bonus, but it's clear that the sum was in seven figures. He was staking huge and ever increasing amounts of the bank's money, egged on by bosses who gave the traders baseball caps telling them to 'Go Big or Go Home.' Stevenson became, he tells us, Citibank's most profitable trader. Banks talk the language of 'risk controls', but what we had here was billions of dollars being gambled every day by a 24-year-old.
To make proper money in finance, Stevenson explains, it's not enough to be right. You need to be right at the same time everyone else is being wrong. Stevenson's bets were based on his experience of life outside the finance bubble. After the crash, central banks were printing money in a frantic attempt to revive their economies. The idea was that this money would make its way from the banks that received the newly minted electronic money, out into the real economy in the form of a general economic stimulus. But Stevenson could see that everyone he knew outside the financial world was struggling. This is Stevenson's exchange with an Italian colleague, Titzy:
'Titzy. Do you think the reason no one is spending money is because no one's got any money?'
'What the fuck are you talkin' about, geeza? How can no one have any money?'
His accent is deeply Italian. 'Geeza' is a new word that he's recently learned and he's trying it out.
'Well, you know, I been askin' people and that's all they keep saying. "I don't have no fuckin' money."'
'I don ava no fuckina money.' Titzy tries to copy my accent and somehow comes off sounding even more Italian. 'Come on geeza. It's a monetary system. It's not possible for no one to have any money. The whole thing has got to add up.'

That is economic orthodoxy, as Stevenson was taught at LSE. What Stevenson saw in the aftermath of the crash was that the orthodoxy was wrong:
We had been diagnosing a terminal cancer as a series of seasonal colds. We thought the banking system was broken, but fixable. We thought confidence had collapsed, but would recover. But what was really happening was that the wealth of the middle class - or ordinary, hard-working families ... and almost all the world's largest governments - was being sucked away from them and into the hands of the rich. Ordinary families were losing their assets and going into debt. So were governments. As ordinary families and governments got poorer, and the rich got richer, that would increase flows of interest, rent and profit from the middle class to the rich, compounding the problem. The problem would not solve itself. In fact, it would accelerate, it would get worse. The reason economists didn't realise this is because almost no economists look in their models at how wealth is distributed. They spend ten years memorising 'representative agent' models - models that view the whole economy as one single 'average' or 'representative' person. As a result, for them the economy is only ever about averages, about aggregates. They ignore the distribution. For them, it's nothing more than an afterthought. Moralist window-dressing. Finally, my degree was useful for something after all. It showed me exactly how everyone was wrong.

A story about the outsider outwitting the insiders, about the boy from an unprivileged and difficult background outsmarting the boys who started with more advantages but less hunger and less talent - it might sound as if The Trading Game is a gleeful book. Instead it's an angry and bitter account that confirms the view of the financial system held by its critics. It is also a story of trauma. After he makes his killing, Stevenson spends his bonus on a flat, not because he wants one, but because he knows that the rich - who are the beneficiaries of zero interest rates - put their money into assets, so assets such as property are about to surge in price. 'That worried me, because I had just been given a shit ton of money, and I didn't have a house, so I went and viewed some fancy apartment on some fancy marina just down the road from the office and I bid 5 per cent through the asking price and I went and bought it just like that.' He rips out the walls, lights, sinks and loos from his new flat, and leaves it as an empty grey-white box, with a TV and a mattress on the floor. 'And every day I'd wake up at 5.30 a.m., and then I'd read five hundred emails, right there, on the floor.'
Stevenson had stopped caring. He was transferred to Japan, and still didn't care; he spent an excruciating period negotiating his departure from a highly reluctant Citibank. He was depressed and burned out; the only way of surviving his experiences would have been to turn into someone else, and Stevenson clearly didn't want to do that. You finish The Trading Game unsure whether it is a story of victory or defeat. It is the ideal book to give to a young person contemplating a career in finance, because the way they answer that question will determine their view of what it's like to be in that world. Stevenson is now a campaigner against economic inequality, whose highly informative (angry, bitter) YouTube channel, Gary's Economics, has nearly 400,000 subscribers. If the meaning of what people do in finance is what they do with the money they make, Stevenson has chosen to find that meaning as a campaigner against inequality. He has chosen to bite the hand that fed him as hard and often as he can.
Dalio created the biggest hedge fund in the world, and Stevenson was the top trader at one of the world's biggest banks; but the all-time number one champion of pure finance was Jim Simons, who died in May. Simons founded and ran Renaissance Technologies, a hedge fund whose Medallion fund, over a period of thirty years, averaged an annualised return of 66 per cent (before fees). That's a hard number to understand: if you put in $10,000 and left it to compound at 66 per cent for thirty years, you would end up with $2.35 trillion. You would start out with enough money to buy a mediocre second-hand car, and end with enough money to buy Italy (current GDP $2.25 trillion). The only reason that wasn't possible with Medallion was because the fund paid out its winnings every year, to cap its size - otherwise, it would grow too big to keep its tactics and technology secret. Oh, and the only people allowed to participate in Medallion were employees and former employees of Renaissance Technologies. These choices derived from Simons's preference for staying well under the radar - which is probably the reason you have never heard of him, unless you have an interest in finance. But no investor, speculator, gambler or magician has ever come anywhere near the financial performance of Simons and his fund.
Discussing the final volume of his masterpiece The City of London, which deals with the period 1945-2000, David Kynaston has observed that the City people in that book are more boring than in earlier volumes because all they do with their lives is work in finance. Simons wasn't like that: his life had the range of the old-school giants. Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1938, he had a conventional, happy, maths-preoccupied childhood before going to MIT to study his favourite subject. After graduating at the age of twenty, he and some friends borrowed scooters and drove from Boston to Bogota, where he later went into business as co-owner of a tiling company. Simons then went to Berkeley to do a PhD, attracted by the presence of the renowned Chinese American mathematician Shiing-Shen Chern. He finished his thesis in two years. It is called 'On the Transitivity of Holonomy Systems'. According to his biographer, Geoffrey Zuckerman, Simons likes to define holonomy as 'parallel transport of tangent vectors around closed curves in multiple-dimensional curved spaces'. In 1962 Simons moved back east to teach at MIT then Harvard, but became frustrated at academic low pay, so two years later left to work as a cryptographer at the Institute for Defence Analyses, a tributary of the National Security Agency, then as now the world's leading employer of pure mathematicians. Simons had a real gift for code-breaking. He enjoyed the work and the extra money, but when the war in Vietnam broke out, he opposed American's involvement, publicly said so and was sacked.
Simons had three small children and badly needed a job. (Zuckerman cites a mathematicians' joke: what's the difference between a maths PhD and a large pizza? A large pizza can feed a family of four.) SUNY Stony Brook, whose main reputation 'was for having a problem with drug use on campus', offered Simons a job as head of its maths department. He took the post in 1968, aged thirty, and it soon became clear that Simons, in addition to his abilities in his subject, was both a keen spotter of talent and an excellent manager - not a common triple package. Within ten years he turned the backwater into one of the leading maths departments in the US. He also carried on with his own work, and got back in touch with his former mentor Shiing-Shen Chern. Simons had made a breakthrough concerning curved three-dimensional spaces. Chern saw that the same insight could be applied to all dimensions. Their work was published in 1974 as 'Characteristic Forms and Geometric Invariants', containing a new idea that came to be called Chern-Simons invariants. This led to the development of a field known as Chern-Simons theory. In 1976 Simons won the Oswald Veblen prize for geometry, the highest award in the field.
This work has been consequential, and not just in mathematics. In 1995 Edward Witten, a physicist who is considered by some as the closest contemporary equivalent to Einstein, gave a conference paper in which he showed that five different competing versions of string theory were different forms of the same underlying mathematical structure, thanks to - trumpets, please - Chern-Simons invariants. This theory, M-theory as Witten called it, unifies all the various forms of string theory in a way that is mathematically deeply surprising and satisfying. It has been dominant, though still controversial, in the field of theoretical physics ever since. And it depends on the work of Jim Simons.
Having  done all these things - cryptography, reaching the peaks of pure mathematical research, setting up and running a university department - Simons quit at the age of forty. He had an unscratched itch to do with money. He had always been intellectually interested in markets, and he had also straightforwardly minded not being rich, having from an early age noticed that the rich had things easier than the poor. But as Zuckerman says, 'the odds weren't in favour of a forty-year-old mathematician embarking on his fourth career, hoping to revolutionise the centuries-old world of investing.'
Renaissance Technologies, Simons's fund, was based on his hunch that he could find a new way of making money in the markets. Hedge funds such as Bridgewater had as their raison d'etre the ability to make money irrespective of market conditions - up or down, rain or shine. What was new about Simons wasn't that ambition, but his intention of achieving it through a new set of mathematical techniques. His plan was to find mathematical patterns in the market: otherwise invisible signals in the movement of prices which revealed, and allowed him to anticipate, future movements in those prices. This was the diametric opposite of 'fundamentals' investing, in which an investor scrutinises a company in depth for information about what's really going on in the business and allocates funds accordingly. Warren Buffett is the best-known, and richest, exponent of that school. Simons didn't care about the fundamentals. He had no interest in the true value of a share or bond or commodity. He didn't care where prices were going next week: he wanted to find a way of working out where they were going right now, today, and he wanted to get in and out and make his money. He planned to make not one or two big bets, but tens of thousands of small bets, and to come out ahead 51 per cent of the time. That's all he needed: not to be right, just to be right most of the time.
Digression: a highly satisfying, bizarre and under-reported finding published on arxiv.org last year showed that this is exactly the same probability you get from tossing a coin. You may have been brought up to think that the probability of a coin landing heads or tails is exactly equal with every toss. That, amazingly, turns out not to be true. A coin flipped energetically and caught in mid-air is 2 per cent more likely to land on the side that was facing upwards the last time. The principles at work appear to be aerodynamic: airflow around the tossed coin makes it by a fine margin more likely to repeat the previous toss than to contradict it.* By their own admission some of the richest people on the planet earned their fortunes on the basis of the same odds you get by tossing a coin.
To do that, as in a heist movie, Simons put together a team. As much as his mathematical genius, it was his skill as a Menschenkenner, a knower of people, that made the success of the firm possible. He avoided anyone who already knew about financial markets. The whole point was not to reproduce already existing investment wisdom. Instead his hires were PhD level mathematicians and physicists and computer scientists. The techniques Renaissance used are simple to summarise - looking for hidden patterns in price movements - but impossible to describe in detail, both because the maths involved were so complicated and also because Simons was obsessed with secrecy. If people knew what Renaissance was doing, its competitive advantage would disappear. It helped that it had an unmatchable way of assuring employees' allegiance: exclusive access to the Medallion fund, the best-performing pool of investment assets there has ever been.
Financial markets are zero-sum. Renaissance was making money, so someone else was losing it. Who? There were diverse conclusions about this inside the firm. Simons thought 'the manager of a global hedge fund who is guessing on a frequent basis the direction of the French bond market may be a more exploitable participant.' One of his colleagues had another explanation. 'It's a lot of dentists,' he said, identifying 'a different set of traders infamous for both their excessive trading and over-confidence when it came to predicting the direction of the market'. Another Renaissancer had a third view. 'We're mediocre traders, but our system never has rows with its girlfriends - that's the kind of thing that causes patterns in markets.' One way or another, whether it was made from dentists or hedge funds or people who had just had a row with their girlfriend, Renaissance enjoyed unprecedented success by predicting and profiting from other people's mistakes.
Since all this activity sums to zero, the social cost or benefit of Renaissance has to be found not in the firm's activity but in what its participants did with the money they made. Simons stepped aside from running Renaissance in 2010 to concentrate on philanthropy. He gave between $4 billion and $6 billion to causes focusing on science and maths, and also made the largest ever single unrestricted donation to a university: $500 million to Stony Brook. He was a significant donor to the Democratic Party. There will presumably be more philanthropic actions to come, since Simons's net worth at the time of his death was $31.4 billion. Of course, the dentists would have done something with their profits too, if they had made any, so it's hard to be clear about the overall consequences for, you know, the rest of humanity.
The overall balance sheet of Renaissance, however, isn't all about Simons. One of the two men who took over as co-CEOs when he retired, Robert Mercer, has been a lifelong supporter of libertarian causes. He doesn't talk much and doesn't explain himself, but Zuckerman's The Man Who Solved the Market depicts him as a person whose brilliance in his specialist field is balanced by the idiocy of his simplistic, pull-up-the-drawbridge, dismantle-the-state politics. Mercer anointed Steve Bannon as his political mentor. On Bannon's advice, he and his activist daughter, Rebekah, backed the alt-right portal Breitbart News, and the data analytics company Cambridge Analytica. Most important, he gave a lot of money to Donald Trump and has been credited as the most crucial of all Trump's billionaire backers. 'The Mercers laid the groundwork for the Trump revolution,' according to Bannon, who was the person best positioned to know. 'Irrefutably, when you look at donors during the past four years, they have had the single biggest impact of anybody.' The Mercers encouraged Trump to hire Bannon, and were deeply involved in setting the tone for his first administration. As his Renaissance colleague David Magerman said, Mercer 'surrounded our president with his people, and his people have an outsized influence over the running of our country, simply because Robert Mercer paid for their seats'.
I'm not sure if this counts as an irony. Perhaps it is too gloomy for that. But the fact is that the main impact on the world of Jim Simons, both a deeply brilliant man and a good person, was to make enough money for his Renaissance colleague to get Donald Trump elected president. That's all just a consequence of what modern finance is, and of its grotesquely outsize role in the way we live now. It is easy to diagnose decadence in a society historically and geographically distant from us. It is harder to see at close range.
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Grow Your Own
  Michael Gray finds it hard to imagine a British bakery growing its own wheat (Letters, 1 August). There is no need to imagine: E5 Bakehouse in London was a  pioneer with its farm in Suffolk; the clue is in the name of Field Bakery in Somerset; Torth y Tir in Pembrokeshire emulates the cherished French paysan-boulanger; and Scotland the Bread has  revived and democratised local production of heritage wheat varieties.
  I now work as a baker in France, and it's true that 'peasant bakeries' remain well established and relatively abundant here. But Gray, following Patrick McGuinness, seems to subscribe to the  widespread belief that in France there is nothing but 'excellent' bread on offer (LRB, 6 June). In fact, many French bakeries are affiliates of a small  number of corporate mills, which supply them with additive-laden flour mixes and recipes. The croissants are bought in frozen. What continues to distinguish the French and the British on the matter  isn't so much the actual quality of the industrially controlled product, as the seeming universality in France of the notion that access to good bread is a right. What's more, French bakeries are  infamously reliant on underpaid or unpaid apprentices, low salaries and dismal hours. In both countries, admittedly more disastrously in the UK, bread produced too quickly and cheaply is a  significant driver of digestive ill-health and diabetes.
  It is in this light that I take issue with McGuinness's implication that the presence of a 'sourdough bakery' epitomises gentrification and symbolises the abandonment of the working class.  Sourdough may have become a byword for luxury, but in fact it simply refers to the ancient method of making naturally leavened bread: the more down-to-earth pain au levain in French. Rather than  sneering at sourdough bakeries, we might support those, loosely united under the UK Grain Lab CIC banner, which are trying to find a way forward that makes good bread accessible to all, gives  bakers a fair wage while ensuring the fair and direct remuneration of farmers, decentralises the processing of cereals into flour, and rewards low-impact agriculture.


Charlie Hanks

				Lyon, France
			


In Chemnitz
  Wolfgang Streeck makes passing reference to an 'anti-immigration rally' in East Germany in 2018 (LRB, 15 August). He is presumably referring to the  events in Chemnitz that summer. After a man was fatally stabbed on 26 August, rumours spread that his killers were Muslim asylum seekers (a Syrian man was later convicted of manslaughter).  Far-right groups called on their supporters to take to the streets to 'defend' Germany, and a demonstration organised on 28 August attracted as many as six thousand people. Some of them gave Nazi  salutes; there were reports of protesters shouting 'Get lost!' and 'You're not welcome here!' at people they thought were immigrants, and eyewitnesses described foreigners being chased through the  streets. As Streeck points out, Hans-Georg Maassen, the then head of the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution, was sacked after he dismissed videos of the harassment as fake. Maassen  later went further, claiming that all of the newspaper reports of 'hunts' by far-right gangs in Chemnitz had been 'made up'.


Andrew Fried

				London SE5
			


Orgasm isn't my bag
  Felice Picano writes that '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' (Letters, 15 August). I wrote for the Village Voice during that era, and I would say that this is a gross  mischaracterisation. It's true that the Voice was embarrassingly slow on the uptake after Stonewall, which was before my time. But in the early 1980s, the paper was printing more (often  controversial) stories about Aids than any mainstream New York outlet, the Times definitely included.
  As for Picano's claim that the paper had 'no popular music department', what about the legendary 'Riffs' section, which was hugely influential during Robert Christgau's tenure? One of his favourite  writers was the gay critic and curator Vince Aletti, who championed disco back when many of us - me included - were boosting the Ramones instead.
  Finally, it was unfair of Picano to dismiss Arthur Bell by saying that he 'wrote gossip'. He did that, and very entertainingly too. But he could also switch hats on a dime to write serious  investigative pieces on the murder of gay men in the Village.


Tom Carson

				Louisville, Kentucky
			


What's a majority for?
Tom Billington thinks I exaggerate the significance of a possible pact between the Tories and Reform (Letters, 15 August). An electoral pact does not have to be formal to be effective. Peter Mandelson, writing about the election in the Spectator, said that 'Labour's central task was to allow the ruthless tactical voting system to do its work and cut a swathe through the Tory ranks.' Hence the tiny number of Labour and Liberal Democrat candidates who finished second in seats won by the other party. Labour and the Liberal Democrats didn't have much in common other than a visceral dislike of the Conservatives. But each gave the other effectively a clear run to concentrate the anti-Tory vote where it mattered, and by doing so maximised their number of seats.
Reform and the Conservatives needn't have anything in common in 2029, other than a desire to defeat Labour, in order to conduct a similar tactical campaign, where each is effectively passive in, say, 150 seats where the other stands the better chance of success. No merger or anything like it is required to achieve the requisite outcome. There are 140 Labour seats where the total of Reform and Conservative votes in 2024 exceeded not just the Labour vote but the combined Labour/Liberal Democrat vote. Losing those seats would deprive Labour of its majority.
As for Labour's 2024 vote being 'anaemic' - a word Billington seems to find objectionable - Keir Starmer attracted 560,000 fewer votes than Jeremy Corbyn in 2019, despite the fact that half of the fourteen million voters who supported Boris Johnson that year abandoned the Conservatives this time. After four successive Conservative prime ministers managed to self-destruct, and a fifth barely registered with voters, 'anaemic' seems a charitable adjective to describe Labour's performance.


David Elstein

				Sevenoaks, Kent
			


All That Fabric
  'Clothes have rarely mattered more,' Nicola Jennings writes, thinking about Velazquez, 'than they did at the Spanish court in the 17th century' (LRB, 1  August). Any painter having to produce a full-length portrait has a lot of fabric to deal with. John Singer Sargent painted the American statesman Henry Cabot Lodge, who, like all the men in  his family, was more than six feet tall, and so mostly suit. The likeness hung at the end of a long hall in the family mansion in Washington DC. As boys, my old friends Harry and George Lodge used  to play hockey in the hall and once lofted a puck into the senator's flies. The painting was repaired and now hangs in the National Portrait Gallery in DC, but you can still see the trace of the  damage, if you know where to look.


Margo Miller

				Boston, Massachusetts
			


Article 5
  Tom Stevenson's piece about the history of Nato may remind us that Article 5 of the Nato Treaty is not a binding universal obligation to respond to aggression collectively (LRB, 1 August). On the insistence of the US, Article 5 was drafted to say that if a Nato ally is the victim of an armed attack, each member of Nato will assist  them 'by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with the other parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North  Atlantic area'.
  The US constitution gives Congress the power to declare war. The president then directs the military action as commander-in-chief of the armed forces. However, presidents have engaged in military  operations without a congressional declaration of war, including the Korean War, the Vietnam War, Operation Desert Storm, the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and the Iraq War of 2003. Hence the  weakness of Nato Article 5. Other Nato members cannot know how the US will act when an attack occurs.


Philip Allott

				Trinity College, Cambridge
			


The Hard Zone
Andrew O'Hagan, writing about Donald Trump, imagines 'a short novel, in which a nominee ... stages his own attempted assassination' (LRB, 1 August). Self-organised assassinations by leading politicians also occur in reality. In his biography of Francois Mitterrand from 2013, Philip Short mentions that Mitterrand staged a failed assassination attempt on himself in 1959 in order to boost his poll ratings. A fictional account of this incident followed in the French film noir Le Combat dans l'ile (1962), directed by Alain Cavalier.


Peter Pack

				Shrewsbury, Shropshire
			

  Andrew O'Hagan describes Trump's shooter as 'a registered Republican who donated $15 to ActBlue, a register-to-vote pressure group'. ActBlue is better understood as a payment-processing agent for a  wide range of small political and advocacy groups broadly aligned with the Democratic Party. It's hard to know what to make of the donation without knowing which group was the beneficiary.


Alan Donovan

				New York
			


Frightening Fantasy
  David Todd concludes his piece about the recent French elections by sketching the possibility, 'logical' to some, that Macron might address his lack of support among the working class by striking a  deal with the Rassemblement National (LRB, 1 August). This is, he admits, no more than a 'frightening fantasy', but living as I do in an area where all  the surrounding constituencies are now held by the RN, I find the scenario inconceivable. It remains the main electoral strategy of Macron's party, Renaissance, and others to run against an RN  candidate in the second round of elections, on the basis that the 'republican front' will come out on top (even if it clearly doesn't any longer in some areas). What's more, one of the most  powerful motivations of RN voters is to teach the white-collar classes - which Macron epitomises - a lesson. Why would either side give up the grounds of their legitimacy or their route to power?


Irene Eulriet

				La Ferte-Loupiere, France
			


A Tove on the Table
  A.W. Moore writes about poetry, musicality and nonsensicality in Wittgenstein's work and its translations (LRB, 1 August). In 1989 the Finnish musician  M.A. Numminen released an album of quotes (in a number of different languages) from Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus as The Tractatus Suite. The music is a tongue-in-cheek blend of  jazz, swing, rock and folk, and the treatment of 'Wovon man nicht sprechen kann' sounds like it could have been done by Monty Python. It's a great joke, but also a guaranteed dancefloor-emptier,  which I listen to only when no one else is around.


Allen Grace

				Tring, Hertfordshire
			


He jumped
  Kim Phillips-Fein writes that Richard Nixon 'left office in ignominy after being impeached for Watergate' (LRB, 15 August). In fact he was never  impeached. Nixon resigned when Republican senators indicated to him that his impeachment would be inevitable.


David Robbins

				New York
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Short Cuts
Kenya's Crises
Kevin Okoth

1460 wordsKenya's  government is in crisis. In May, President William Ruto introduced a controversial new finance bill, which proposed higher duties on basic goods such as bread, vegetable oil and sugar, as well as an 'eco-levy' that would drive up the cost of sanitary towels and other items. Ruto said the taxes would raise a much needed additional PS2 billion in government revenues. But many Kenyans suspect that the money is more likely to end up in MPs' pockets or invested in their business ventures than spent on health or education. Prices have surged since the start of the war in Ukraine, while the country's creditors - with the national debt standing at two-thirds of GDP - insist on its compliance with the IMF's demands for fiscal discipline. Given the cost-of-living crisis and widespread scepticism of ministers' probity, protests were perhaps inevitable. But no one foresaw how tenacious they would be.
 On 18 June, people took to the streets in largely peaceful demonstrations against the bill. Within a week these had transformed into a mass movement, with many calling for Ruto to step down. In scenes that recalled anti-government protests in Sri Lanka two years ago, when demonstrators stormed the president's residence and jumped into the pool, young Kenyans entered the parliament building in Nairobi and helped themselves to the MPs' buffet lunch with their bare hands - a play on kula, or 'eating', meaning corruption. Kenyan MPs earn around 33 times the average wage (British MPs earn just over twice the average salary). When the protesters stormed parliament, the lower house had already voted to pass the bill and MPs were evacuated through an underground tunnel. Part of the building was set alight. The police shot nineteen protesters dead. At least fifty have been killed since the protests began and there are reports of arbitrary detention and disappearances.
 Young Kenyans are frustrated by a lack of economic opportunities and public services, characterising themselves as 'Gen Zs' waging a struggle for intergenerational justice. Eighty per cent of the population is under the age of 35, and the majority of those of working age are unemployed. Ruto entered office in 2022 with promises of economic reform and anti-corruption measures; Kenya would be a 'hustler' nation where individual effort was rewarded. He seemed a breath of fresh air in a political landscape dominated by old dynasties. (The previous president, Uhuru Kenyatta, is the son of Kenya's first president, Jomo Kenyatta; the longtime opposition leader, Raila Odinga, is the son of Kenya's first vice president, Jaramogi Oginga Odinga.) But Ruto had served as Kenyatta's deputy for nine years and there were few real signs that his presidency would signal a break with the corruption and poor economic management that plagued previous administrations. His promises have failed to materialise and most Kenyans are now 'hustling backwards', as they put it, struggling to stay afloat as the tide of disadvantage rises.
 While in power between 2013 and 2022, Uhuru Kenyatta borrowed on a grand scale to finance infrastructure projects such as the Chinese-built railway line that connects Nairobi to Kenya's main port in Mombasa. Those debts haven't gone away. At the time interest rates were low and China was willing to supply huge sums to countries in the Global South as part of its Belt and Road initiative. But Chinese loans only make up around 17 per cent of Kenyan debt. The rest is owed to multilateral organisations including the IMF and World Bank, bilateral lenders such as the US and Saudi Arabia, and an array of commercial banks.
 Earlier this year, Kenya issued another round of sovereign debt to avoid defaulting on a $2-billion Eurobond. But interest rates were at 13 per cent. To unlock further cash from the IMF, Ruto needed to balance the books - hence the unpopular finance bill. (In 2023, Kenyans took to the streets to protest another IMF-backed finance bill. Those protests were led by Odinga, but the turnout was much lower.) Ruto himself has criticised the high interest rates set by global financial institutions for developing nations. But the demonstrators have gone further and taken aim at the IMF's insistence on austerity.
 The election that brought Ruto to power was close-run - he won by just 200,000 votes - and marred by accusations of vote-rigging. Few young people went to the polls. More than half the members of the electoral commission rejected the results, casting a shadow over Ruto's mandate. But to others he appeared to have pulled off a stunning electoral coup, defeating Odinga, a Luo, and capturing a large share of votes in Kenyatta's largely Kikuyu base in the centre of the country. It helped that no Kikuyu politician ran for the presidency (Ruto is a Kalenjin, like his mentor Daniel arap Moi, the second president of independent Kenya). Both men chose Kikuyu running mates to boost their standing among Kenya's majority ethnic group.
 The electoral system is deeply flawed. In 2017, prospective MPs spent an average of PS150,000 of their own money campaigning for their seats. Sums for 2022 were almost certainly higher. As the former chief justice Willy Mutunga put it, 'Kenya is a fake democracy where elections do not matter because the infrastructure of elections has been captured by the elites.' But international observers and Western governments were quick to applaud the 'free and fair elections' of 2022 and congratulate Ruto, who earlier this year became the first African head of state to have an official reception at the White House in sixteen years. Biden has called Kenya a 'major non-Nato ally': it is a strategic base for counterinsurgency operations against al-Shabaab in neighbouring Somalia, and Washington hopes the partnership will bolster US influence on the continent. This means overlooking Ruto's less than saintly past. In 2010, the International Criminal Court opened a case against him for crimes against humanity. He was accused of organising attacks in which hundreds of people were killed following the disputed elections of 2007. Six years later, the ICC closed its case due to 'insufficient evidence'. Witnesses recanted their statements, were disappeared or were found dead.
 As with Moi, Ruto's abuses at home have been massaged away by his standing abroad. During Moi's 24-year presidency, extrajudicial killing, torture and disappearances became part of everyday life. When he stepped down in 2002, it emerged that his regime had set up torture chambers in the basement of Nyayo House, a prominent building in Nairobi's business district. Many opposition politicians and activists, including Odinga, are said to have been interrogated in its soundproof rooms. After being forced to agree to multi-party elections in 1992, Moi oversaw the creation of an organisation called Youth for Kanu '92. It was described as a 'lobby group', but its members used a combination of bribery and intimidation to ensure the success of Moi's Kenya Africa National Union in subsequent elections. Ruto was its treasurer. In 2022, other former Kanu youth wingers reappeared in his cabinet, one as prime cabinet secretary and another as deputy president.
 Like Moi, Ruto has remained steadfastly pro-Western. He was one of the few African leaders openly to reject Putin's invitation to a summit in July 2023 and has relied much less on China than Kenyatta did. In return, Western governments and institutions have turned a blind eye to his alleged embezzlement of public funds. Ruto has also brought Christian fundamentalism back to the forefront of politics. He is Kenya's first evangelical president, even if the association is largely tactical: 80 per cent of Kenyans regularly attend church. Ruto has crafted an image of himself as a pious man who prays every day, donates large sums of money to charity and rarely misses Sunday service. He favours homophobic and transphobic legislation. But some churches have had second thoughts about supporting his presidency, and in a joke doing the rounds, it's said that the protests have finally 'driven the church back to God'.
 Ruto will not go without a fight when his term ends in 2027. As the protests continued to gather strength in July, he panicked and sacked his entire cabinet, aside from his foreign secretary, and began courting opposition MPs with a view to forming a 'broad-based government'. (Supporters of Odinga have now been nominated for cabinet positions and Ruto has offered to back Odinga's candidacy for chairman of the African Union Commission.) The most recent protests, on 8 August, were confined to Nairobi - leading some to argue that Ruto's tactics are working. But the government has already announced plans to bring back some of the taxes it promised to cut, which will lead to further discontent. And young Kenyans continue to demand justice for fellow protesters who were killed or disappeared in recent months. It will take more than political manoeuvring to restore Kenyans' trust in their government.
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One-Way Traffic
Ferdinand Mount

2745 wordsThe sun  still sparkles on the sapphire sea at Mamallapuram. The shoppers and sightseers still dawdle along the harbour front, gawping at the astonishing sculptures carved on the rocks behind: the gods and goddesses, bare-breasted and smiling; the lions, water buffalo, cobras and, of course, elephants. Nothing much has changed since the seventh-century poet Dandin, the greatest Sanskrit storyteller, sauntered along the prom 'with eyes blossoming wide in wonder'. Nothing, except that there are no ships riding out at anchor any more.
In the heyday of the Pallava dynasty, from around 600-900 ad, Mamallapuram was probably the greatest seaport in India. On the monsoon winds, great ninety-foot long, three hundred-ton, lash-lugged vessels carried Indian textiles, steel swords and brass buddhas to the furthest corners of south-east Asia - Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia - bringing back on the north-easterly monsoon pepper, spices, camphor, resin and, above all, gold from the newly discovered mines of Sumatra and Sarawak. They carried with them hundreds of passengers exporting every variety of Buddhism and Hinduism, their Sanskrit language and their art and architecture. At ports along the Mekong Delta, statues and temples face the water as they do at Mamallapuram. At Angkor Wat and Borobudur in the Eastern highlands of Java, the local merchants and potentates built Buddhist temples in the Indian style, only ten times the size. Just as the greatest surviving Greek temples lie mostly in her colonies across the sea, at Paestum, Segesta and Agrigento, so the greatest monuments of Indic civilisation lie at its furthest Eastern reaches. The reproductions of St Martin-in-the-Fields that adorn many New England townships are only a modest parallel to the startling impact of Indian architecture on the whole of South-East Asia.
But the Western seas around India were alive too, and had been for centuries earlier. The wealth of India had been a legend in the Mediterranean since the fourth century bc, enhanced by Alexander the Great's forays. India, not China, was Rome's greatest trading partner. The sea was, after all, the fastest and most economic mode of travel in the pre-modern world. As William Dalrymple points out in The Golden Road, ships could carry much larger cargoes than camels and sail around wars, blockades and ambushes.
Dalrymple's own odyssey is equally laden to the gunwales with pages of astounding illustrations and arresting anecdotes, but its destination is always clear and its argument compelling. He identifies the sea-lanes rather than the overland tracks as the 'golden road' that created the wealth of the ancient world, and places India, rather than China, at the heart of the story. This could have been a ferocious demolition job on the received wisdom. In fact, it is an eirenic exploration, in which he never speaks unkindly of his rivals - for example, Peter Frankopan, author of The Silk Roads - or of the dozen other new or newish books listed on Amazon that have 'Silk Roads' as part of their title; the topographical section of the London Library has a whole Silk Roads shelf. This is evidently an idea that still has traction. After Dalrymple, it looks unmistakably on the skids.
The concept was first energetically promoted as late as 1877 by the Prussian geographer the Baron von Richthofen, a relative of the more famous Red Baron whose 'Flying Circus' dominated the aerial combats of the Great War. Richthofen Senior had been tasked with dreaming up a route for linking Berlin with Beijing, with a view to establishing German colonies in the East and markets for German industry. So from the start, Richthofen's idea of the Seidenstrasse had an ulterior motive (unlike the term's first innocent surfacing forty years earlier in Die Erdkunde, by another German geographer, Carl Ritter). Today, from the other end of the supposed route comes the promotion of the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative, accompanied by a map on the Unesco website showing a direct overland passage, said to have been pioneered by the Chinese envoy Zhang Qian, who died in 114 bc and is now an official Chinese national hero.
Dalrymple will have none of it. The Seidenstrasse of Richthofen's imagination barely existed in antiquity. There was scarcely any direct trade between China and the West until the Mongols flattened the barriers in the 13th century, making the trip possible for Marco Polo, who never mentions the term. As for silk, yes, it was China's most famous export (though paper and gunpowder have been rather more influential in world history), but it usually reached Rome only indirectly, mostly by boat, via India, where much of the stuff was actually manufactured. It was dwarfed in value by the tons of Indian pepper, spices, ivory, cotton, teak, sandalwood, rhubarb and precious stones (until the 17th century India had the world's only diamond mine, at Golconda outside Hyderabad). When Alaric the Visigoth held Rome to ransom in 408 ad, he demanded, on top of gold, not silk but 3000 lbs of black pepper.
Even if most of the East-West trade never went near the supposed route of the Seidenstrasse, the volume of it was still huge. Calculations based on one of those invaluable scraps of papyrus from the rubbish dump at Oxyrhynchus suggest that customs taxes on trade with India may have generated one-third of the total income of the Roman exchequer. Roman commentators were in despair about the drain of gold to India. Pliny the Elder called India 'the sink of the world's most precious metals' - the converse of the complaint under the Raj that Britain was draining the wealth of India. Pliny also loathed the taste of pepper. Tacitus grumbled that 'for promiscuous dress and the sake of jewels, our wealth is transported to alien and hostile countries.' In economic terms, silk may have been no big deal, but its slithery, see-through quality outraged fogeys such as Seneca.
When Rome gained control of Egypt, trade really took off. Strabo calculated that now six times as many ships were leaving for India each year. The suicides of Antony and Cleopatra eventually brought prosperity to the seaports of Tamil Nadu, Mamallapuram not least among them. But Richthofen's Seidenstrasse really does seem to be the road less travelled - even, during most of the first millennium ad, the road not taken at all. Less mild-mannered than Dalrymple, Warwick Ball in Rome in the East (1999) dismisses it as an academic 'myth'. Ball is a distinguished archaeologist who has spent fifty years digging in the regions of West Asia that would have been a key part of the Silk Road. To get the full force of the Ball-blast, we must quote at some length:
The existence of the 'Silk Road' is not based on a single shred of historical or material evidence. There was never any such 'road' or even a route in the organisational sense, there was no free movement of goods between China and the West until the Mongol Empire in the Middle Ages, silk was by no means the main commodity in trade with the East and there is not a single ancient historical record, neither Chinese nor classical, that even hints at the existence of such a road. The arrival of silk in the West was more the result of a series of accidents than organised trade. Chinese monopoly and protectionism of sericulture is largely myth. Despite technology existing in ancient China far in advance of anything in the West, most of it did not reach the West until the Middle Ages (usually via the Mongols) when much of it was already up to a thousand years old. Both ancient Rome and China had only the haziest notions of each other's existence and even less interest, and the little relationship that did exist between East and West in the broadest sense was usually one-sided, with the stimulus coming mainly from the Chinese. The greatest value of the Silk Road to history is as a lesson - and an important one at that - at how quickly and how thoroughly a myth can become enshrined as unquestioned academic fact.

It's a valuable achievement to shunt off the Silk Road into a permanent siding, but Dalrymple's book has deeper and even more provoking resonances, which indirectly challenge the way history is usually written. First of all, this long sweep of time - the book begins in the fifth century bc and ends in the thirteenth century ad - is mostly a saga without soldiers. Post-colonial Indian historians have pointed out that there is no evidence to show any large-scale Indian military activity in South-East Asia before the Chola raids of the 11th century. Indian influence was spread by merchants and sea captains, but also by monks. The Buddhist monasteries of Northern India and Afghanistan became rich centres of economic activity, as medieval monasteries were to become in Europe, lending at interest and sending out missionaries far and wide. The Buddhist message was taken northwards by adventurous monks and eventually reached China and captivated the mercurial former concubine, the Empress Wu, who proclaimed Buddhism the state religion. Religious conversion and economic expansion went hand in hand. Greater Angkor is reckoned to have had a population of a million or so at a time when London had only 20,000 inhabitants. Chiefs and kings took the names of Hindu gods. The Brahmins brought with them not only their faiths and their epics but also the previously unknown art of writing. Sanskrit inscriptions, like Roman coins, turn up at the furthest flingings of Indian influence. Yet everything was subtly changed by the prevailing local cultures. When Rabindranath Tagore visited South-East Asia in 1927, he wrote: 'Everywhere I could see India, yet I could not recognise it.'
In these enterprises, trade did not follow the flag, because there was usually no flag to follow. These were not colonies of conquest, or servile satrapies. They were zones of peaceful influence, expanded by merchants and monks and not by force of arms. Strabo records, with some contempt, that the merchants who had travelled from Rome to Egypt and on through India as far as the Ganges, were 'merely private citizens' and of no use in describing the places they had seen.
Dalrymple calls all this the 'Indosphere', attributing the coinage to Simon Sebag Montefiore (elsewhere it is attributed to Professor James Matisoff, a celebrated coiner of neologisms). But however we wish to describe it, the phenomenon is achieved, if not quite without firing a shot, at least without the deployment of huge armies or indeed of organised nation states. Only briefly under the Emperor Ashoka was India a united state, apart from the far south. And even Ashoka's legacy was more one of spreading the ideas of Buddhism than of perpetuating the idea of nationhood. All the same, a sense of India seems to have been always in the air. Strabo reported that Alexander the Great had talked to holy men in India who conceived of their homeland as stretching 'from the mouth of the Indus in the West to the mouth of the Ganges in the East, from the mouth of the Ganges to the tip of southern India and from there, again, to the mouth of the Indus'.
It is the brutal irruption of large armies that eventually breaks up and extinguishes the Indosphere. The Mongol hordes cut off trade to the North and East; the Turkic invasions bring North India under the rule of the Mughals; in the West, the unstoppable force of Islam has already smashed the trade routes, only for them to be revived under the more civilised caliphs. If The Golden Road has a fault, it is that it does not spend enough time on the downslope. The withering and extinction of free trade by force majeure is one of the undersung songs of history. Dalrymple might reckon that he has already served his time on that front, with his histories of Mughal India and of the ultimate triumph of the East India Company. But the story here does need to be completed by a fuller account of the way the empire-seeking Europeans - the Portuguese, the Dutch, the French and the British - imposed their trade monopolies and built their own ports at strategic points along the Indian coastline: the British at Bombay, Calcutta and Madras, the latter only a few miles north of the half-deserted Mamallapuram. From first to last, Britain's trade policy was ruthlessly self-seeking. As Lord William Bentinck said of the consequences of allowing textiles from British mills into India: 'The misery hardly finds parallel in the history of commerce. The bones of the cotton weavers are bleaching the plains of India.'
But Dalrymple does give full measure to the last and greatest achievement of the Indosphere: the spread of much of culture that we recognise as distinctively modern. The innovations range from the invention of the algorithm to the delights of the Kama Sutra, all reaching their apogee around the sixth and seventh centuries ad. In mathematics, the written sign for zero and the numerals that we call Arab are only the most conspicuous achievements. The great mathematician Aryabhata (476-550), in his masterwork composed when he was only 23, covers square and cube roots, the properties of circles and triangles, algebra, quadratic equations and sines, and contains a decent approximation of the value of pi at 3.1416. All this, being written down in a few crisp lines of Sanskrit verse, took centuries to be translated into Arabic by the scholars of Baghdad, and thence into Latin by Fibonacci of Pisa and then again into English by Michael Scot of Melrose (1175-1232) and Adelard of Bath (1080-1142). So alien was this new science to the dumbclucks of the West that Michael Scot was remembered in Dante's Inferno and in Sir Walter Scott's Lay of the Last Minstrel only as a sinister sorcerer. The oldest Latin MS containing what we must now call Indo-Arab numerals, the Codex Vigilanus, dates from only 976 ad. Its author, Vigila, frankly admitted: 'We must know that the Indians have a most subtle talent and all other races yield to them in arithmetic and geometry and the other liberal arts.' Fibonacci, apart from bequeathing his sequence, also imported the latest Arab accounting methods, which he learned as a boy travelling with his merchant father in Algeria, and which became the basis of double-entry book-keeping and modern commerce. Once again, we see in the Indian intellectual tradition the marriage of practical and theoretical science. And India invented chess too, although it reached us via Persia. Rukh is a Persian word meaning 'chariot' and 'checkmate' comes from Shah maat! - 'the King's frozen.'
No less crucial in the formation of 'the West' as we know it was the evolution of the university system from the early Buddhist monasteries in Northern India into the madrasas and thence into Oxford, Cambridge and the Sorbonne. The lineage of those secluded quads with their communities of dedicated scholars is clear. There was no greater example than the university of Nalanda in Bihar, with its endless courtyards and temples and its ten thousand monks and scholars. Dalrymple describes in alluring detail the three thousand-mile pilgrimage in 629 ad of the Buddhist monk Xuanzang from the Chinese capital to visit this amazing place. No freshman from the sticks can ever have had his mind more thoroughly blown by the uni experience. This is perhaps the most brilliant example of the traffic running predominantly one way from China to India. It was India that was so often the destination and the hub.
Dalrymple is well aware of the perils of overegging the India-first thesis. He quotes Sanjeev Bhaskar's Goodness Gracious Me sketch: 'Christianity? Indian! Leonardo da Vinci? Indian! Royal Family? Indian!' But you cannot come away from The Golden Road without a strong sense of the peculiar, enduring qualities of the Indian tradition: its mercantile zest, its restless search for ultimate truth, its longstanding adherence to non-violence and consequently to vegetarianism (the ideal of ahimsa dates back to the sixth century bc). Nor can we ignore the persistence of those qualities in the remarkable success stories of the Indian diaspora today: not just the billionaires and politicians and novelists - the Tatas, Ambanis and Mittals, the Sunaks, Patels and Varadkars, the Naipauls, Rushdies and Desais - but also the tech geeks in Silicon Valley, the countless GPs and pharmacists, the convenience stores which are always open. We can safely forget the Silk Road, but we cannot forget India or the Indians.
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Made by the Revolution
Perry Anderson

9892 wordsEvery modern revolution  of significance, from 1789 to the present, has produced a diaspora. The exodus from Russia after the end of its ancien regime scattered minds of exceptional brilliance in the arts, humanities and social sciences across the West. In China, where the old order had a history thousands of years longer, and civil war preceded rather than followed the revolution that finished it off, the pattern differed, for two reasons. The first was that whereas in Russia the intelligentsia, a relatively recent phenomenon going back no further than the 19th century, had been from the start essentially oppositional to the regime, in China it had been integral to the imperial system of rule, recruited to state service by a long-standing examination system. The mandarinate might supply intermittent, sometimes requested, mostly unavailing, voices of conscience to the official order but never revolted against it. The Chinese Revolution, moreover, had been made against predatory foreign domination as much as against domestic oppression; and beyond the inherited reflexes of obedience it could appeal to national pride in the recovery of independence. Adhesion to the new order came more naturally to the lettered.
On the other hand, while the People's Republic, proclaimed in 1949, achieved a decisive national sovereignty, and within a few months proved capable of clearing American forces from half of Korea, it had not accomplished full territorial unity. After making the revolution, the Communists were in no hurry to reappropriate Hong Kong from Britain, which they could have done within a day or two, preferring to leave it under British control as a valuable economic outlet to the world at large, mitigating complete diplomatic isolation of the regime by the West. That was a voluntary sacrifice. Involuntary was the survival of Taiwan - to which, after rout on the mainland, the Nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-shek, had fled - as an American ward after the Korean War had begun. Each of these exclaves permitted Chinese thinkers either already or eventually averse to the new regime passage to the world beyond, in most cases to the United States - where scholarly links had existed since prewar times, allowing some to migrate from the mainland before the arrival of communism.
The first levy included Ho Ping-ti, C.T. Hsia, Yu Ying-shih, K.C. Chang, Lin Yu-sheng - respectively, China's most distinguished social historian, literary critic, intellectual historian, archaeologist and political barometer of the generation born between 1917 and 1934 - not to speak of its perhaps leading novelist, Eileen Chang. With the exception of Ho, who came in 1945, all of them arrived in America during the Cold War. When Sino-American relations were restored, and China opened up in the 1980s, study abroad was allowed and then promoted by Beijing, becoming over time a mass phenomenon - before the pandemic there were more than 300,000 students in the US, by 2023 a million overseas. From the beginning, many of those who went to the States chose to stay, the number naturally increasing after the crackdown of 1989 on student revolt at home. The result is a diaspora stretching around the richer states of the world, from America to Europe, Japan to Australia, that is not principally the product of expulsion or flight, but of emigration. Especially in the US, its members occupy positions at all levels of academic life, as Russians in earlier periods rarely did; they include even writers of English-language fiction - Yiyun Li or Ha Jin - as once Nabokov, if more modestly. The diaspora continues to grow, with Hong Kong supplying the latest arrivals. China's most original political philosopher, Ci Jiwei, now lives in Oxford.
In this setting, the historian Chen Jian has published a monumental biography of Zhou Enlai that makes him the pre-eminent scholar of the contemporary Chinese diaspora. Today Zhou occupies a generally benign, if increasingly blurred position in the public memory of the West as an urbane diplomat who hit it off with Henry Kissinger, and is remembered mostly for a misunderstood reply about France (1968 taken for 1789). Beyond these stock images, little further is associated with him. Chen's new book, a comprehensive portrait of Zhou that took twenty years to research and write, will change that. Born in 1952 in Shanghai, Chen was fourteen when the Cultural Revolution broke out and was twice briefly imprisoned during it. He was in his early twenties when Zhou died. When campuses reopened in the late 1970s, he entered the universities of Fudan and East China Normal in his native city. In the mid-1980s he was awarded a scholarship to America, where he completed a PhD, got jobs successively in the SUNY system, at the universities of Southern Illinois, Virginia, Cornell, New York and NYU-Shanghai, with many visiting positions in Hong Kong, the UK and the PRC. When he began his research about Zhou in the new century, the field was not entirely empty. But earlier literature about him, overwhelmingly though not exclusively in Chinese, was for the most part highly polarised, presenting Zhou either as an admirably enlightened and progressive statesman, who helped to restore his country to its rightful place in the international community, or as an unconscionable (alternatively: guilt-stricken) servant of the blackest tyranny, accomplice of infamous crimes.1 Chen's study supersedes these antithetical images. Rather than merely applauding or attacking Zhou, it sets out to understand him at a level no previous work has approached.
The central theme of the book is Zhou's relationship to Mao, under whom he served as premier for almost a quarter of a century. At the beginning the contrasts between the two worked in Zhou's favour. Four years older, Mao was the son of a barely literate, if relatively well-off, peasant in Hunan. Zhou, born in 1898, came from a once prominent gentry line in Zhejiang, the most developed part of the country, receiving a good education as a child. School-time in the treaty port of Tianjin, unsuccessful study in Japan, then political baptism in the May Fourth protests of 1919 led to four years spent in Europe. He was admitted to the University of Edinburgh but declined to take up his place, and on moving to London quickly decided that Paris was preferable as a base. In France he became a communist and began working for the Third International.
Equipped with this experience, in 1924 he returned to Guangzhou, where Sun Yat-sen had set up an insurgent regime at loggerheads with the warlords of northern and central China. There Zhou almost immediately acquired a role as political instructor and later director of the department of political affairs at the Whampoa Military Academy, whose commandant in 1926 was Chiang Kai-shek. Communists and Nationalists were in alliance at the time, working with Soviet advisers to launch a joint attack on their adversaries to the north. The expedition set off in the summer of 1926. Reaching Shanghai in April of the next year, Zhou organised communist workers to take over the city. When Chiang arrived, he ordered a massacre of those workers, the starting gun of a civil war that would end with his flight to Taiwan twenty years later. Escaping the slaughter, Zhou was elected to the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and went underground, running its clandestine network from Wuhan and Shanghai. Three months later the Nationalists staged a similar coup in Wuhan, where Mao, a founding member of the CCP, had been working with the Nationalist party, the Guomindang (GMD). He too hid and escaped, and by October had reached the massif on the Hunan-Jiangxi border, where he created a guerrilla base that would develop into a soviet, nominally answerable to the party centre in Shanghai. Zhou made two trips to Moscow, each several months long, where he conferred with Stalin and acquired funds and coding skills for his intelligence work in China. He remained throughout Mao's superior, with power of command over him.
In 1930 regional tensions in the Red Army base area, over-determined by factional conflicts in the CCP as the Comintern changed its line on China, triggered violent purges of party fighters and militants, ordered or covered by Mao without the consent of the party centre in Shanghai. At the end of 1931, Zhou was sent to Jiangxi to take charge. Arriving at a moment when Mao's exactions made him vulnerable to severe punishment, Zhou endorsed criticism of them, but did not cast Mao into the wilderness. After GMD armies closed in on the soviet in 1934, forcing the Red Army to evacuate, Zhou retained his authority on the first stretch of the Long March. When they reached Guizhou, Otto Braun, the German emissary assigned to the Red Army by the Comintern, is said to have wanted to wheel back to refuge further east, while Mao proposed to elude the enemy by heading further to the west. Zhou, sensing, as Chen has it, that Mao could not be expected to give his full military gifts to the harassed and depleted Communist columns unless he was integrated into the leadership of the march, urged acceptance of Mao's plan, and he was co-opted onto the politburo under Zhou as commander of the march. By the time the Red Army reached what would become its new base area in northwestern China nine months later, Mao's prowess as a strategist was clear and the roles were reversed. Zhou became Mao's deputy on the party's military commission, which was now its effective power centre. Zhou neither resisted nor resented the change. Why not? For Chen, the two men were not made of the same material. Zhou had ideas of his own, but was more a man of action than of utopian vision and lacked Mao's combination of ambition and will to be supreme leader of the revolution. He knew Mao to be subjective and suspicious, but had now witnessed his political skills and was convinced of his military genius.
In the summer of 1935, faced with the strengthening of the Nazi regime in Germany, the Comintern changed direction, calling for a broad anti-fascist front, to include not just social democratic but bourgeois democratic forces. In China, the Japanese army that had seized Manchuria in 1931 was encroaching south of the Great Wall. Rather than confront this threat, Chiang was determined to give priority to the destruction of the CCP, provoking Zhang Xueliang, a Chinese warlord ousted from Manchuria, to kidnap him in 1936 in an attempt to force him to fight Japan instead. In line with the new Comintern policy, Zhou was sent to reason with Chiang, who was then released. Back in Nanjing, Chiang duly announced a ceasefire in the civil war, pledging his commitment to national unity in the struggle against Japan, and Zhou was dispatched once again to negotiate the terms of another alliance between Communist and Nationalist forces. Chiang was set on merging these forces under his own political control and military command; Mao wanted to preserve the independence of the CCP and its armed forces so that they might carry out their own initiatives against Japan. Neither side had much trust in the other. Zhou displayed his diplomatic skills by defending the party's positions in the wartime capital of Chongqing, while contending that Chiang was in his fashion a genuine nationalist and that joint action with his troops was in certain circumstances required.
In the spring of 1943, Stalin dissolved the Comintern as a hindrance to achieving a full-blown alliance with Britain and the United States - a 'godsend' to Mao, releasing him from invigilation by emissaries from Moscow. Zhou was immediately ordered back to CCP headquarters in Yan'an to discuss how the party should proceed. There he found himself a target of the Rectification campaigns launched by Mao to assert his absolute control of the party. Arraigned both for his reservations about Mao in Jiangxi, and his illusions about Chiang and the GMD, for five days he had to abase himself with abject self-criticism for every episode about which he was assailed, and extravagantly celebrate the wisdom of Mao. For Chen, this ordeal gave a foretaste of 'how extraordinarily abusive a leader Mao would eventually be' and the dangers to the party and country of failing to create 'institutions to check and balance such power'. In his view, the experience must have come as an immense shock to Zhou, far exceeding anything he could have expected. 'Zhou would live for the rest of his life in the enormous shadow of Mao's thought and power, from which he would never escape.' Saved from further disgrace by a telegram from Georgi Dimitrov, the former general secretary of the Comintern, protesting at Mao's treatment of him, Zhou retained his positions in the leadership and went on to play a key role in co-ordinating the victory of what by 1947 had become the People's Liberation Army in the civil war with the GMD.
Though humiliated by Mao at Yan'an, once the People's Republic was established in 1949, and he became premier and foreign minister, Zhou did not automatically fall in with every opinion or position Mao adopted. Attentive to indications already of a more moderate disposition in Zhou's dealings with the GMD, Chen traces a series of divergences from Mao. The first came in 1949 over Zhou's draft of a 'common programme' for the forces scheduled to preside over the 'new democracy' under creation, which would serve in lieu of a constitution for the PRC until one was formally adopted in 1954. Zhou's draft spoke of a coalition government for the new China and a republic that would be a federation of multiple nationalities. Mao deleted both formulations. The second occurred in early 1956, when Zhou warned against 'a rash advance' in economic planning, telling Mao that as premier he could not approve a call for accelerated investment in infrastructure: not only would it unbalance the budget, but light industry and agriculture were closer to the people's immediate needs. The third divergence arose in 1957, after the anti-Soviet revolts in Poland and Hungary, when Mao briefly encouraged a 'hundred schools of thought to blossom' in China. Whereas Mao defined the goal of this opening as 'a political atmosphere of liveliness in which there is both centralism and democracy, discipline and freedom, unity of will and personal ease of mind', Zhou - whether pointedly or inadvertently - reversed the order of values, calling for 'both democracy and centralism, freedom and discipline, development of individuality and unity of will'. The fourth, and in Chen's tacit reckoning the most fateful, arrived in 1959, when the dire consequences of the Great Leap Forward moved Marshal Peng Dehuai, commander in the Korean War, to a - respectful - remonstration with Mao, which Zhou at first regarded as unexceptionable, until Mao raged at it; then, as excommunicable. Yet during an inspection tour of the countryside in the spring of that year, Zhou asked whether 'six small freedoms' couldn't be granted to peasant families, in Chen's view presaging the 'household responsibility system' used by Deng Xiaoping and others to deal with the Great Famine. Zhou's explanation of his proposal, he suggests, was pregnant with meaning. 'This is about maintaining small "selves" in a big "collective", about walking with both legs. There should be space reserved for "self". Without individuals, how can the "collective" come into being?'
When he said this, Zhou - 'entranced with the Leap like all of us', as Deng later confessed - no longer had much administrative power, and in common with the rest of the Communist leadership had failed to register that the policy was leading to famine that winter. It was the last time Zhou ever deviated from Mao's course for the nation, though far from the last time he incurred Mao's suspicion. Peng Dehuai was the first of the major veterans of the revolution to fall victim to Mao's bouts of vengeful paranoia, requiring Zhou's complicity in his fate. The Cultural Revolution produced many more. Prominent at the highest levels of the party and state were Liu Shaoqi, president of the republic; Deng Xiaoping, general secretary of the CCP; Peng Zhen, mayor of Beijing; He Long, vice-premier; Luo Ruiqing, chief of the joint staff. All were covered with calumnies and ousted from office, meeting varied degrees of retribution: death in prison, expulsion from the party, reduction to manual labour, denial of medical care, attempted suicide. Zhou signed off the verdicts on each of them, and many others. For Chen, these were actions taken with extreme reluctance and against Zhou's conscience, conforming to the unconditional submission to Mao he had made twenty years earlier. Wherever he could, Chen argues, Zhou acted in the opposite way, to protect rather than strike down those at risk of destruction by the Cultural Revolution he publicly extolled. On her release from prison after Mao's death, Liu Shaoqi's widow refused to forgive him. 'She was certainly entitled to do so,' Chen writes. 'Yet, although this was a dark moment in Zhou's life and political career, there are reasons for history to pardon Zhou as a beleaguered politician and an entrapped person' - for 'this was a time when Zhou was very much like a small boat, caught in stormy weather, that could be capsized at any moment. Yet without Zhou, the big ship that was China, carrying hundreds of millions of passengers, might have sunk.' Deng, who suffered less than most in the elite, held much the same view, telling Oriana Fallaci that his 'elder brother' did 'many things he would have wished not to. But the people forgave him because, had he not done and said these things, he himself would not have been able to survive and play the neutralising role he did.'
In 1971 Lin Biao, Mao's designated successor, became the next target of his suspicion. His ensuing flight and death in Mongolia, tracked by Zhou, dealt a heavy blow to Mao's aura, and checked the impetus of the Cultural Revolution. Soon afterwards, Kissinger was sent on a secret mission to Beijing to prepare for an official visit by President Nixon, who was received by Mao in 1972. At its conclusion, a communique was released announcing a new era in Sino-American relations. Within another year, Mao had made up his mind to stabilise his regime by recalling some of those he had disgraced. In March 1973, Deng became vice-premier and by late 1974 he had taken over much of the administration, working closely with Zhou, who lent him every support he could, as he did other veterans of the revolution restored to official positions. The worst seemed to be over. One day shortly after Lin's death, however, on saying as much to Zhou, subordinates were astonished to see him, a man of iron self-control, break down in tears, sobbing louder and louder. 'Finally, he calmed down. After quite a while, he said: "You do not understand, it is not so simple. It is not finished yet." He stopped and did not utter another word.' The ultras of the Cultural Revolution, who detested him, had not given up or lost all favour with Mao. They still controlled the media, and a campaign denouncing Lin and Confucius was soon under way, implying Zhou was a modern Confucius. To the end - he died in January 1976 - he was not out of danger.
In describing  his last few years, Chen gives voice to his admiration for Zhou as a person and a politician, a figure gifted not only with a singular charm and intelligence, but exceptional diligence and stamina, good manners and lack of conceit, and when not forced publicly to their opposite, kindness and consideration for others. That his reputation for these qualities, perceived as the antithesis of the ambience of the Cultural Revolution, was not confined to those who knew him, but had become widespread, was shown by the mass mourning at his death. Spontaneously, hundreds of thousands bade farewell as his coffin passed through Beijing, and three months later large crowds expressed their grief and anger at the condition of the country in Tiananmen Square, rioting when police attacked them - turbulence that led to the second fall of Deng, who had pronounced the official eulogy after Zhou's death. Describing these scenes in the opening pages of his book, Chen's verdict is categorical. 'This was the funeral of China's revolutionary era. At that moment, the curtain was lifted on the post-revolutionary age.'
Chen's biography draws on a breadth of sources that is not just a tribute to his decades of research, but a revelation of the extent of materials - documents from party and state archives, personal memoirs, monographs, interviews with participants or witnesses - about its recent past available or discoverable in China during the Reform Era, which might surprise any Western reader given to the idea that the PRC was a wasteland of amnesia and censorship. Endnote references - there are three thousand of them - are frustratingly bald, since beyond once-only translation of Chinese titles into English, they rarely contain any comment either describing or situating the sources they cite; as Jonathan Spence once pointed out, not all report or reminiscence of the period in China is necessarily reliable. Chen's usage has to be taken on trust, which his judgment otherwise earns. The formidable scholarship on which the book is based yields a compelling narrative, free of any trace of pedantry, plainly designed by author and publisher for a general readership. But though eminently readable, the modicum of background knowledge required to make the narrative fully understandable is for the most part taken for granted - sensibly enough from the point of view of fluent composition, but potentially disconcerting to readers without it.
Intellectually, a more serious problem is that the focus of the book is the actions and tensions of the inner elite of the CCP, principally as they affected just two of its members, Zhou and Mao. The vast drama of the Chinese Revolution itself, involving huge social forces, is for the most part missing, as if a context too generic and abstract to affect unduly the judgment of individuals, however prominent, involved in it. Though a limitation of this kind is normal enough in the biography of major political actors in any country, here the result can be too narrow a lens. Mao and Zhou, as Chen points out elsewhere, were not just makers of the Chinese Revolution; they were made by it. But the implications of that dictum are insufficiently reflected in this book. Zhou was a leading figure in the Chinese Communist Party for fifty years, half of them spent in fighting to make the revolution, half in ruling the country. The space devoted by Chen to the second is double that given to the first.2 This is in large part a natural consequence of the greater volume of evidence extant for the period when the party enjoyed power. But whether the same asymmetry holds good for the relative weight of years in the character and life of a revolutionary such as Zhou, who turned fifty before the People's Republic was declared, is not so clear. Some degree of skew seems likely.
With this necessary qualification, Chen's portrait of Zhou is persuasive and moving. Drawn with critical empathy, it is difficult to fault its declaratory judgment of either the overall trajectory or the principal phases of his career. As with all major works of history, there is more to be said about some of them than could be contained in one book, as Chen himself has made clear, beginning with his quite terse account of the civil war of 1945-49, abridged in two significant ways in this biography. The first is the change in the roles of which Zhou proved capable. Hitherto never a military star, his forte after the Long March had been diplomacy, for which he had shown an outstanding talent in Chongqing. When fighting displaced negotiating after 1945, he showed his organisational ability to the full, co-ordinating Communist forces widely separated across huge spaces as chief of staff under Mao: surely the reason he became premier when victory was won. Yet the civil war had also demonstrated one of the reasons the CCP triumphed so decisively over the GMD: it possessed an exceptionally rich array of military and political talent which had no counterpart on the other side. At the level where it counted, the human quality of counter-revolution, the assorted helpmeets and servitors of Chiang, not to speak of the hopelessly over-rated generalissimo himself, was far lower than that of revolution, whose galaxy of cadres - Lin Biao, Peng Dehuai, Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, Chen Yun, Li Xiannian, Chen Yi, Bo Yibo, Peng Zhen, Yang Shangkun and others - showed their mettle in the civil war, and some of whom saw the country through to its recovery in the Reform Era. Zhou needs to be seen as a member of this company. In Chen's story they figure as extras more than as fellow players, with the exception of Lin, whose character and fall are treated with a cool delicacy and detachment.
As premier and foreign minister, Zhou combined administrative energy and diplomatic ingenuity to impressive effect, and Chen teases out a series of occasions when his positions departed significantly from Mao's, in the direction of greater flexibility towards potential allies and sensitivity to popular needs. If the textual evidence for such differences seems in some cases rather slight, the pattern they form is clear and coherent enough. But how they came to an end is not given due weight. At later points, Chen raises the question of when it was that Mao took such a decisively wrong turn that thereafter it was too late for the leaders around him to resist him, picking out as the answer the spring of 1966 when he readied the Cultural Revolution to go full bore. For others, it was the madness of the Great Leap Forward that marked the dividing line in the history of Maoism. It can be argued, however, that it was the abrupt recision of the Hundred Flowers in the summer of 1957 that sent the revolution off the rails: when the CCP snuffed out the free expression of opinion to which it had invited the Chinese people and launched an Anti-Rightist Campaign to punish those guilty or suspected of having criticised the party as they had been asked to do. Around 400,000 individuals were dispatched to penal camps or prisons, where some died of starvation or were executed. Deng was in charge of the campaign, from which no party leader dissented. Chen does not speak of that.
By contrast, when the Great Leap Forward followed a year later, succeeded by the Cultural Revolution, there was dissent within the party, at first limited but open, then general but repressed, for fear of the consequences of expressing it. Chen recounts Zhou's part in both stages, and his description and explanation of Zhou's conduct during the Cultural Revolution, in particular, is more eloquent and effective than any other to date. Is there anything to be added? Perhaps this. Zhou certainly acted as he did partly from fear of what would happen to him and others if he did not. He was under orders, and there could be lethal sanctions. But that he was himself perfectly capable of ruthless measures, without compulsion from above, is clear. In China, revolution and counter-revolution had waged war to the death for decades. After the GMD unleashed political slaughter on the CCP in 1927, life was cheap on both sides. In his early thirties, when Zhou ran the party's underground organisation in Shanghai, where Chiang had wiped out most of the membership, its survival was threatened by the capture and confessions of a key operative. Zhou destroyed virtually the entire family of the man as a deterrent. One of his subordinates at the time was Kang Sheng, possibly later trained by the NKVD in Russia, who on his return to China became Mao's lieutenant in the Rectification campaigns that reshaped Zhou in his forties, when the two renewed what seems to have been a close relationship.
In his fifties, Zhou became one of the leaders - Liu Shaoqi was another - who drove the capable economic planner Gao Gang to suicide on fabricated charges, not on Mao's orders but to his discomfort. When the Cultural Revolution broke out, Kang resurfaced as the sinister professional inquisitor of the Central Case Examination Group, on which Zhou also served, rising to the summit of the party in 1969 as one of five members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. So notorious became his role as a lesser Chinese version of the NKVD leader Nikolai Yezhov in the repressions of the time that after Mao died he was posthumously expelled from the party. Yet Chen describes him as still a close friend of Zhou's, whose last words to his doctors, in 1976, believing Kang to be dying in the same hospital, were: 'There is nothing left here. You may go to take care of Comrade Kang Sheng. He needs you more.' This is where the imbalance between the two halves of Zhou's life in this biography shows that it matters. Not that it cancels anything in Chen's account of his closing years, but it complicates it.
In contradiction  to the part that Zhou took in the Cultural Revolution, Chen can legitimately point to interventions he also made at variance with it, and the widespread popular confidence at his death that he represented moral and political values that were its diametric opposite. The evidence on both counts is incontestable. It is also true that he adumbrated notions that would be critical to the Reform Era long before anyone else in a leading position in the party did so. However, in suggesting that without Zhou the hundreds of millions of passengers in the ship called China might have sunk beneath the waves in the tempest of the Cultural Revolution, Chen yields to a poetic rather than a historical impulse. Not just because when Zhou died the gale had not passed, but for a simpler and more decisive reason. Within a month of Mao's death in September 1976, the quartet driving it - dubbed by him the 'Gang of Four' - had fallen, removed with ease and zero repercussions. They were paltry figures, without any popular or official support, disposable prostheses of the chairman, jettisoned as soon as he was gone. Realistically, there was little if any danger of a general shipwreck.
Nevertheless, Chen can argue - making a clear distinction between what happened, a matter of evidence for the historian, and what might have happened, a matter of conjecture for the citizen - that had Zhou lived longer, a potentially happier outcome was imaginable. Younger than Mao, if he had lived to the same age or longer he would have occupied the position that came to be Deng's, steering China towards economic reform and opening to the world, but with the crucial difference of promoting political reform. Acting on the conviction, foreign to Deng, that without individuals there could be no collective, Zhou would have protected civil rights and freedom of expression in ways that the CCP of the Reform Era, when student and popular protest arrived, did not. On this view, biological contingency issued eventually into political tragedy for China.
Is such a counterfactual plausible? Attractive though it looks, there are reasons to doubt it. How credibly could Zhou have put the Gang of Four on trial? For all its limitations, the Reform Era required a clear-cut repudiation of the Cultural Revolution and a critique of the personal tyranny of Mao which Zhou, who had so conspicuously served both, would have been ill-placed to make, as Deng was not, though even he had to wait two years. Chen observes that no one can know exactly why Zhou wept, but considers some of the possible reasons. Among them, he writes, could have been the stress of conflicting emotions over his success with Kissinger and grief at the fate of so many compatriots, or apprehension that now, as Mao's second in command, he might in turn suffer the fate of Lin Biao. 'It is also likely that Zhou believed Mao's Cultural Revolution was a catastrophe,' Chen then adds, 'and understanding that he could be seen as an accomplice of Mao's, he foresaw the difficulty he would encounter in facing the judgment of the Chinese people and of history,' a reflection that qualifies the optimism of his conjecture as to what might have happened if Zhou had survived Mao. Had he lived to lead the inception of the Reform Era, he would have had to explain why he fanned the cult of Mao and shared in his repressions, an issue the party's official verdict of June 1981 on the Cultural Revolution could sidestep.
What is Chen's explanation of Zhou's record after 1966? One factor was not specific to him. Party discipline was internalised by communists of his generation as a moral condition of collective efficacy, which in Yan'an became submission to the ordeal of Rectification demanded by Mao. The same compulsions were at work a quarter of a century later. But by then the party was in command of a big state, whose sanctions for dissent - rustication, imprisonment, brutalisation, execution - were more draconian, increasing the quotient of fear at the expense of conviction in the mechanisms of compliance. The Cultural Revolution involved all of these punishments, though rarely the last for senior party officials, where death was mostly the result of medical neglect rather than a bullet. There is no evidence Zhou had much fear of the more drastic measures in this repertoire. The risk to him if he fell out of favour would have been calumny and disgrace - not only dishonoured, but deprived of the ability to protect those closest to him. Mao might well have inflicted the loss of that power on him; but knowing his own prestige would be harmed by public denigration of Zhou, as it was by the fall of Lin Biao, was it ever likely he would have gone further?
Zhou's relationship to Mao was never reducible to reflexes either of party loyalty or personal fear. Chen believes he was under Mao's spell, even towards the end so stricken with alarm when Mao nearly died in 1972, nine days before Nixon was due to arrive in Beijing, that he lost bodily control. At the outset, Chen remarks that Mao possessed two qualities Zhou lacked: utopian idealism and charisma. Today charisma is typically associated with a public ability to captivate large audiences, verbally or visually. Though he could be memorably pithy and engaging in private conversation, Mao's high-pitched voice did not make for good platform speaking. Zhou had natural eloquence and charm, a personality often described as magnetic. But power in China had often radiated from what was hidden, not what was seen; authority from what was written, not what was spoken. The hold Mao acquired on his party derived less from personal charisma, as ordinarily understood, than from a more unusual quality. The secret of his sway, for Chen, lay in his command of a 'master narrative' that no other figure in the CCP could rival. What was that? A discourse of 'continuous revolution' that fused the utopian goals of communism with the patriotic recovery of China's traditional position as the Central - not, Chen emphasises, Middle - Kingdom of its world, in an insurgent modern nationalism which took 'we, the Chinese, have stood up' as its motto. Why was the party so powerless against Mao when he launched the Cultural Revolution? Largely, Chen maintains, because of 'the inability of either Liu, Zhou, Deng or any other CCP leader to come up with an alternative grand legitimacy narrative of the Chinese Revolution'. Having earlier reported Zhou's respect for Mao's political skills, admiration for his military abilities and fear of his autocratic temperament, what else does this suggest about his attitude to Mao? That there was another side to it: fascination with his mind, as a thinker about their country's past and its possible futures, in the absolute commitment they shared to the revolution that had made them.
If Chen's portrait of Zhou, weaving together all these and other strands, is largely convincing, the qualification has less to do with anything he says about Zhou than with the absence of any comparable portrait of Mao. Chen has a good deal to say about Mao, nearly all of it acute and much of it extremely sharp, yet - perhaps inevitably - its sum is an outline, thinner than the thick description of Zhou: an asymmetry that comes at a certain cost. By the end of the 1950s, Mao was effectively a despot. But the now familiar comparisons of him to Stalin or Hitler miss the mark. His style of rule combined three forms of lawless power, each sharing some features with tyrannies elsewhere, but whose combination produced an autocracy fundamentally sui generis. The first lay in millennial traditions of imperial sovereignty in China, more or less unbroken until the 20th century: an absolutism utterly ruthless in quelling revolts against it, but from Han times onwards governing without a vast bureaucratic apparatus, depending rather on a limited mandarin elite recruited by an examination system and gentry co-operation, in a carapace of Confucian ideology extolling right conduct and benevolence (backed when necessary by its brutal complement, Legalism). Overlaying this was the impact of Stalinist organisation and doctrine, the only sort known to the CCP, as they hardened during the 1920s, generating a party designed to perform like an army, and which in China became one. Lastly, came the temperament of Mao himself, cast in these two moulds, but adding a bent for continuous mass upheaval - 'there is great disorder under the heavens, the situation is excellent' - entirely foreign to them.
The result was a compound like no other. Mao's repressions mixed Stalinist methods of mass propaganda and coercion to achieve Confucian goals of changing ideas, and therefore conduct, in the service of a ceaseless revolution taxed by critics early on as more anarchist than Marxist in conception. Chen's indictment of the cruelties and casualties of Mao's rule in the last decade of his life is unwavering.3 However, in launching the Cultural Revolution, he was not in Chen's view simply a villain. Victims were many, if far fewer than in the Great Leap Forward, but in neither case were most deaths deliberate. They were closer, as Mao's biographer Philip Short put it, to what is legally defined as manslaughter.4 Conversion and mobilisation were the aims, not extermination. Of course, over time Mao's gifts degenerated. His last significant essay, 'On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the People', the text that licensed the Hundred Flowers, appeared in 1957. Thereafter, no longer brooking dissent, he had decreasing need to argue or persuade: an order would be enough. Though he kept his wits and their pungency to the end, he ceased to be the thinker he had been. But at the height of his career, it was not just a master narrative of the sort with which Chen credits him that gave Mao hegemony. It was a multiform set of ideas, delivered in a prose of classical vivacity, economy and clarity, which captured Zhou and his generation. For all the faults that came to disfigure him, the crimes he committed or enabled, no other ruler of last century possessed the same hand of trumps: capabilities at once military, political and intellectual.
The relationship between Mao and Zhou was not, as Chen shows, one-sided. Mao lacked the patience for consistent administration, and the experience of the world outside China (with the manners that came with it) for skilful diplomacy. He needed Zhou for these, and at no time more than when he launched the Cultural Revolution, pitching the country into political turmoil and international isolation, with violent clashes between disputing factions at home and escalating tensions with the USSR abroad - just as Zhou needed Mao as the one authority capable of containing, after stoking, these. The two were ensnared in a mutual dependence. Here, Chen writes, lay
the dilemma the chairman had always faced and was never able to resolve, even with his unlimited power. On the one hand, he absolutely did not want to hand power and his 'grand revolutionary enterprise' over to Zhou. But on the other hand, he had to rely on Zhou's remarkable administrative talent to maintain the routine functioning of the party-state that he had founded.

It was a 'dragnet' that trapped him and which he begrudged.
In the same way, Mao knew he needed the diplomatic success of China's victory over Western ostracism at the Geneva Conference of 1954, on the Indochina War, and the end of the American blockade that came with Nixon's visit, but each time he was jealous of the prestige Zhou gained. Chen is much more expansive on Zhou's triumphs in foreign affairs than on his running of the state. This is natural enough, given episodes of spectacular drama in the first, humdrum issues of management in the second; though for ordinary citizens, domestic administration mattered much more than diplomatic coups. In the former, Zhou's achievement was relatively greater and more surprising, the economy registering steady rates of growth amid the chaotic scenes of the Cultural Revolution. As to the latter, Chen's admiration for the agreement signed at Geneva and the communique at Shanghai, both in different ways transforming China's standing in the world, is understandable. But he risks overstating what resulted from them. Obliging a reluctant Pham Van Dong to accept the terms for peace he negotiated at Geneva, Zhou failed to obtain enforceable guarantees that South Vietnam would hold the elections they stipulated - which the Communists would certainly have won: the reason that, with US backing, Saigon never held them - when he could all but certainly have wrested them from Paris, where the prime minister, Pierre Mendes France, was desperate to quit Indochina after the debacle of Dien Bien Phu.5 Vietnam would have been spared the millions of dead in the American war to prevent what should have occurred more peacefully in the mid-1950s.
To this the objection can be made that there was no practicable way of ensuring free elections in South Vietnam once the US mantle covered it, given that by 1954 there was already discussion in the administration of whether or not to use atomic weapons to hold onto the North too. The same kind of reservation, and possible response, can be entered for the Shanghai communique Zhou signed in 1972, which didn't contain a US pledge to cease interference in Taiwan. After initially rejecting the evasions to save American face on which Kissinger insisted, Zhou consented to them. Could more have been extracted from the US than Nixon was willing to concede, at a time when he was at the peak of his power? Whatever view is taken of that, the long-term consequences of the bland formula announced in Shanghai are clear enough: the danger of war between the two countries in the East China Sea, with the island further than ever from the reunification sought by Beijing. Encouraged by Zhou's conciliation, Kissinger returned the next year for further talks, this time dangling the prospect of a military alliance against Russia. Uncharacteristically, Zhou did not immediately report this overture to Mao. Mao was so angered that he told the politburo that if the US were to invade the PRC, Zhou would prove a 'lowly capitulationist' - an absurd charge, typical of Mao's late tirades. That Zhou could have had illusions about the potential of new-found amity with Washington is not impossible. But if so, they would not have been out of keeping with Mao's own denunciations of the Soviet Union as a social-imperialist, indeed fascist regime that was a greater threat to the world than the United States.
One of the most striking themes in Chen's work is that for Mao there was no strict separation between his external and internal policies because the former were often a contribution to the latter. Initiatives abroad were often held to be ways of galvanising action at home, foreign affairs deployed as a spur to domestic mobilisation. The Korean War, the Quemoy crisis, the Sino-Indian War and the Sino-Soviet conflict would each offer a vivid illustration of the connection, the last of them fuelling Mao's campaigns against his opponents in the CCP, denounced for seeking to restore capitalism in China as Khrushchev had done in Russia. But while they might feel obliged to repeat the litanies of the period, the higher echelons of the party included people - Zhou and Lin among them - who had lived in the Soviet Union and may have been less tempted to think, as opposed to say, that China now had fascism on its northern doorstep; or to believe (corollaries at the time) that Pinochet and Mobutu were natural allies in the battle against it. Though an unconditional critic of the Cultural Revolution, Chen skirts this dimension of it.
Coming to the end  of Chen's book, a historically minded reader might ask: does the record of the past offer any precedent for the relationship between Mao and Zhou? Perhaps in some respects there is one, morally and psychologically, though much less consequentially. Napoleon usually opens the list of modern tyrants (particularly in England), as the first to display the lawless features of the species, if at a time when the enormities of an industrial epoch had yet to arrive. A greater general than Mao and, as Mao was not, a brilliant administrator, he too was by his own lights a man of ideas, if much lesser and more derivative ones, and though a poor politician, a natural leader of men. Many were dazzled by the combination, and around him emerged a group of devoted and often capable subordinates. He had conquered most of Europe when undoing came with his invasion of Russia in 1812: disintegration of the Grande Armee in the snows, defeat in Germany and fall in France.
To the end, Napoleon was served with unfailing loyalty by his grand equerry Armand de Caulaincourt, an aristocratic officer who rose from aide-de-camp to ambassador in St Petersburg to master of the horse; accompanied Napoleon on the Russian campaign and back from it; and as the Allies approached Paris, became his last foreign minister. Military by family background and vocation - a general at 32 - Caulaincourt became a diplomat on Napoleon's orders after Talleyrand had ceased to be foreign minister. Without the latter's exceptional gifts, he never had the same eminence. But unlike Talleyrand, notoriously venal and disloyal, he was a figure of unfailing probity and principle. Two misfortunes of imperial service scarred him. Used as a cover for the mission to kidnap and execute the Duc d'Enghien, a Bourbon exile in Germany accused of a conspiracy to overthrow Napoleon, he was held by royalists to be responsible for an outrage notorious across Europe of whose outcome he was innocent. Talleyrand was an instigator of the crime. Napoleon, its organiser, remarked cynically of the blame attached to Caulaincourt, which he knew to be unjust, 'It will make him all the more faithful to me.' Later, he refused to allow Caulaincourt to marry the woman he loved on the grounds that she was divorced. Caulaincourt suffered from each injury, but his loyalty did not waver.
Personally close to Napoleon, having commanded his armed entourage, when recalled from St Petersburg Caulaincourt warned him in seven hours of argument against the folly of invading Russia. After the fiasco he had predicted, escorting the emperor incognito back from Vilnius to Paris - thirteen days a deux by sledge and coach through the snows of Northern Europe, Napoleon talking to him throughout - Caulaincourt told him to his face that it was not Russia that Europeans feared but his own 'universal monarchy': its fiscal exactions, political inquisitions, military repressions. Napoleon did not hold it against him. In 1814, attempting suicide on being exiled to Elba, Napoleon summoned Caulaincourt at three in the morning to convey his last wishes. After the Hundred Days, when he was among those who rallied to Napoleon, Caulaincourt spent his final years in social and political ostracism in Picardy, composing memoirs that could not be published for a century. On St Helena the emperor remembered him as a 'man of feeling and integrity'. There lay the differences separating the two men, and the times and classes that formed them, from the autocrat and diplomat in China. In Europe, the traditional reputation of diplomats - already in the 17th century 'gentlemen sent abroad to lie for the good of their country' - was the serpentine antithesis of the heroic. In the Central Kingdom, which could dispense with them, there were no diplomats. Perhaps that's the reason, when they were finally needed in the 20th century, that the improbable synthesis of a revolutionary steeled in the intransigent practices of civil war and a grandmaster of the ductile arts of negotiation was possible.
Zhou Enlai: A Life 
, a measured and very disciplined work, never strays far from its subject. Two earlier books, China's Road to the Korean War (1994) and Mao's China and the Cold War (2001), give a more direct sense of where Chen stands politically. Studies of a revolution written from the diaspora it produces tend, as one would expect, to be sharply critical of it and tacitly or vocally uncritical of the state that provides refuge for their composition. Chen, when he settled in the US, did not conform to this pattern. Mao was a contradictory figure, he wrote, because throughout his life he sought at once a revolutionary transformation of China and its restoration to the position of Central Kingdom that it had occupied for centuries, now lost to domination by foreign powers. In the 20th century every country under colonial or semi-colonial subjugation would develop a victim mentality, but its Chinese version was unique because it was surcharged by so stark a contrast between past eminence and present subjection. Mao's aim was to change that with a revolution that would both bring a social equality China had never known, and give the country equality with the leading powers, of which, when the revolution was won, the United States was the greatest.
Such a vision, Chen observed, was unacceptable to a US imbued with a victor mentality after triumph in the Second World War, as a 'traditional American sense of self-superiority' swelled with a new sense of 'world leadership responsibility'. Since China was not a significant military or industrial power, it posed no direct threat to US interests in the Far East. Its loss to communism was thus 'undesirable, but not unendurable'. Chinese communists were viewed with a mixture of contempt and hostility. Since the new regime disregarded the universal principles of international law, to which everyone on earth owed allegiance, it was not entitled to recognition - an attitude displaying the typical 'mentality of a dominant Western power in the face of a rising revolutionary country'. For his part, Mao had no intention of passively accepting American requirements for entry into the ranks of respectable states, as he showed in Korea. In the atomic age all states were insecure, and for Mao the insecurity was especially acute because of the huge gap between his ambitions for his country to play a leading part in the tide of revolution worldwide and the weakness of China as a fledgling great power. But he was not intimidated. The PRC would be 'a new type of international actor', a revolutionary nation resolved to break the existing norms and rules of international relations - which were a product of Western domination.
But at home the revolution against China's past could not escape the contradiction that it had to be articulated through discourse, symbols and identities derived from that past, not least the memory of its standing as the Central Kingdom of the known world, and the political traditions associated with this. Nor could it defeat the passage of time. In Mao's eyes, the revolution ceased to be one if it fell short of continuous momentum. After the failure of the Great Leap Forward, he decided that it was losing support even among the party elite, and to renew it unleashed the Cultural Revolution against the leadership of the party and the state itself. But despite the enormous, unchecked power he had accumulated, he often found himself unable to achieve his goals and by the end was more or less aware of the Cultural Revolution's failure. After his death his master narrative collapsed, and under Deng another replaced it. Dispensing with appeals to equality, it banked on prosperity and modernity, dismissing all other considerations with the dictum: 'Development is the irrefutable argument.' The new course raised living standards, but also widened divisions between rich and poor. This meant that emphasis had increasingly to fall on national rather than social goals, on the restoration of China through wealth and power to its role as the Central Kingdom. That supplied a solution to the legitimacy crisis of the CCP after Mao. But in the absence of any higher ideological vision offering a mission to the Chinese people, a 'lingering moral crisis' set in, especially among the young. Chen contends that this vacuum paradoxically enhanced the grip of the party on the country, leaving the population prey to the fear that without the party things could get worse and China could even break up.
What is to be done? As a historian, Chen is sparing of prescriptions, but not to the point of avoiding them altogether. At the outset of his biography, he explains that critical to its intention has been the 'challenge of correctly placing the Chinese Communist Revolution within the annals of history'. He goes on:
Revolution is no sin, I believe. Revolutions happen for a reason. A revolution would not have erupted if the old regime that nurtured it had not deteriorated beyond repair. This is also the case of the Chinese Communist Revolution, which came as a dramatic response to the total failure of the Chinese old regime in the face of the daunting internal and external crises engulfing China's state, society and even civilisation. Therefore the coming of a revolutionary era in China was not in any way an accident; rather, there must have been historically justifiable factors for its occurrence.

That said, 'all revolutions have their downsides', especially those as radically transformative as the Chinese one, which was 'inevitably destructive, cruel and bloody', and whose enterprise of liberation became its negation in Mao's last years. But if we want 'to prevent such tragedies in future, we cannot merely reject revolution'. Mao and Zhou were human beings made by the revolution, and even someone like himself, born after 1949, should be self-critically aware that he too was in some fashion formed by it. Rather than simply extolling or rejecting revolution, what is needed is to understand the reason revolutions occur and, when they go wrong, to find the right path to a better future. In the case of China, that should mean a process of 'derevolutionisation', beyond the changes of the Reform Era, towards the interrelated goals of a more equal economic prosperity, more truthful social stability and more authentic political democracy at home; and abroad for the country to emerge from the shadow of the Cold War, to become 'a genuine "insider" of the international community and consistently play the role as a co-ordinator and promoter of regional and global peace and stability'.
Writing in Mao's China and the Cold War in 2001, Chen thought that could happen only when the last generation that grew up in the revolutionary era had passed from the scene, as it would within fifteen to twenty years: a schedule to reflect on. What of the US, the other side of the Cold War? His fear was of a further round of that war, one lacking any justification. Although China under Mao used force to protect its borders, it was not an expansionist power. Pursuit of centrality was not the same as pursuit of dominance in international affairs. The PRC aimed at the former, not the latter. The West should make a serious, sustained effort to understand China's perspectives and problems in the new century, without reverting to the stance it had taken in the 1950s and 1960s. 'Under no circumstances should a "second Cold War" be waged against China.' What if China failed to develop in the right direction? 'We should never be frustrated by China's lack of sufficient change in the short run; we should never surrender an attitude of goodwill towards China.'
That was written more than twenty years ago, in the time of Jiang Zemin. In China, as in the West and the world at large, the scene has darkened since. Would Chen say the same today? There seems little doubt that he would. The second Cold War he feared, not a simple or straightforward reproduction of the first, but not better than it, has come to pass. Amid a pervasive deterioration of the inter-state system, Chen's forebodings can be surmised from the near despair with which he recently asked: where is a counterpart to Zhou to be found anywhere today?
In a wider intellectual setting, Chen's outlook most resembles that of two Russian historians. Both sought a balanced assessment of Mikhail Gorbachev, who in character and career was quite unlike Zhou, but who was another communist with ideals visibly higher than the exercise of hard power, whose end was tragic too. Dmitri Furman, who came to admire him, could see his weaknesses, but judged them with sympathy, holding Gorbachev the only ruler in Russian history who voluntarily limited his own power, to give his people freedoms they had never known before. The verdict of Vladislav Zubok, a decade younger, is more stringent. His masterpiece, Collapse (2021), is a devastating analysis of the reasons Gorbachev's reforms failed. If he could be so unceremoniously ejected from office, amid popular indifference, by a rival of far lower and cruder calibre, the fault lay in Gorbachev himself, in the limitations of his culture and the delusions induced in him by the flattery of the West. With better sense and less vanity he could have avoided his fall, for which the Russian people - already suffering under the fiasco of his economic management - would pay dearly under his successors. Though their assessments of Gorbachev are antithetical, Furman and Zubok share much the same values, which resemble those of Chen, as also, in their own way, those of Ci Jiwei: a temperate, humane realism, expressive of a sensibility not easily classifiable, somewhere between liberal and socialist. Zubok is closer to Chen as a scholar: both historians at universities in a West to which they emigrated without compulsion or loss of contact with their homeland, each producing works on it of an intimacy and depth no Western colleague can match. As the two continental states about which they write become steadily more feared and vituperated in the West, it would be good to see them in dialogue.
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Little Beagle
Lucy Wooding

3088 wordsThe life  of a Tudor statesman could be a painful one. Even if dignified by a measure of moral integrity or, conversely, sweetened by the fruits of corruption, it still required long hours of unremitting labour. In the 16th century, when the political process rested less on institutions and more on informal networks and shared expectations, a regime was only ever a few steps away from disaster. Robert Cecil knew only too well how much work was required to keep the country stable. He had grown up in the shadow of his famous father, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, who was for forty years the bedrock of Elizabeth I's government, and learned his complicated profession at his father's side, as the elder Cecil struggled to maintain the Elizabethan regime. It is clear that father and son rarely got away from the office. We see them transacting Privy Council business at midnight, or on Christmas Day, or for Robert, the day after his beloved wife died in childbirth; his handwriting was shaky and he blotted his signature. When in the 1590s the poet Henry Lok, anxiously seeking patronage, dedicated sonnets to the great men of the age, he wrote of Robert Cecil's 'painefull daies, your many watchfull nights'. He wasn't exaggerating.
 Stephen Alford's All His Spies is an account of a man at the heart of power, but it isn't exactly a biography, or a work of political history; it might be better described as a voyage through a landscape of political crisis, seen through the eyes of his central figure. As Alford notes, Cecil came to prominence in 'a decade of emergency'. England was wearied by long years of war and religious tension, its ruling elite apprehensive for the safety of its ageing, unmarried, childless queen. Cecil and his contemporaries were inclined to see threats everywhere, and not without cause. This is where the spies came in. The wars in Europe had a sharp ideological edge, with foreign Catholic powers conspiring to invade England and often also plotting to assassinate her queen. Alford's assertion that a 'fundamental assumption of Elizabeth's government was that no English Catholic could ever quite be trusted' is oversimplified - some Catholics served the queen well - but it may reflect Cecil's own perspective. Burghley had compared apparently peaceable Catholics to Judas, 'that came to Christ without armour, colouring his treason with a kiss'. So Cecil conceived of his role as that of a guardian against the forces of dissension and destruction. In the one long account he wrote of himself, a defence against many libels and detractions, he described the job of a secretary of state: 'to stand sentinel over the life of kings and safety of states'.
 Alford does a good job, but he makes Cecil appear quite dull. Hard-working, principled, ingenious, attentive, efficient - but dull. This is partly a consequence of the emphasis on his paperwork, with relatively little consideration of his role as artistic patron or his religious beliefs. Putting espionage in the title may be an attempt to compensate, but even when it came to his 'intelligencers', as he called them, the narrative is not exactly exciting. Their role was essential, but their activities were often tedious. Cecil kept a list of them, gave them numbers instead of names and recorded the ciphers they used and the payments they received. Their scope was broad: one of the busiest was sent on missions to Denmark, Holland, Berwick, Flushing, Ostend, Brussels, Antwerp and Edinburgh. They reported on threats from abroad: one dispatch from Spain in 1594, where a new armada was under construction, helpfully translated a list of military preparations and their costings into English; another referred to sacks of wool as a code for galleons and shovels as a code for horsemen. They spent a lot of time evaluating who could be trusted and who might be a potential danger - questions which were hard to answer. The shadowy realms that they inhabited, of plot and counter-plot, of concealed ambition and incipient violence, might sound exciting, but they claimed the lives of some of them. Such activity was a painful necessity in a time of war. As Cecil wrote of some of his own more covert dealings, 'all honest servants must strain a little when they will serve princes.' It was warfare of a kind, but one fought with painstaking use of pen and ink, ciphers and secrets.
 Contemporaries who resented the power that Cecil came to exercise mocked the fact that he wielded the pen and not the sword. In questioning the significance of his administrative activities, they might perhaps have had a point. His role was essential to government, but there is a risk of overstating his centrality. Alford describes Cecil as 'the most accomplished and formidable politician of his generation' and insists that 'no one had power quite like his.' Accustomed as we are to the dominance of politicians, we might forget that in the 16th and 17th centuries, they weren't the only people running the country. The Cecils, father and son, served the queen. Indeed, they made this an article of faith: 'Serve God by serving of the Queen, for all other service is indeed bondage to the devil,' Burghley wrote to his son. They did not, however, always take their female monarch as seriously as they should have done. When Robert Cecil delicately began to forge a political relationship with Elizabeth's probable successor, James VI of Scotland, he kept his activities secret. Years later, justifying this course of action, he observed that her 'age and orbity' - meaning her childlessness - 'joined to the jealousy of her sex, might have moved her to think ill of that which helped to preserve her'.
 If the woman ruling the country might be said to occupy a rather peripheral place in this account, it is in line with Cecil's view of his own importance. This is an abiding difficulty with the kind of history that focuses on the machinations of state and the workings of administration. In more recent times, we have the phenomenon of political biographies which seem to insist that the cabinet secretary or special adviser in question was the most important player in the political process. Historians have their own version of this, where the achievements of Thomas Wolsey or Thomas Cromwell, for example, are lauded to such an extent that Henry VIII barely makes the frame. Elizabeth herself recognised her dependence on men like the Cecils, and - despite a disinclination to give lavish rewards - gave them the wealth and nobility they had earned. The responsibility of government, however, ultimately lay with her. Towards the end of her reign, she described herself as a candle made of wax, whose job it was 'to waste myself and spend my life that I might give light and comfort to those that live under me'. Both Cecils were illuminated by their closeness to the queen; the source of illumination should not be left out of the picture.
 Burghley died in 1598, worn out by his years of service, but Cecil was instrumental in ensuring the peaceful accession of the next monarch, when in 1603 James VI of Scotland became also James I of England. James wrote gratefully to Cecil, while acknowledging to others the 'deep and restless care' that Cecil took to secure his safety: he had 'performed the part of a friend and an honest man'. Even so, James was inclined to ridicule the energetic endeavours of the man he called his 'little beagle'. He addressed one letter to 'the little beagle that lies at home by the fire when all the good hounds are daily running on the fields'. Under James, Cecil was raised through several levels of nobility until he eventually became the earl of Salisbury. It is a shame that Alford doesn't give the years of service to James, when Cecil (now Salisbury) was at the height of his powers, the same kind of scrutiny as the Elizabethan years. Cecil helped to establish the new regime, confound the Gunpowder Plot and, in the last major contribution of his political career, proposed a system of annual parliamentary revenue that was one of the few relatively clear-sighted responses of the time to the problem of inadequate financial provision for government. Had he succeeded in putting the Great Contract into place, the subsequent history of the 17th century might have been significantly different. It was defeated by both royal suspicion and parliamentary unease. James wrote to Cecil disparaging his optimism: 'Your greatest error hath been that ye ever expected to draw honey out of gall.' He also observed, rather unkindly, that Cecil had been 'a little blinded with the self-love of your own counsel in holding together of this parliament'. Even the king who owed him so much wasn't convinced that Cecil held the key to the political process.
 Administrative skill wasn't everything in early modern politics. Among those who conceived of the political process in very different terms was Cecil's sometime colleague and political rival, Robert Devereux, earl of Essex, who is almost as central to Alford's narrative as Cecil himself. Essex was no administrator; he was a nobleman, a scholar, a soldier and a political leader of a different type. Essex mocked Cecil's patient labours as secretary. In a tactless tableau that he organised in 1595 as part of the annual celebration of the queen's accession, he seems to have characterised Burghley as a tired old hermit longing for retirement (an image Burghley himself had invoked on previous occasions) and Cecil as a secretary fit only to deal with paperwork but furtively pursuing his ambitions. Essex himself figured as the dashing knight who was Elizabeth's most faithful servant. Cecil was capable of collaborating with him, but he also worked hard to portray Essex as a liability. He was, Cecil thought, 'a man of a nature not to be ruled' and 'too violent in his passions'.
 Essex was lordly, impetuous and immensely charismatic, to judge from the loyalty he commanded from his followers and the place he held in the queen's affections. Since we are looking at him through Cecil's eyes in this book, we do not get to appreciate sufficiently his intellectual sophistication or political skill; we also do not get to see the extent of Cecil's role in his downfall. Essex is cast as alternately angry, petulant or despairing. Certainly what Alford describes as his pattern of 'ferocious overdrive and wounded retreat' made him a volatile proposition. He yearned for a more assertive foreign policy that would take the fight against the European Catholic powers to a new level and did not appreciate Elizabeth's wariness at the possible disaster - financial and political - that such a policy might generate, chafing at what he called her 'unkind dealing'. He complained that he had given everything he had to her service 'and yet am I so far from receiving thanks, as her Majesty keepeth the same form with me as she would do with him that through his fault or misfortune had lost her troops.'
 The Roberts - Essex and Cecil - had at least one thing in common: a high opinion of their own political acumen. They took very different approaches, however, and in Alford's book it is Cecil's type of political engagement that appears superior. Essex is depicted as unable to recognise his mistakes, blaming instead those whom he perceived as his detractors and competitors. In this story, the fates of the industrious secretary and the doomed earl are intertwined, but it is the tortoise who wins the race. What is usually described as 'Essex's rebellion' did in the end lead him to a traitor's death. The curious events of February 1601 were cast by Essex's enemies as an attempt to stage a coup; his endeavour to raise support from Londoners might be better read as a frantic but loyal bid not just to protect himself from his enemies, but to protect the queen from those who were leading her disastrously astray, and in the process threatening the Protestant succession. In Alford's account - which others would contest - it appears that Essex had only himself to blame. In part, this is because it was Cecil who got to shape the story of Essex's fall. His failings, in Cecil's view, included 'strengthening himself with vulgar opinion and the hearts of such subjects as by his dissembled affability and fair liberal promises of gifts he was able to maintain'. In other words, Cecil condemned his rival as a smooth operator, deceptively charming, dangerously attractive and - a little like Alford's account - did not do him justice. Responding to Essex's sarcastic mockery when he was brought to trial, Cecil declared: 'My lord, I humbly thank God that you did not take me for a fit companion for you and your humours; for if you had, you would have drawn me to betray my sovereign, as you have done.' Perhaps it was a relief to get that off his chest, but he was also claiming the narrative.
Wars are  fought on many fronts. Alford's account of Cecil shows that if deeds of arms on the battlefield mattered, so too did transactions made in secret. Both his book and Nadine Akkerman and Pete Langman's Spycraft make reference to what Ben Jonson had to say about intelligencers. He called them spies and said they were 'lights in state, but of base stuff', comparing them to cheap candles, or tapers, 'who, when you've burned yourselves down to the snuff,/Stink, and are thrown away'. Jonson's work was full of bitter observations on a world of watchers and informers. Spycraft, however, takes a more positive view, rooted in a study of the practicalities of life in the shadows. It gives such a detailed account of what it was to be a professional 'intelligencer' in early modern Europe that it is hard not to come away impressed by the scale of the technical skill required. Indeed, by the end of this book, an attentive reader has been prepared for an apprenticeship in the arts of deception. With a slightly unsettling attention to detail, recipes for invisible ink and deadly poisons are included in an appendix, just in case.
Spycraft makes clear that although intelligence networks were becoming increasingly extensive and professionalised in this era, the definition of a spy was inexact and many of the techniques of espionage were still at an early stage of development. Akkerman and Langman instruct the reader how to open and reseal a letter undetected, how to 'lock' a letter to guard against such interference, how to use a cipher, how to disguise or conceal a message, how to prepare and use invisible ink of various sorts and - if all these fail - how to assassinate someone. Along the way we learn how best to prepare a quill pen, are warned not to confuse ciphers with the newly developed technique of shorthand and told how many women were involved in this shady profession, including the royalist agent Jane Whorwood, who in due course became the mistress of the captive Charles I (she plotted his escape from Carisbrooke Castle, even having a ship ready to take him away). By paying attention to 'the physical nature of spycraft', Akkerman and Langman make the case for the importance of studying material culture. The book as a whole is imbued with a faint but detectable sense of professional pride; the authors imply a rather fastidious disapproval, for example, of the assassin who killed the Scottish regent, the Earl of Moray, in 1570, for employing so unsubtle a weapon as the loud and obvious arquebus when there were so many more sophisticated options available.
 Spies, or intelligencers, frequently had a rather inflated view of their own abilities, and spoke loftily of their capacity to deceive, detect and, where necessary, kill. Spycraft mingles its analysis of the techniques involved with a wide selection of absorbing case studies exposing these exaggerations. Attempts by the Venetian authorities to remove a troublesome individual involved the collaboration of a professor of botany from the University of Padua, among others, but to no effect; the carefully prepared poisons proved ineffectual. Several years later, the man in question was found dead in the street, apparently of the plague; the Venetian Council of Ten's latest assassin specialised in making his victims look like they had died of the disease. Trial and error was rife; the man who confidently asserted that he could assassinate Elizabeth I by poisoning her saddle turned out to be wrong. Even the famous murder of Sir Thomas Overbury went through several failed iterations of poisoned pork and partridge, until he was carried away by a toxic enema.
 Both these books, in very different ways, give a keen sense of the clouded, troubled world of the late 16th and 17th centuries. Spycraft refers to a contemporary depiction of the spy or intelligencer wearing a cloak covered in ears and eyes to denote his constant vigilance; the image appears on the book's cover (be warned, it glows in the dark). The same device appears in the 'Rainbow Portrait' of Elizabeth I, in which she wears a dress decorated with the ears and eyes of an all-watchful monarch. The constant level of threat, and commensurate sense of existential dread, that hung over the Elizabethan regime is not always given the prominence it deserves in discussions of the era. It was not just that Europe was plagued with war and England threatened with invasion, but that these conflicts were generated by the rift within Christendom produced by the Reformation, so that the antagonisms between factions or kingdoms were based on ideological commitment to one or other vision of religious truth. These were desperate times, and if All His Spies gives some idea of the personal cost involved, Spycraft shows the extraordinary measures that politicians were compelled to employ. Both Elizabeth I and Mary, Queen of Scots, took pains to make 'preservatives', thought to counteract the effects of poison, a part of their regimen, and both had ornaments set on gold chains - one of a bezoar, another of 'unicorn horn' (in fact narwhal tusk) - that were believed to neutralise poison and could be dipped into any liquid. It appears they saw a lot of use. In an age so burdened with hatred and strife, you couldn't be too careful.
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Iron in the Soul
Mary Beard

3115 wordsIn  1921, Jane Ellen Harrison, the maverick Cambridge classicist and celebrity public intellectual, was introduced to the crown prince of Japan when he came to receive an honorary degree from the university. She revisited this occasion a few years later in her memoir, Reminiscences of a Student's Life. 'If you must curtsey to a man young enough to be your grandson,' she wrote, 'it is at least some consolation to know that he believes himself to be God ... The prince was good enough to say his own royal name to me two or three times, but alas! I forgot it.' This was a typical Harrison response: wry, more than a little patronising, and - as Daniel Mendelsohn puts it in his introduction to a reissue of Reminiscences - 'spiky'. 'Hirohito' was the name she insisted that she couldn't (be bothered to) remember.
 By the time of this royal visit, Harrison had long been well known as a Cambridge - and national - pioneer. In 1874, she had been one of the earliest students at the newly established Newnham College and, in a classic case of that elite English over-confidence in their ability to rank people, she had been lumbered with the reputation of being 'the cleverest woman in England'. That reputation did not bring instant success, for at the end of her Cambridge undergraduate course she was passed over for a teaching job at Newnham in favour of a much safer (and meeker) candidate. But after a couple of decades making her name in London, lecturing at the British Museum, travelling in Greece and trying her hand at amateur dramatics and journalism, she returned in 1898 to her old college as its first 'research fellow'. She became in effect the first professional, salaried female academic in the country, in the modern sense of the word 'academic' - a frontline activist in research and publishing, not merely a teacher, mentor and backroom helpmeet. She was the first woman in Cambridge to give lectures on university property, almost half a century before women were formally awarded degrees there; and she received honorary doctorates from the universities of Aberdeen and Durham.
 Her academic fame came largely from two weighty books: Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903) and Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion (1912). In these she upturned the traditional view of ancient Greek religion as a rather staid, almost statuesque form of cult, with its flowing white robes and strumming lyres. Instead, she exposed beneath the surface a much more violent, ecstatic, even 'primitive' (as she saw it) religion, which - she claimed in Themis - was best understood through the lens of Durkheimian anthropology (as she signalled by the word 'social' in the subtitle). Many details of these arguments have not survived later scrutiny, and her enthusiasm for a decidedly unnuanced version of Durkheimian theory, to which she was a very early convert, outdid even Durkheim himself. One of Harrison's problems was that she never knew when to stop, and she was occasionally prepared to fudge the evidence to fit her theory. That said, the old stereotype of Greek religion collapsed under her onslaught. No scholar since has been able to ignore the religion's wild, irrational and bloody aspects. It was for academic among other reasons, no doubt, that she was sometimes nicknamed 'Bloody Jane'.
 Despite their radical claims, Prolegomena and Themis are pretty hard going. Together they make up almost 1500 pages, loaded with often obscure details and minute scraps of evidence exploited to their limit. I doubt that they ever found a large audience outside the academy or a few literary circles (T.S. Eliot and H.D. were two who fell under their influence). In the wider world, Harrison's reputation rested on her public performances, where she stripped away the technicalities and was (as she put it herself in Reminiscences) 'almost fatally fluent'. Flamboyantly dressed and armed with what were hailed as the most up-to-the-minute visual aids, in the form of stunning lantern slides, she drew vast crowds to her open lectures - on one occasion, so she said, attracting 1600 fans in Glasgow to a presentation on the topic of Athenian tomb sculpture. She even created something of the same atmosphere in her university lectures. 'The hushed audience would catch the nervous tension of her bearing,' wrote one of her academic colleagues about her teaching of classical archaeology. 'Every lecture was a drama.' Several years ago, some of Harrison's slides were rediscovered, buried in a cupboard in Newnham. They didn't quite live up to the hype, but they were exquisitely painted on glass, with key words etched onto them (almost the equivalent of a modern PowerPoint). It is hard to imagine any of the male dons going to such trouble.
 Beyond these celebrity lectures, she cultivated a distinctive brand of quirky and memorable outspokenness. Reminiscences is full of anecdotes which illustrate exactly that. While still a student, for example, she stood up to William Gladstone when he came to Cambridge to visit his student daughter. He asked Harrison which her favourite Greek author was. The prudent answer would have been 'Homer', Gladstone's own favourite, but - to annoy, and not wholly truthfully - she replied 'Euripides', then notorious for his religious scepticism. Gladstone stomped off. And years later, when she had added to her existing duties regular stints as a magistrate in the local Cambridge courts, she seems to have been blessed with an idiosyncratic leniency. On one occasion, belying the hint of xenophobia under the surface of the story of Hirohito, she let off an Armenian who was up for a fine, for no other reason (she insists) than her admiration for anyone who could speak his language, 'the most difficult of all' in Europe. Quite how she persuaded her fellow members of the bench to follow suit, she doesn't say.
 On this basis, I am sure, some people at the time must have dismissed her as little more than a 'character' or an 'eccentric'. But Reminiscences conjures up an attractive vision of an open-minded university world, in which she could say how much she hated the British Empire ('It stands ... for all that is tedious and pernicious in thought'), could deplore patriotism (making an ironic exception only for her feelings for Yorkshire, her home county), and could happily spend college dinners discussing such questions as 'Why do rich people always get so dull?'
 Neither Cambridge nor classics, however, retained her permanently. In 1922, she decamped to Paris, and even before that - from not long after the publication of Themis - she had devoted herself to Russian instead of Greek (one of her last books was a translation of a selection of Russian folk tales). She died, back in London, in 1928. Her final appearance in Cambridge was a posthumous cameo part in Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own (1929), originally given as lectures at Newnham and Girton Colleges a few months after Harrison's death. There Woolf imagines that she caught a glimpse of the ghost of 'J -- H -- herself' - 'a bent figure, formidable yet humble' - walking in the gardens of what she called 'Fernham' College. It was Woolf's final tribute to Harrison. Perhaps it was also an attempt to make up for Woolf's (almost) non-appearance at Harrison's funeral, when Virginia and Leonard arrived so late that they only 'marched in' (Virginia's words) as the service was ending. Characteristically, perhaps, she blamed their lateness on the funeral's unfashionable location in East Finchley: 'somewhere out of the world where buses pass only one every fifteen minutes'.
The story of  Harrison's life usually comes across as broadly triumphalist: the woman who overcame prejudice and adversity to transform her subject, fighting back against the patriarchy (whether in the form of prime ministers, princes or professors) as much by wit as by outrage. When I myself was a student at Newnham, almost a hundred years after Harrison arrived there, we were frequently told the tales of her eclat and resilience, presumably to inject some iron into our souls. It certainly worked for me, as I began to imagine that I too might be able to face down a Gladstone or his modern equivalents. Whatever her idiosyncrasies and oddities, she was, and still is, one of my heroes.
 Yet I have also increasingly come to wonder if there are other, more complicated versions of Harrison's story, and to ask what is concealed - as much as revealed - by the standard narrative we were fed. Those who have studied Harrison's career have often been puzzled by the private life behind her bravura public facade. In Reminiscences, she rather breezily dismisses affairs of the heart: 'By what miracle I escaped marriage I do not know, for all my life long I fell in love. But, on the whole, I am glad. I do not doubt that I lost much, but I am quite sure I gained more.' A lot hangs on that 'on the whole'. We shall probably never know the costs of a series of close relationships she had that apparently, for whatever reasons, came to nothing: with R.A. Neil, a Cambridge classicist who died of appendicitis when he and Harrison might have been unofficially engaged; with D.S. MacColl, a future director of the Tate, with whom she travelled in Greece, sometimes masquerading as his wife; with the ancient philosopher Francis Cornford, who - some claimed - devastated Harrison by suddenly getting engaged to one of her ex-pupils. (Augustus John's famous, rather swoony portrait of Harrison was painted soon after she had received the news of that marriage, and local legend has it that she sustained herself for the sitting with a bottle of whisky, hidden under the chaise longue on which she was posing.) Nor shall we ever know the nature of her relationship, towards the end of her life, with another ex-pupil, Hope Mirrlees. It was with Mirrlees that she moved to Paris in 1922, and with Mirrlees as joint author that she published her book of Russian folk tales. They were very close, but were they lovers? Perhaps. Virginia Woolf certainly assumed so, referring to them living together in a 'Sapphic flat somewhere'. But, whether Woolf is a reliable guide or not (she would assume that, wouldn't she?), simply to decide that Harrison was gay doesn't in itself answer many of the big questions.
 More to the point is how she navigated the academic world of early 20th-century Cambridge, in which women had such a tenuous position. Women's colleges weren't formally part of the university; women students could take university exams but, in the worst of both worlds, they did not actually receive a degree if they passed; and a woman, such as Harrison, who lectured on university property did so strictly by invitation only. The impression we usually get is that, while overt discrimination of course hovered in the background, it did not undermine the tolerant university world in which Harrison - with her sparky wit and refusal to be silenced - operated so memorably, albeit from the margins. That is the message of so many of the anecdotes in which she stars. But I am not so sure.
 The margins are, for better and worse, a complicated place to inhabit. It is a fair guess that Harrison's marginality helped enable her radical approach to ancient Greek culture. She herself, in a lecture of 1913, spoke (rather too fulsomely for my taste) about the 'good fortune' she had had all her life 'to work with men in my own subject ... perhaps the best and pleasantest, the purest pleasure life has to offer'. But, notwithstanding, it was the simple fact that she did not have to play by the academic rules of the classical establishment (overwhelmingly then a 'boys' club') that made it easier for her to disrupt the old certainties and stereotypes - and to invest in Durkheim and a smattering of Mother Goddesses as well as in Thucydides and the stately Olympian deities. At the same time, however, it is hard to imagine that she was as unaffected as she might appear by the day-to-day hierarchies and microaggressions of a university to which she didn't ever fully belong. These can be far harder to stomach than the formal exclusions from degrees, academic titles and university jobs.
 That was partly Woolf's point when, in A Room of One's Own, she compared the character of the food (prunes and custard) at 'Fernham' to the far more lavish fare in men's colleges. But it was worse than mere differences of menu. One of the most chilling pieces of trivia preserved in the Newnham archive is a copy of a note written to the university librarian by a senior classicist (the otherwise very liberal Henry Jackson) pointing out that he had spotted 'Miss Harrison' with a library book in her possession. As women were not allowed to enter, let alone borrow from, the library, he concluded that some male friend must have illicitly borrowed it on her behalf and that an investigation should ensue. Such casual surveillance and such officious, sneaky betrayal seem almost worse than the exclusion in the first place. It is hard to imagine that such behaviour could always be shrugged off, or dismissed with another round of spiky repartee.
But  the biggest question is how the standard narrative of Harrison's life has come down to us. We do catch a few glimpses of alternative and less favourable versions of the story, and not only from disgruntled representatives of the patriarchy. The surviving minutes of some Newnham College committees at the time make it clear that Harrison's academic success sometimes came at the cost of exploiting her less pioneering and less glamorous female colleagues. If her research in Greece was going well, she was quite capable of staying abroad for the beginning of term and expecting others to stand in for her. It's easy to guess what those long-suffering foot soldiers would have thought of the superstar in their midst. And, though her showy public lectures could be crowd-pullers, some of her friends found them insufferable. 'A trifle overdone' was to put it mildly: they could seem anything from 'patronising' ('sufficient is it for you to know' was apparently one of her favourite lines) to embarrassingly sensationalist. You loved them or you hated them.
 The problem is that few of these alternative perspectives survive. In fact, the primary materials for Harrison's life are relatively scant. That is largely because, before she left for Paris, she is supposed to have burned all her papers. (No one ever does quite that, but Harrison clearly made a good go of it.) What is preserved in 'her' archive at Newnham is dominated by the research notes for two biographies by ex-students, left unfinished in part because publishers weren't very interested in them (Harrison tumbled from fashion soon after her death). The first of these was by Mirrlees. To judge from the jottings, it would have been an extravagant hagiography: 'Jane's conduct was always magnificent,' one draft sentence ran, without any apparent trace of irony. (She did, however, record some of the adverse verdicts on Harrison's lecturing style.) The rival version, by Jesse Stewart, was finally published thirty years after Harrison's death, but in a truncated form, as an edition of her letters to Gilbert Murray, professor of Greek at Oxford. It was only while this edition was being prepared that Murray realised his letters to her had gone onto the bonfire.
 The fact is that the standard narrative of Harrison's life comes directly from Harrison herself. The key text is Reminiscences of a Student's Life, first published as a very slim volume of fewer than a hundred pages in 1925, by the Woolfs' Hogarth Press. Most of what we now think we know of Harrison is reported, or partly constructed, by her as a loaded retrospective in the last few years of her life. I still recall my surprise years ago on realising that all my favourite Harrison anecdotes were her stories, told, retold and no doubt burnished in Reminiscences.
 It is a tremendous read and a masterclass in carefully crafted self-deprecation as one of the most effective ways of boasting. Harrison comes across as an outsider who always offered a refreshing challenge to the insiders (the 'Gladstone treatment' is rolled out more than once); as someone who didn't take herself entirely seriously (quite how silly was it to faint when George Eliot admired her specially chosen wallpaper?); and someone who was always on the side of the young. 'We old people,' she wrote, 'must steadily face the fact that the young are more likely to be right than the old.' And the title itself carries the message that Harrison herself had (happily) never quite grown up, while she revels in that licence to puncture received wisdom and take a few pot shots at the great and the good. 'The Matterhorn,' she writes, 'is one of the ugliest objects in all nature ... a colossal extracted fang turned upside down.' On a weekend visit to stay with Tennyson ('the most openly vain man I have ever met'), she finds his whole house 'so charged with an atmosphere of hero-worship that free breathing was difficult'. Dinner with Samuel Butler in Athens, meanwhile, is spoiled when Harrison discovers that she is only being used as a 'safety valve' so that he can drone on about his theory that the Odyssey was written by a woman. She doesn't try very hard to conceal the privilege in all this (not everyone got invited to weekends chez Tennyson or showed up at the same Greek hotel as Butler). But there's just enough of the wide-eyed, plain-speaking girl from Yorkshire on display to make sure that you appreciate her triumphs. You can't help being on the same side as the Jane Harrison of the Reminiscences.
 That, of course, is exactly why it was written. Like many autobiographies, Reminiscences was intended to help Harrison control her own reputation, to create the voice that she wanted to be heard. And she remains my hero, not because I think I would have particularly warmed to her in the flesh (I suspect I would have been among those who found the histrionic lecturing hard to take). Nor because I entirely believe the way she wrote herself up. It is more because she was so sharply aware of the stories women needed to be told about succeeding as a woman; and she was brilliant at telling them. She has remained the iron in my soul.
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Doing it with the in-laws
Francis Gooding

4118 wordsMaurice Godelier' 
s Forbidden Fruit is a small book about a big subject. It can afford to be short because, despite all the ink spilled and pencils chewed, what is known about incest and its prohibition can be summarised quite succinctly. The origin of the incest taboo is still a mystery, and though many theories have been proposed, few universal conclusions can safely be drawn; like the appearance of human language, it is a problem that is unlikely to be definitively resolved. Godelier is perfectly aware of this. He is a specialist in the field to which the problem of incest is most intimately related: kinship, the volatile mixture of genealogical, social and biological links between related individuals.
The study of kinship was once 'the very flower of anthropology', but by the late 20th century the classical study of kinship systems had foundered on the rocks of the discipline's endemic self-critique. Godelier's The Metamorphoses of Kinship (2004) brought the subject back to the fore with an energy rarely found in contemporary anthropological writing. The book ranged widely, examining the long history of the field; the way that kinship had been reformulated in light of gender inequalities, labour and property; and the way contemporary phenomena such as widespread cohabitation before marriage, gay marriage, IVF and surrogacy have changed our conception of matters such as descent and alliance. Forbidden Fruit is a short and focused pendant to The Metamorphoses, which itself dedicated a lot of space to the problem of incest. It is presented in an informal question-and-answer format that reflects both the confidence of a master in his late work and the circumstances of its creation: now ninety, Godelier was taken ill and hospitalised in Greece while writing a wholly different book, and after being discharged he dictated the first version of this one to his assistant, Anne-Sylvie Malbrancke.
The basic facts of the matter are straightforward, and everyone understands them well. You are not supposed to have sex or procreate with certain immediate family members. Typically the list includes your parents, your children and your siblings, and most often the relations that Europeans would identify as grandparents or grandchildren, aunts and uncles, nephews and nieces. So far as we know, human beings everywhere and at all times have prohibited sex and marriage with some or all of these relations. Though the exact rules vary between societies and there are many exceptions - brother-sister and even parent-child marriage are not unknown in the historical record - almost all societies start with some sort of prohibition on sex with immediate kin. Frequently the degree of prohibition goes much further than that and covers lots of other people too. Despite this, incest still occurs, seemingly everywhere, and all the time.
The ideas that hold sway in European societies today of what it is to be a parent, a sibling, a child or other relation are not universally shared. Among the Baruya of highland Papua New Guinea, whose social arrangements Godelier has studied since the late 1960s, an individual is thought to have 'several fathers and several mothers', so that 'the notions of father, mother and sibling ... are completely different and cannot be thought about or experienced in the same way.' This can affect the way that incest is understood. In the Trobriand Islands, it was believed that a child was created from the menstrual blood of the mother through the intervention of an ancestor spirit; the father's semen merely nourished and helped shape the growing foetus after conception. Trobrianders therefore saw fatherhood as a strictly social relation, and father-daughter intercourse was not recognised as incest.
Whatever the rules may be, Godelier says, all the people covered by them are considered in some essential way too close to one another - too alike, in short - for sex between them to be socially, eugenically or cosmically permissible. Usually this 'too-closeness' is conceptualised in the idea that related people have some substance in common. In many cultures, including those of the West, the substance is usually identified as 'blood' (hence 'blood relatives') but elsewhere it might be semen, bones, mother's milk or breath; it might also be something immaterial, like a spirit or a name. Modern science has added genes to this list, but in most places the taboo has also applied to people related only by ties of marriage. However incest is defined, all such unions are polluting, and the word itself derives from the Latin castus ('pure') and in ('not'): an impure connection, defiled and defiling.
If the rules are broken, something bad will happen, though exactly what the bad thing may be varies from place to place. It ranges from a fear of congenital defects in offspring - a historically novel idea, and very rarely cited as the reason for the prohibition - to natural disasters and existential social perils. Very often, of course, something very bad will happen to the incestuous couple in particular: once discovered, incest is often punished severely. In the UK today, the penalty for those found guilty of incest (defined as 'sex with an adult relative') is up to two years in jail: less of a disincentive, perhaps, than the disembowelment said to have been imposed for brother-sister incest among Godelier's Baruya, but still relatively tough. Elsewhere in Europe, incest isn't actually a crime: many countries, including Spain, France and the Netherlands, do not legally prohibit consensual incest between adults.
By ruling certain people out of bounds, incest prohibitions typically imply their complement: a list of people with whom sex is permitted, and who might therefore be partners in marriage and procreation. In this way incest, and the prohibitions and proscriptions governing it, often constitute the basis of the social relationships anthropologists have studied under the rubric of kinship. Practically speaking, this means that marriage rules are typically related to incest rules. Occasionally they overlap exactly, but since marriage is as much (or more) about the social as the sexual, the rules governing it can be more elaborate, and go well beyond the rules governing incest. Sometimes marriage rules forbid the union of people who are considered too 'distant' to marry rather than too propinquitous (people of a forbidden social class or ethnic group, for instance, as was once the case in some American states or apartheid South Africa); and sometimes marriage is forbidden between people who are, even so, permitted to have sex with each other. In England and Wales, the 1949 Marriage Act listed 46 different 'prohibited degrees' of relationship which forbade marriage, including such wholly unrelated persons as one's wife's grandmother, or one's granddaughter's husband. (The list seems to have been based on the one given in the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, which listed an additional 22 forbidden degrees. This itself was a notable reduction from the high point of the medieval period, when it was forbidden to marry anyone descended from a great-great-great-great-great-grandparent - that is, a seventh cousin - or to have sex with an in-law's in-law's in-laws.) In 1949 sexual incest was still covered by the 1908 Punishment of Incest Act, which referred only to immediate and lineal relatives: parents, grandparents, children, siblings and half-siblings. (It was superseded in 1956 by the new Sexual Offences Act, which added uncles, aunts, nieces and nephews.) UK law long ago reduced the number of prohibited marriage degrees, removing any interdiction on marrying affines (relatives by marriage, not 'blood'). Marriage rules now map exactly onto incest law, so you can marry anyone you can legally have sex with. In case you were wondering, this does include first cousins, however uncommon such marriages may be.
Once it is granted that some kind of incest prohibition is universal among human beings, the ethnologist proceeds to the detail of how exactly incest and kinship have been defined and experienced by individuals in particular societies at particular times. But deeper, more intractable questions immediately present themselves. Why do such rules exist at all? How did the incest taboo come to be a universal feature of social life? Why do people break it, and what are the results?
We can get somewhere with the last of these questions at least, since incest happens, and there are cases to examine. The commonest forms of incest are between father and daughter, and stepfather and stepdaughter. In these cases, as in most intergenerational instances (mother-son or uncle-niece, say, though Godelier notes that the former seems very rare, and information is lacking), what might once have been considered 'incest' has to a large extent been subsumed by two other sets of sexual prohibitions: those on sex or marriage with people who are considered too young (a boundary often managed by phenomena such as initiations into adulthood), and those on obtaining sex by force (most if not all societies place sanctions on rape, though definitions vary widely). Parent-child incest is now commonly understood in Western societies almost entirely through the lens of abuse, which is to say sexual and psychological violence. Incest is a metaphysical crime, an outrage against the social and divine orders - but this is not the way that familial sexual abuse is now understood, and not why it is considered bad. In the UK, the Sexual Offences Act 2003 makes a telling provision in its definition of incest: to qualify as a crime, 'sex with an adult relative' must be fully consensual and both parties must be of age; the statute notes specifically that 'consenting to penetration' is an essential part of the offence. It may be that the truest notion of incest must always carry with it the suggestion of consent, and indeed desire. Both parties are sinners.
If there is no consent, 'sex with an adult relative' is not the relevant charge and is punishable instead - in the UK, as in many other places - as rape, coercion or abuse. If one of the parties is underage, the incestuous element of the crime is not even considered in British law. When it comes to the most common form of incestuous union, that between fathers and daughters, perhaps incest can only be considered the primary offence in a society - there have been many - where the indecent sexual use of daughters by older family members may be regrettable but is tacitly accepted as being in the way of things. Through patriarchally convenient loopholes, this form of incest is sometimes excepted from prohibition, as in the Trobriand Islands.
In modern legal systems, these crimes involve an act which, while incestuous in nature, is classified first and foremost as the violent abuse of a child. It may be, however, that seeing it only as sexual violence neglects some of the specific harms caused by the incestuous aspect of familial sexual abuse. 'For the victims,' Godelier writes,
whether they have been forced or seduced, the damage to their personal equilibrium, the loss of references, is extremely serious and usually lasts for life if there is no means to bring the situation to light ... Incest destroys the responsibility, authority and protection that family members owe each other in order to sustain their social ties and maintain a social and personal equilibrium.

The suggestion is that the psychic disorder incest creates in the victim, and perhaps even in consenting partners, arises from the violent disruption of socially sanctioned, normative family bonds and obligations: what incest destroys or pollutes is above all the correct order of things. The fact that consent remains critical to the legal charge suggests that the crime is thought to have been committed by both parties against something other than themselves, and in many traditional societies both parties are considered guilty, no matter the facts of the case. Once exposed, the happy marriage of Oedipus and Jocasta - as the Messenger in Oedipus Rex informs us, their love gave them a 'deep joy indeed' - is viewed as a terrifying curse, 'a thing of guilt and holy dread so great it appals the earth, the rain from heaven, the light of day!' Their crime is to some extent against each other - though it is mostly figured by Sophocles as the crime of Oedipus against his mother - but it is really a crime against the order of the cosmos. And while the plague that afflicted Thebes is linked to the unavenged murder of Laius, it is hard not to feel that the defilement of incest is also to blame. In Bali, a case of brother-sister incest could once have resulted in the perpetrators' entire village being burned and the population scattered, such was the pollution caused by the union. A village might even be dispersed and purified following the birth of opposite-sex twins, who were considered to have committed a kind of incest in the womb. This applied to commoners, at any rate: opposite-sex twins born into the highest caste were considered holy, and were brought up to be married to each other. It is one of the anthropologically rare cases of a permissible brother-sister union, though it was also known among the elites of ancient Mazdean Iran and in antique Egypt, where societies were imitating the sacred actions of the gods. Elsewhere, as in Thebes, plague, drought and famine could sometimes be blamed on unpunished acts of incest.
When the consequences  are so grim, why do people do it? Godelier's view is direct: 'I think that those who commit such acts do so consciously, to satisfy their desires. They are therefore seeking pleasure - and domination.' This doesn't get us very far. Incest of whatever form doubtless involves affects associated with all illicit sexual acts: feelings of power and dominance, the thrill of transgression and fear of discovery, the wish for sexual pleasure and the satiation of socially unacceptable sexual desires and fantasies. The difficult question is why some people enter into consensual incestuous relationships despite their destructiveness; in other words, when they know what they are doing is wrong. Knowing has been central to figurations of incest since Oedipus; Sophocles' tragedy plays on both the intellectual and carnal senses of 'knowledge'. (Oedipus and Jocasta wouldn't have been charged with a crime under the modern legal system in Britain, since the offence depends on one or both parties knowing that they are related in a forbidden degree.) Why is it, for instance, that in Game of Thrones Cersei Lannister passionately declares her commitment - 'I choose you' - to her brother and lover Jaime, in the full knowledge that her choice means denying every rule there is about acceptable sexual relationships?
Here, Godelier takes the view that individual human sexuality, being so polymorphic and idiosyncratic, 'is fundamentally asocial': it can direct itself towards any object, and it pushes people as much towards social fission and disaster as towards fusion and union. Perhaps because of this unruliness, across the span of human history people everywhere have concluded that sex must be made subject to limits. There is no society that allows complete sexual permissiveness. The rules regarding sexual taboos are, in every society, transmitted to its members with varying degrees of effectiveness. Rules change, boundaries shift and education is never perfect, as our still evolving debates around consent clearly show. But very few people anywhere miss the memo about not sleeping with immediate family: typically, the steering of sexual impulses towards socially appropriate objects occurs from infancy, operating at subconscious and conscious levels, as parents and other adults work to bend the desire of the individual 'to conform to the social and sexual order supposed to reign in the society'. So, Oedipus notwithstanding, Godelier would say that people who commit incest know what they are doing, and choose it.
From this perspective, the prohibition of incest is only a subset of the various social controls on sex that are also found, in whatever form, in all places and times. Everywhere, it seems, human beings have believed that sexual desire must be curbed - it is 'a source of conflict', Godelier says, and 'cannot be entirely left up to each individual'. It must also be turned to pro-social ends: individual sexual desire is domesticated when what he calls the 'sexed bodies of men and women' are gendered and assigned particular forms by society. In the process, sexuality is brought further to heel: something of the extravagance of human sexuality may be 'amputated', he says, but that is the cost of maintaining the social order. Sexuality and biology are socially configured as gender, and the bodies of men and women become 'society's ventriloquist dummy', mouthing the diktats of a sexual and social order which provides roles, visual presentations and social expectations for the genders it produces, and prescribes the proper uses of sex.
But if incestuous desire exists because human sexuality is a hot asocial mess, and the incest taboo is just one among many limitations on sex, then why should it seem such a special case? The answer has to do with the correspondences between the prohibition of incest and the rules governing kinship and marriage. Anthropologists have understood these rules as constitutive of the ways that societies organise, maintain and reproduce themselves in time. So the prohibition of incest has appeared to shape human social life in ways that other sexual taboos do not.
The two most influential theories to this effect - the ones, anyway, that Godelier considers it worth responding to - originate with Freud and Levi-Strauss. Freud's reworking of the Oedipus myth indicated that a melange of incestuous impulses and desires - homosexual and heterosexual, and laced with aggression - are foundational to the life of a child in the family. He argued that the eventual control and redirection of these impulses and desires towards sanctioned objects is crucial to successful socialisation and psychic wellbeing. This was a theory about family and individual psychological dynamics, but in Totem and Taboo (1913) he returned to incest in explicitly anthropological terms, advancing the idea that humanity once lived in a 'primal horde' ruled over by a despotic father. This legendary father incestuously monopolised all the women of the family as his wives, before being slain and eaten by his frustrated male children, who then decided that in order to avoid reproducing their father's error they had to give away their own female kin in exchange for the sisters and daughters of other men. Social relations were thereby born from the incest taboo and the subsequent exchange of women it entailed.
Godelier gives this fairy tale short shrift: it is inadmissible from an anthropological point of view because it imagines that some form of family - the patriarch's primal horde - pre-existed society, and that the murder of the father and the instituting of the incest taboo made possible the creation of social relations between human groups. The opposite is the case, Godelier says: the family and its relationships were formed within society, not the other way round. It is clear that modern human beings, their immediate evolutionary forebears and their current closest relatives are and always were naturally social animals. The human notion of the family probably emerged alongside the sexual division of domestic labour, the appearance of natural language and the domestication of fire, all of which would have come about in an already long-existent hominin social order. Whatever process it was that produced the incest taboo as a set of consciously held rules, it could never have involved a pre-social family horde or the killing of fathers: the example of primate societies suggests that a complex social world of some kind came before the cultural edifices eventually built on it by people. To judge from chimpanzees and bonobos, it may have been a social world in which there were already social mechanisms that effectively limited inbreeding: in both species, females leave their natal band at sexual maturity to join different groups, thus avoiding sexual union with their biological fathers or brothers. The reason appears to be that it defuses intra-group social conflict: there is no sense that chimps and bonobos have any conscious interest in avoiding inbreeding, since no father knows who any of his children are, and no children know their fathers or paternal siblings (though it seems that maternal siblings may recognise one another through shared bonds with their mother).
Powerful and suggestive as Freud's story may be, it is just a myth. But it does get one thing right: incest rules are at the basis of kinship. For Levi-Strauss, the significance of incest was even deeper than that. In The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), he argued that the incest taboo was the pivot point between nature and culture. Like natural language, its universality indicates an organic origin, yet the variable character of the rules in which it is expressed makes it irreducibly cultural too. Also like language, incest underwrote a critical form of exchange: the exchange of women between human groups created alliances, just as language enabled exchanges of meaning. The incest taboo and natural language were the essential signs of the birth of symbolic thought, and so marked the coming into being of human culture proper: they constitute the line in the sand where human beings, as a species, took decisive control of their own social and biological reproduction, and founded human society in forms of symbolic exchange.
Godelier finds fault with this thesis too. Levi-Strauss naturalises male domination and has to ignore societies in which men, not women, are exchanged; he underplays the importance of descent in favour of alliance; he misses the fact that social worlds are also dependent on people keeping and transmitting certain things - objects, names, sacred rights, social roles, money - not just endlessly exchanging them; and, like Freud, he also supposes some sort of pre-human horde existence that is inconsistent with what is known about primate life.
What, then, does Godelier offer in place of Freud and Levi-Strauss? The answer is not much. Not much, at least, by way of grand theorising about the birth of human society or the transition from animality. Godelier's view on the origins of the taboo seems limited to a rationalist shrug: 'Over its multi-millennial history, humankind has discovered by experience the negative impact on the reproduction of families and society as a whole of sexual unions with persons considered to be too like oneself, and consequently has forbidden them.' So, people worked out that it was somehow bad, and made rules against it: a view that explains nothing, and also appears to presuppose a prior condition in which incest must have been practised - or how else was this negative impact 'discovered'? All the old problems appear unresolved. How did people work this out? When? What was human sexual life like before this discovery?
The point Godelier wants to make is that these questions, as well as being unanswerable, put the cart before the horse. The historical emphasis on the incest taboo as a crucial moment of transition - whether from primal sexual chaos to organised society, or from instinctive animality to human culture - is for him a red herring. The introduction of the incest prohibition, rather than being a pivotal shift, was more likely to have been one among many instances of gradual change during the long course of human evolution. The most important thing, for Godelier, is that these changes did not found human society: they took place within the developing society of humans and their evolutionary forebears. Like the control of fire, natural language and the sexual division of tasks, they probably weren't even the preserve of modern humans alone; and if the example of other primates is any guide, formal incest prohibitions were probably preceded by other social mechanisms that had a similar function. The difference between humans and our nearest relatives isn't that we have societies and they don't: it is that human beings, because their evolution has involved the development of symbolic thought and language, choose and change the form of their societies, which among other things means consciously taking social control of biological reproduction. People everywhere have tried to subordinate the chaotic, asocial force of human sexuality to social ends and to compel individuals to respect social mores. And, as we know, in this all societies continually fail: hence the need for sexual prohibitions in the first place.
Complex as our nearest living relatives are, none of this applies to them: the social and sexual lives of chimpanzees and bonobos, and their lifeways within the world, are not open to conscious alteration in any comparable degree. 'God makes the animals, man makes himself,' as the 18th-century German physicist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg put it: they do not get to change the terms of their social world, the expression of their sexualities, the arrangement of their lives. Unlike them, we get to choose.
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At the Punta della Dogana
Pierre Huyghe's Posthumans
John-Paul Stonard

1405 wordsAsmall,  pale limulus horseshoe crab, one of those prehistoric-looking creatures with long tails, scuttles across the sandy bed of a large aquarium. From behind a boulder improbably suspended in the water appears a long-legged arrow crab, with its distinctive Eiffel Tower-shaped head and spindly scarlet legs. The arrow crab picks up something white with a pincer and begins to munch on it, as the limulus capsizes and waves its legs helplessly in the air. The scene wouldn't have been much different 500 million years ago, in the period known as the Cambrian explosion, when complex life forms first emerged. The event gives the title to the work Cambrian Explosion 19 (2013) by the French artist Pierre Huyghe, on display in the exhibition Liminal, curated by Anne Stenne, at the Punta della Dogana in Venice (until 24 November).
As I stood looking into the tank, two people dressed in black appeared behind me. Their faces were entirely obscured by polished golden masks that emitted an LED glow. They stood perfectly still, like sci-fi mannequins. In a strange electronic voice one of the masks, or some mechanism inside it, spoke a word which sounded very much like 'hotel', then fell silent again. The figures moved off and took up a new position in the corner of the room.
The golden masks are described in the exhibition catalogue as artificial intelligence devices 'sensitive to external stimuli, some of which are imperceptible'. 'Each sense,' Huyghe says, 'gathers information and converts specific characteristics into a language that the masks worn by humans convey through the space.' The catalogue claims that over time the masks will form a 'community', 'an entity without body' that speaks 'an unprecedented form of language'. How it all works is perhaps irrelevant and is left unexplained in the exhibition, which creates an ethereal atmosphere heightened by the darkness of the space. It feels a little like being underwater, images and objects floating in aphotic ocean depths. There is something Kubrickian about the golden masks, the deliberate estrangement and the obsession with questions real and artificial, human and posthuman. Huyghe is staging an epic collision between the origins of organic life and its most recent (and maybe final) manifestation, in the form of sentient technology. 'Hotel', the LED mask intones, as if it were the first and last word ever to be spoken.
Sometimes the human and posthuman are combined. On a big screen in the first room, a naked woman proceeds through a series of motions, her body illuminated by a pallid lunar light: walking in an empty landscape, crouching, crawling, jerking with sudden spasms. She brings her hand to her face, but can't see it. She has no face: her head is entirely hollow, with a dark aperture where her features should be. Her strange movements give the impression that she is not responding to her environment but is being controlled by unseen forces. I was reminded of Manet's Olympia, partly by the woman's physical appearance but also by the sense of a body being held, as the title of the work (and of the exhibition) suggests, in a liminal state. Her naturalism is striking, yet she is, of course, a computer-generated image. Her movements are determined by a 'brain organoid located in a lab' in New York, made of 'a few synthetic neural circuits'. Since the 'brain organoid' is invisible to us, and the term itself impenetrable, we can only be absorbed by what we see: the spectacle of a woman's body incarnated by endtimes technology. At one point she seems to reach the edge of her flat digital earth, standing motionless before a data void of darkness, waiting to be told what to do. She might be the first posthuman in a world where the hominid body survives only as a digital fossil.
Alongside her is the self-effacing sculpture Estelarium, a low block of basalt that appears to have been cast from a heavily pregnant belly. The sculptural void mirrors the absent face in the film playing above: instead of a synthetic digital human in a posthuman world, here is the human as instinctive animal, without will or subjecthood, imprinted in rock, given purpose and form only by the task of species continuation. It is the Willendorf Venus again.
[image: ] 'Camata' (2024)




At the centre of the exhibition, Camata (2024) plays on a panoramic screen. On the rocky surface of the Atacama Desert in Chile (the driest place on earth) lies a skeleton, seemingly in the position where the human it bore fell and died many years ago. The film stages a forensic examination of the skeleton by remote-controlled cameras mounted on a semicircle of dolly track; robot arms and pincers comb the detritus. The camera lingers over details of the crumbling skeleton, the focus roving across torn scraps of clothing, decaying shoes and grey-brown desiccated viscera. The sun rises and sets, casting a peachy orange glow. At night the scene is illuminated by the silver light of a full moon. The movements of the camera, drawing in and out of focus, suggest the unhurried, machine-controlled precision of a lunar probe. In some shots, strange objects - polished metal cones, glass spheres - appear next to the skeleton and are lifted and moved, without clear pattern or purpose, by the robot fingers.
With film installations in dark galleries there is always the question of when-did-it-start and how-long-will-this-last. That doesn't apply to Camata. It is a 'self-directed' film being edited, we are told, in 'real time', using sensory input from a golden sphere mounted on the wall of the gallery that responds to the movements of visitors. How these data are translated into the film's cuts and switches of angle is impossible to know, but the images roll on in endless unpredictable sequence.
This unpredictability underscores the notion of the whole exhibition as a performance: a post-apocalyptic carnival around which the golden-masked figures wander, harvesting data. The helmets were designed by Bottega Veneta, appropriately enough for Venice, a city where masks have long been part of public life. Masking is also the subject of Huyghe's film Human Mask (2014), one of the earliest works on display. We watch the unnerving antics of a macaque monkey wearing the mask and wig of a young girl, running around a deserted restaurant in Fukushima, three years after the earthquake and the meltdown of the nuclear power plant. (The film was shot in Utsunomiya, north of Tokyo. Huyghe was inspired by a local restaurant where customers were served by a macaque called Fuku-chan.) The exterior shots of Fukushima's dripping ruins and the nightmarish apparition of the masked macaque have a sideshow thrill, Fuku-chan's movements mimicking the circus trick of serving customers, but then descending into grim mania: she spins around, bangs on a mirror, rocks back and forth as if in distress. We see her long furry paws, plantigrade like a human foot, and her dark eyes through the slits in the Noh mask, but it remains difficult to accept that this creature is either fully human or fully monkey.
You might think all this would be chilling, but in fact it is fascinating to watch the close-up interrogation of the skeletal body in Camata, to admire the way the cameras and robot arms go about their work of silent observation, just as it is to watch the movements of a young girl who is in fact a monkey, or the unreal motion of a faceless woman being controlled by a brain in a New York laboratory. There is something almost comforting about the intimacy of the technology, the way the focus lingers over details of the human form or seems to contemplate the slow, fluid movements of the arrow crab and limulus.
Sometimes the images are sublime. Macroscopic and microscopic cameras in the film De-extinction (2014) scan a block of amber in which ancient insects are preserved, two in an act of prehistoric copulation, creating a ravishing cosmic spectacle. Air bubbles appear like galaxies in deep space, the camera probing deeper as if we are getting close to the moment of creation itself. Art can't measure up to the scale of climate disaster and mass extinction lurking in the wings of Huyghe's grand stage. But we can keep marvelling, he seems to be saying, even in the aftermath of disaster. This is what it looks like when, regardless of warnings and catastrophes, things just carry on.
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Good Vibrations
Frederick Wilmot-Smith

3938 wordsIn November  last year, the UK government's signature policy on asylum seekers was judged unlawful by the Supreme Court. At various other points over the last twelve months, Israel's Supreme Court declared the Netanyahu government's judicial reforms invalid; the US Supreme Court was asked (but declined) to disqualify Donald Trump from standing for president; and the International Court of Justice was asked (but declined) to order Israel to suspend its military operations in Gaza. These events attest to the political vitality of law, courts and the rule of law. It is an opportune time for Jeremy Waldron, one of the world's leading political and legal philosophers, to publish Thoughtfulness and the Rule of Law. The book is not Waldron's attempt to address the issues of the day; it is largely composed of essays already published elsewhere, and its concerns are primarily philosophical. But it does provide a chance to consider the proper way to frame contemporary debates about politics and the law.
The legal scholar George Fletcher, writing about political changes in Eastern Europe after the fall of Communism, called the rule of law the most puzzling 'of all the dreams that drive men and women into the streets'. There were huge protests in Israel last year over Netanyahu's judicial reforms, and there are examples of similar protests going back centuries, so it is striking that the book which launched most modern scholarly discussions of the rule of law, Lon Fuller's The Morality of Law, appeared as recently as 1964. Fuller developed his account through the parable of a hapless ruler, Rex. Rex seeks to replace the old order with a new system and decides to do this by resolving controversies as they arise. This is no good: the people have no idea what principles Rex is being guided by. So Rex agrees to lay down some general rules. But, having done so, he keeps them all secret. That's no good either. The parable goes on until Fuller has formulated eight requirements which form the core of most modern accounts of the rule of law. If a regime is to comply with the rule of law, he argued, its laws should be general, publicly promulgated, non-retroactive, sufficiently clear, consistent, possible to comply with, and relatively stable across time. Finally, and, importantly, officials' actions should also be congruent with the law.
Waldron has a lot of time for Fuller, but thinks that he and other scholars since have missed something important. Their philosophical accounts of the rule of law cannot, he believes, explain the political force of the ideal. His account is underpinned by two core concerns: to stress the value of legal procedures to the rule of law, and to insist that the rule of law is connected to human dignity. I think he is right about the first, but I am not so sure about the second.
Waldron develops these themes through discussion of particular legal and scholarly concepts - stare decisis, for example, according to which legal decisions generate binding rules until those rules are set aside. Even those who thought that Roe v. Wade was wrongly decided in 1973 accepted that everyone, even the US Supreme Court, was bound by its rule. That's why critics of Roe campaigned so intently to have the rule set aside: it couldn't simply be ignored. The Supreme Court was legally empowered to set the rule aside - indeed it was the only court so empowered - and did so in June 2022 in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organisation. The debate over Dobbs centres on whether the court was justified in overturning Roe, and anyone thinking seriously about that has to think seriously about the force of stare decisis. One of Waldron's questions is what the ideal of the rule of law has to say about such matters.
The ideal of the rule of law did not, of course, begin with Fuller. Aristotle referred in his Politics to forms of democracy where 'the law rules,' and distinguished them from communities where a 'popular leader' is in charge. This is a powerful rhetorical contrast but, as Waldron points out, it is also a dubious one: 'Laws are made by men, interpreted by men, and enacted by men ... Law can no more rule us by itself, without human agency, than a cannon can dominate a city without an ironmonger to cast it and an artilleryman to load, point and fire it.'
Since laws are not self-executing, one concern is that the ideal of the rule of law becomes the rule of those empowered to enforce the law. This worry - usually attributed to Thomas Hobbes, but it too can be traced back at least as far as Aristotle - is often expressed in relation to the rule of judges. But it is really a worry about rule by officials. They might be judges, but they could also be police officers, administrators and so on. Wherever people exercise power in the name of the state, there is a worry that those people are the ones doing the ruling, not the law. This is why Fuller was concerned that there be congruence between officials' actions and the law: the rule of law doesn't require that law rules 'by itself', it requires that law controls what officials do. It also (and therefore) requires that, as Waldron puts it, 'people have access to independent courts to settle their disputes and to hold the government accountable.' If there is no such access - or access is difficult in practice, through delay or cost - then, since law cannot rule by itself, the law will not rule.
Consider the Ministry of Justice's report from December 2023 that the average time for a 'small' claim (i.e. a claim for less than PS10,000) to come to trial is over a year. That is almost twenty weeks longer than the same process took in 2019. A claim can be steadfastly denied right up until the moment it is suddenly admitted on the eve of trial; there is almost never any sanction for such conduct. The unscrupulous can therefore delay the day of reckoning, or avoid it altogether if people give up or are bought off along the way. This is a rule of law concern because facts other than the legally relevant ones - who is legally obliged to whom, and for how much - are governing the distribution of goods.
A commitment to the rule of law should therefore bring with it a commitment to fund such legal procedures, and to reform them so that they adequately serve their purpose. But policymakers in the UK (including, surprisingly, judges), worried about the cost of putting the system right, have chosen a different direction. From the early 1990s, a movement for 'alternative' dispute resolution grew, with the intention of channelling cases away from the legal system. One favoured method was mediation. Mediation is not a solution that seeks to resolve cases justly according to law; it tries to get parties to negotiate a compromise. As Hazel Genn put it in Judging Civil Justice (2009), the outcome of mediation 'is not about just settlement, it is just about settlement.' The success of mediation as an institution depends in part on injustice in the legal system (and resulting deficiencies in the rule of law): one of the most powerful weapons in the mediator's hands is the cost and stress of legal dispute resolution.
Last year, the government decreed that all claims valued at less than PS10,000 must go through mediation as 'part of the litigation journey'. The Court of Appeal also decided, reversing an older decision, that parties who want to litigate can be forced to mediate, 'provided that the order made does not impair the very essence of the claimant's right to proceed to a judicial hearing'. That exception, properly interpreted, would swallow the rule: a right to proceed to a judicial hearing is impaired if the litigant is forced to mediate. But that isn't the interpretation the court wishes us to make.
While these changes might save money, they make things worse from the point of view of the rule of law. A recent shift in language aims to mask this trade-off. Policymakers have dropped the word 'alternative'; they now refer only to 'dispute resolution', with mediation and justice according to law being two of several possible ways of resolving a dispute. This wrongly places mediation (and its ilk) on a par with resolution according to law. We would do better to acknowledge that this is a compromise between the ideal of the rule of law and a desire to save public money.
Scholars  often analyse the ideal of the rule of law by formulating what Waldron calls a 'laundry list of principles'. Fuller's list is the most famous. Joseph Raz, John Finnis and Tom Bingham follow Fuller in proposing eight principles. Others have been more parsimonious: A.V. Dicey had three principles; John Rawls had four. Waldron pokes fun at this approach - 'Robert Summers holds the record, I think, with eighteen rule-of-law principles' - but that doesn't stop him drawing up a list of his own. As well as access to independent courts, he says, the rule of law requires 'people in positions of state authority to exercise their power within a constraining framework of public norms (laws) rather than on the basis of their own preferences or ideology. It requires also that the laws be the same for all - that they be general and principled - and that they be accessible to the people in a clear, public, stable and prospective form.' That's either seven or ten principles, depending on how you count them. They all sound like good things. Some, though, are a bit slippery. There is something powerful about the idea that the law should be 'the same for all', yet the law can make justifiably different demands of different people.
Lists like these, if they are to be coherent, must be derived from an underlying value - the value that underpins the rule of law. Otherwise they would be ragbags, emanations of different (possibly conflicting) ideals. Waldron doesn't attempt a systematic discussion of this issue; that is not his quarry. But he joins a long tradition when he writes that the ideal is 'to stand against any arbitrariness'. In discussions of the rule of law, arbitrariness is usually associated with whim, indifference to the demands of reason. Since any wrongful action can be characterised as one that is indifferent to reason - if an act is wrongful it must be contrary to the balance of reasons - we have to pin the value down a bit more to avoid the risk of ragbaggery. A key question is: arbitrariness in the exercise of what?
Laws constitute and distribute powers, powers that can do untold harms; and the rule of law can be seen as a method of controlling the arbitrary exercise of those powers. Some have argued, for that reason, that the rule of law is an ideal to protect against the dangers created by the law itself. On this view, the rule of law makes no claim about what domains should be subjected to legal control; it says only that when domains are subject to legal control, the control should be exercised properly. This is, as Waldron says, too cramped. He claims that the rule of law aims 'to correct dangers of abuse that arise in general when political power is exercised, not dangers of abuse that arise from law in particular'. That seems to me correct. The rule of law is, in the Aristotelian tradition, an ideal for a form of government; it loses something valuable if it is understood only as a way of controlling legal power.
I have been presenting matters rather as if the thing unifying the rule of law must be a single value. That is contentious, and perhaps also a little austere, but as the grounding values are multiplied, it does become less plausible to cast the rule of law as a distinctive ideal. Waldron writes that the rule of law is 'but one star in a constellation of ideals', a constellation which also includes respect for human rights and democracy. These ideals should be kept separate. The rule of law is valuable in part because it identifies a distinct concern we might have about political arrangements - distinct, that is, from the values underpinning, say, a concern for human rights or democracy. Despite this, there is 'a constant temptation to read too much into the rule of law, as though it were supposed to be the sum total of our political philosophy, or as though failure to acknowledge that it is the sum of all good things might drive us to the position that it is no good at all'. While philosophers seem able to resist this temptation, lawyers often succumb. Tom Bingham, a former senior law lord, gave a famous - and infamously expansive - account of the rule of law in a book from 2010, claiming that it included, for example, adequate protection of human rights. I know of no philosopher who endorses that account.*
The expansive approach remains influential in legal and political discourse. Consider, for example, criticisms of the Sunak government's policy of sending asylum seekers to Rwanda for determination (by the Rwandan authorities) of their claims. If their claims were successful, they were to be granted asylum in Rwanda, not the UK. The Supreme Court held that this policy was unlawful because it was not compatible with the principle of non-refoulement, which proscribes states from returning refugees to a country where their life or freedom would be threatened on account of their race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership of a particular social group.
The Sunak government sought to sidestep the Supreme Court's ruling by passing the Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Act, Clause 2 of which states: 'Every decision-maker must conclusively treat the Republic of Rwanda as a safe country.' There are many things one could say about this, but the most straightforward objection is that deeming Rwanda to be safe does not make it so. Although the Sunak government argued that the facts had changed since the Supreme Court's decision, they clearly didn't really believe it - that's why they passed Clause 2. And, even if they did believe it, the point of Clause 2 was to forestall any objections to the law that might arise as the facts changed. If another civil war were to break out in Rwanda, the logic of the law went, courts must ignore it.
The law would have resulted in refugees being returned to countries where their life or freedom was at risk (and thereby place the UK in breach of international law). That is objectionable, but not objectionable on the grounds of the rule of law, at least insofar as the ideal is normally understood by philosophers. The law in question is clear, prospective, general and so on. The problem people have with it is not that they don't know what it means or what it requires. They know exactly what it requires - that is why their objections to it are so deeply held.
Given the Starmer government's abandonment of the Rwanda policy, all this is now largely a matter of political history. But we would do well to recall some of the objections made to the policy before it was abandoned. One such objection, voiced in both Houses of Parliament, was that it was contrary to the rule of law. Baroness D'Souza claimed that the 'key elements' of the rule of law are 'abiding by international law, equality before the law, respect for fundamental human rights and guaranteeing access to the courts'. This, like Bingham's book, reveals a disconnect between philosophers' use of the concept and its use by lawyers and laypersons (including legislators): only the last of D'Souza's elements is key for philosophers.
Waldron is justifiably concerned by this disconnect, and responds in two ways. First, he notes that the rule of law is often misused by non-philosophers as the servant of ideology. A number of people on the political right, for example, claim that the rule of law requires certain kinds of property or contract laws, and their diligent enforcement by courts. There are even 'rule of law indexes' to measure such things. The economist Robert Barro has described these as a means to 'gauge the attractiveness of a country's investment climate'. Since the rule of law is concerned with power, not economic efficiency, this gives the game away: the rule of law does not privilege certain kinds of rights (contract, property) over others (non-exploitation, wrongful imprisonment). But the ideologue's thought, as put by Waldron, is that 'since everyone happens to be in favour of the rule of law at the moment, we might as well use the good vibrations associated with that phrase' to achieve some wider agenda. This diagnosis sounds plausible, but it doesn't explain why people - especially lawyers - so often appeal to the rule of law rather than to any other grand political ideal. Why not democracy, or human rights? It isn't enough to say that good vibrations are associated with the rule of law; democracy has pretty good vibrations, too, and it isn't hard to come up with examples of its misuse in the service of ideology.
Legal disagreement  is supposed to be something apart from first-order moral disagreement; that's why lawyers tend to be chary of asserting pure normative principles in their arguments. That caution is, however, strikingly absent when it comes to the rule of law; lawyers often seem to think they are experts on the topic. The ideal can for that reason be used to do some practical work. In 2017, for example, Lord Reed (now the president of the Supreme Court) invoked the rule of law to explain why the high fees that the government had set to deter employees from bringing claims to employment tribunals were unlawful. It is hard to find examples of legal decisions in which other political ideals have been invoked, though one such is the second Miller decision, in 2019, where the Supreme Court held that Boris Johnson's prorogation of Parliament was unlawful. In that case, Baroness Hale and Lord Reed referred to the fact that the UK has a 'representative democracy', and held the prorogation unlawful because it frustrated 'the constitutional role of Parliament in holding the government to account'. That decision is unique, and was uniquely divisive; the tribunal fees decision, by contrast, received almost no adverse comment.
This is, in part, merely a development of Waldron's point about good vibrations: the rule of law can be useful in practice because courts are willing to invoke it to decide cases. But it also suggests a reason the rule of law is the concept of choice. Because lawyers happen to be more comfortable making grand claims about it than they are about other normative ideals, it is unsurprising that the rule of law becomes the vessel into which they pour other normative principles.
Waldron's second response to the disconnect between philosophers' concept of the rule of law and everyone else's is to suggest that philosophers have missed some important points about the content of the rule of law. He reminds us that the rule of law is often a rallying cry for political claims: the protests in Pakistan in 2007-9 for the restoration of an independent judiciary, for example, or calls in the United States to shine light on the legal black hole that is Guantanamo Bay. Philosophers' accounts of the rule of law, Waldron claims, have historically been unable to explain the force of these cries because their analyses have not taken account of the political importance of legal procedures.
Fuller stressed certain features that laws must have if they are to comply with the rule of law: they should be clear, prospective and so on. Law governs by rules, so its norms must be rule-like. But, Waldron objects, 'the rule of law is not just about the formal characteristics of the norms that we apply; it is about the processes by which they are applied, and those processes involve not just an official with a power of decision, but a whole elaborate structure in which evidence is presented and tested and legal arguments are made.' I agree. But wouldn't Fuller, too? He said that there should be congruence between officials' actions and the law. And congruence can be achieved, you might think, only if the law includes proper procedures.
Quite so, says Waldron. But, he adds, the law's processes are valuable intrinsically as well as instrumentally. There can be value in legal procedures even if they do not contribute towards securing compliance with the law. 'One ought,' he writes, 'to be able to do one's time, take one's licks, while remaining upright and self-possessed. Even going to one's own execution is something that a human can do, [which means] there is an implicit requirement that [the death penalty] be administered in a way that enables the persons to whom it is applied to function as human beings up until the point at which their lives are extinguished.' Waldron's claim, then, is that the inherent worth and dignity of individuals is itself a ground of the rule of law, and that the rule of law therefore requires that individuals be treated in ways that respect their worth and dignity.
Philosophers have failed to capture the way the rule of law is invoked in ordinary political discourse in part because of their insistence that the concept picks out a defined set of features - and one way to understand the popular usage of the rule of law is that it invokes a broader or richer concept. If Waldron is right, an important pay-off is that the gap between philosophy and the world might be closed. But I wonder. Waldron recalls a vivid image of Guantanamo Bay detainees being 'carried to and fro in wheelbarrows like scarecrows'. Images from Gaza in December 2023 showed Palestinian men, detained by Israeli forces, stripped to their underwear. One objection is to the brute treatment of the detainees; another is to the parading of them in a state of degradation. These would seem to be concerns rooted in the individuals' dignity. Is either a rule of law concern? The core objection is that individuals' moral rights are violated - and I thought that the point of distinguishing the stars in our political constellation was precisely to say that such objections are separate from those based on the rule of law.
Here is another, more friendly, concern with Waldron's account. It is easy to applaud a call for the law to treat people with dignity. But there are complications. An execution is abhorrent even if the condemned walks to it upright. It is more abhorrent still if they are so broken that they are - as sometimes they are - unable to walk to the noose or the chair, and must be carried or dragged instead. Clothing this horror in a dignified garb does not change the essence of the event. Nor should it mask it. Legal process can be painful and it can be violent. It can be so even if it adheres scrupulously to the rule of law. While the ideal may sometimes seem our best hope for guidance through troubled times, it is, as Waldron says, not the only star in our constellation of ideals.
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Saturday Reviler
Stefan Collini

2947 wordsEvery so often 
, a periodical comes along that sets the pace for a number of years thanks to the decisiveness of its editorial direction and the quality of its contributions. In 1855 the arrival of a new weekly journal represented one such transformative moment. The Saturday Review addressed itself to 'serious, thoughtful men of all schools, classes and principles', self-consciously distancing itself from the openly partisan character of most leading periodicals of the time. It made something of a fetish of its political, religious and financial independence, while taking evident pride in its hard-headedness. It professed, according to Leslie Stephen, who became a regular contributor in the 1860s, 'a special antipathy to popular humbugs of every kind, and was by no means backward in falling foul of all its contemporaries for their various concessions to popular foibles'. Clearly, the fact of being 'popular' was understood to be part of what made these targets invite, even deserve, rough treatment. So swingeing were the paper's attacks on almost every other contemporary organ that Stephen was led to remark, in best sardonic Stephenese, that 'good sense and right reason appear to have withdrawn themselves almost exclusively to the congenial refuge of the Saturday Review.' He offered a subtly diminishing assessment in similar vein: 'The writers were for the most part energetic young men, with the proper confidence in their own infallibility, and represented faithfully enough the main current of cultivated thought of their day.'
That may, however, be a little too diminishing, or at least it fails to account for the journal's novelty and impact. The periodical culture of the first half of the 19th century had been dominated by stately quarterlies, led by the Whig Edinburgh Review, founded in 1802, and its Tory rival, the Quarterly Review, in 1809, followed by the Radicals' Westminster Review in 1824. As the familiar labelling suggests, these were partisan productions, extending party warfare across the terrain of literature and culture. But they also reflected a slow-moving, even leisured society, where it could take days for the horse-drawn mail to reach more distant parts of the country, not to mention the time needed to read and absorb long essay-articles. There were polemical exchanges among the leading contributors to each organ, in which cut might be followed by thrust - but only after a long interval.
Changes in the technology of paper-making and printing combined with the growth of new markets to make periodicals potentially more profitable; scarcely less important were the first steps towards the establishment of a national railway network to speed up distribution. Beyond these changes in material conditions, there was also a shift in the public perception of 'journalism' (a coinage of the 1830s, imported from France). Those who wrote for daily or weekly newspapers in the late 18th century were generally looked down on as hacks, whereas the contributors to the quarterlies were seen as gentlemen (they were mostly, though not exclusively, male). They were members of the professional rather than the landed class, but still eligible for membership of the clubs that provided an important market for these publications. In addition, the revival of Oxford and Cambridge from the 1840s onwards generated a steady supply of articulate young men in search of a career. A graduate with a fluent pen who found the Bar too chancy, the civil service too dreary, and the Church too churchy could earn a decent living in mid-Victorian Britain if he published enough articles in the right places.
The Saturday Review led the way in exploiting these conditions, and it was soon joined by the new monthly magazines that were such a feature of mid-Victorian literary and intellectual life, such as the Cornhill, Macmillan's, the Fortnightly Review (a monthly for most of its life, despite its name) and so on. By more recent standards, the new weekly offered strenuous stuff, the uninterrupted columns of print moving from the opening political leaders through to the longer 'middle' (a substantial opinion essay) and on to the unsparing book reviews. But what really distinguished the Saturday was its tone - self-consciously unillusioned, unsentimental, exacting, a tone that announced the presence of high-quality butchers specialising in the sacred cows of the age. 'On Sunday the paper became part of the breakfast,' the critic and novelist Walter Besant recalled; 'it was read with savage joy.' Writing fifty years later, the historian F.W. Maitland reflected: 'As memoirs are published, it becomes always more evident that anyone who never wrote for the Saturday was no one.'
There was no more representative 'Saturday Reviler' than Leslie Stephen's older brother, James Fitzjames Stephen. Born in 1829, son of the distinguished public official Sir James Stephen (whose grip on policy was so tight that while heading the Colonial Office he was known as 'Mr Over-Secretary Stephen'), Fitzjames, as he was always known, followed the familiar route from Cambridge to the Bar. There his practice refused to flourish for some time, but three years in India as the Legal Member of the Legislative Council boosted his career (and certainly his earnings), while his energetic attempts at the codification of Indian law and then of criminal law in England further raised his profile. Elevated to the Bench in 1879, he was, all reports seem to agree, unsuited to the judicial role, impatience and occasional lapses in attention marring his record. But alongside his legal career, and sometimes dominating rather than supplementing it, he excelled as a contributor to the expanding world of Victorian periodicals. Perhaps his most enduring work in this medium was his critique of John Stuart Mill's On Liberty for its alleged sentimentalism and groundless optimism, a work first published as a series of twenty 'letters' to the Pall Mall Gazette and then republished as a book in 1873 under the title Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.
The Saturday Review followed the practice of the day in publishing its contributions anonymously, but sustained scholarly ferreting over the past two generations or more has led to the unmasking of contributors' identities in the majority of journals, the Saturday included. There are some special difficulties involved in identifying pieces written by Fitzjames Stephen (a list available when the first study of the paper was written in 1941 seems to have subsequently gone missing), but attributions based on various kinds of evidence, including stylistic analysis, reveal just how prolific he was, even by the standards of prolific Victorian essayists. For example, between November 1855 and February 1861 he wrote at least 185 pieces for the paper, mostly three or four-page 'middles', and, then, after a brief hiatus following a temporary falling-out, more than 130 more between February 1863 and September 1868. This was on top of the dozens of pieces he wrote for a variety of other periodicals during those years, not least the 1119 shorter articles he contributed to the daily Pall Mall Gazette in the decade after 1865, all the while filling his spare time with such light compositions as the five hundred pages of his General View of the Criminal Law of England, published in 1863. He wrote before starting his day's business as a barrister, he wrote during lulls in the courtroom, he wrote on the train home, he wrote after his family had gone to bed at night. He wrote for many publications, but it was in just one of them that he made his really distinctive mark. 'As a journalist,' the cultural commentator T.H.S. Escott observed, 'Fitzjames Stephen did not only help make the Saturday Review. He was the Saturday Review.'
On the Novel and Journalism contains 44 of his articles, 38 of them from the Saturday, the great majority from 1856-58 when he was in his late twenties and his career at the Bar was languishing. It's a slightly curious compilation, reprinting a number of repetitive pieces in full, while others are merely given in the form of excerpts, without any indication of what has been omitted or why - this is 'selected' writings with a vengeance. The recurrent theme of the articles in this volume (no one who wrote as much as Stephen could avoid repeating themselves) is the failure of novelists, Dickens above all, to give an accurate representation of society. By this he did not mean some failure of imaginative power: he meant that they got their facts wrong. Moreover, they (Dickens again being the main culprit) went beyond the proper remit of fiction: they were guilty of 'using novels to ventilate opinions' and their opinions were of the 'sentimental' kind, blaming society for the sympathy inducing sufferings of the poor. Stephen's politics were in no simple sense conservative - his utilitarianism trumped conventional party loyalties - but he was exasperated by the literary tears shed by writers who dwelled on unfortunate characters caught up in a heartless system. His articles evince a Podsnappian pride in England's superiority to other nations, insisting that novelists ought to reflect that superiority in their fiction rather than harping on supposed abuses.
Dickens's distortions mattered, Stephen claimed, because he exercised 'a very wide and a very pernicious political and social influence'. Not, of course, among 'men of sense and cultivation', for whom it would be 'as foolish to estimate his melodramatic and sentimental stock-in-trade gravely, as it would be to undertake a refutation of the jokes of the clown in a Christmas pantomime'. But 'the vast majority of mankind, unfortunately, think little and cultivate themselves still less ... The production, among such readers, of false impressions of the system of which they form a part - especially if the falsehood tends to render them discontented with and disaffected to the institutions under which they live - cannot but be a serious evil, and must often involve great moral delinquency.' If a novel's indictments of contemporary institutions are in fact baseless, 'it becomes the duty of literary criticism to expose and to disown them.' When we find 'duty' and 'literary criticism' conjoined in this way we sense that a good thrashing can't be far off.
The essays in this volume repeat this charge relentlessly. Dickens presumed to use fiction as a form of social criticism, though he had no qualifications to pronounce on these matters: 'He is utterly destitute of any kind of solid acquirements.' The later novels were particularly egregious in this respect. A Tale of Two Cities does not display 'a solid knowledge of the subject matter to which it refers'; 'the literary execution of Little Dorrit is even worse than its inflated and pretentious sermonising object,' and so on. He greatly prefers the light comedy of The Pickwick Papers to the portentous campaigning of Bleak House - a striking inversion of modern critical opinion. But although Dickens was undeniably popular, 'it does not appear to us certain that his books will live, nor do we think that his place in literary history will be by the side of such men as Defoe and Fielding, the founders of the school to which he belongs.' In one of his earliest pieces Stephen held up Robinson Crusoe as a fictional model, in which 'all the incidents described are to the last degree simple, natural and regular.'
Several other novelists were put in the dock as minor accomplices of Dickens, including Charlotte Bronte and her biographer, Mrs Gaskell (shocking irresponsibility about proven facts in both cases), while Charles Reade was given a particularly severe wigging for his novel It Is Never Too Late to Mend. This tale was, admittedly, based on an actual legal case, but not closely enough for Fitzjames's taste. 'We have taken the trouble of comparing this novel minutely with the Report and Evidence of the Royal Commission and with the evidence on the trial.' There follows much lawyerly tut-tutting at Reade's 'misrepresentations'.
Not that Stephen's encounters with the literature of other countries could be relied on to enlarge his sympathies or extend his responsiveness: he proceeds with all the delicacy of John Bull in a china shop. He admires Balzac for attending to 'the serious everyday business of life', but 'nothing can excuse the author of such a story as La Fille aux yeux d'or. It is altogether corrupt, abominable and loathsome, nor can a single word be said in defence of it.' He then tries (in both senses) Flaubert: 'The character of Madame Bovary herself is one of the most essentially disgusting that we ever happened to meet with ... From the first page of the book to the last, not a person is introduced calculated to excite any other feelings than contempt or disgust.' But, then, they are French.
Responding to Stephen's critique of On Liberty, Henry Sidgwick spoke disapprovingly of 'the reckless controversial tomahawk that Mr Stephen wields'. When I first read this, I thought it a colourful and original metaphor, surprising in Sidgwick's normally pinstriped prose, but I discover from the OED that it was an established 19th-century usage; indeed, used figuratively as a verb it meant 'to attack savagely or mercilessly in speech or (more usually) in writing; to "cut up" or demolish in a review or criticism', and an 1819 citation refers, relevantly, to 'the tomahawkers of the Edinburgh Review'. Showing fraternal partiality, if scarcely ardour, Leslie Stephen slipped into similar imagery when he wrote: 'I venture to think that [Fitzjames] had few equals in good downright sledgehammer controversy.' Reading through this selection of his articles enforces the unsurprising conclusion that vigorous use of the tomahawk and the sledgehammer doesn't make for the subtlest literary criticism. Fitzjames had, it's true, an undeniable facility for hitting the nail on the head, but he does so with such relish that it tends to leave the reader feeling sorry for the nail.
On this showing 
, it may not seem obvious why Stephen merits the lavish attention of this scholarly edition, six of a projected ten volumes having now appeared. His incisive writings on politics and law make a stronger case for his continuing importance. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity will, presumably, be attended to so long as Mill's On Liberty remains a sacred text, and articles by Stephen could claim to have been one of the provocations that led Matthew Arnold to write some of the essays that became Culture and Anarchy, though both these connections suggest his secondary status. He is, apparently, assured of a place in the history of legal thought for his writings on the criminal law, and the fact that Leslie Stephen wrote his biography ought to secure a form of immortality, at least in the scholarly world. But the relentless prosecutorial vigour of his early literary reviewing quite soon becomes wearying; what may have seemed like a breath of fresh air in the mid-1850s comes to be experienced as rather a chill, unforgiving gale.
Although his opinions about literary topics, judged by the examples in this volume, can seem somewhat pedestrian, he gave forceful expression to what might be termed the pathos of manliness. His writing abounds with implicit injunctions to put your shoulders back, dammit, and look unpalatable facts full in the face. He was that paradoxical figure, a Benthamite pessimist, always anticipating the greatest unhappiness of the greatest number (it's a measure of his dark views on human nature that his writings on punishment can make Bentham seem like an old softie). Like many of his contemporaries, he admired Mill's early work on logic and political economy, but deplored the 'sentimental' later Mill whom he regarded as 'a deserter from the proper principles of rigidity and ferocity in which he was brought up'. 'Rigidity' and 'ferocity' were among Stephen's highest terms of praise.
He gave memorable expression to his conception of the human condition in the peroration that closes Liberty, Equality, Fraternity:
We stand on a mountain pass in the midst of whirling snow and blinding mist, through which we get glimpses now and then of paths which may be deceptive. If we stand still, we shall be frozen to death. If we take the wrong road, we shall be dashed to pieces. We do not certainly know whether there is any right one. What must we do? 'Be strong and of a good courage.' Act for the best, hope for the best and take what comes. Above all, let us dream no dreams and tell no lies, but go our way, wherever it may lead, with our eyes open and our heads erect. If death ends all, we cannot meet it better. If not, let us enter whatever may be the next scene like honest men, with no sophistry in our mouths and no masks on our faces.

After this, it's hard not to feel that the prospect of Stephen, teeth clenched, jaw jutting, striding up to the Pearly Gates might make even St Peter regret his career choice. But this was the authentic voice of a certain kind of Victorian agnosticism, inwardly priding itself on its resolute acceptance of truths, however unpleasant, and on its manly avoidance of 'snivelling'. Although it was self-consciously hostile to all forms of 'sentimentalism' - this is where Stephen and the Saturday made such a good fit and why both Dickens and Mill got it in the neck - it exhibited, nonetheless, its own kind of pathos in needing to reassure itself that it was not falling below the standards set by a demanding cosmic housemaster. Such a perspective is deeply alien to contemporary sensibilities, but it may be all the more valuable for that. Just because we bruise so easily now, there may be something to be said for going a few rounds with a pugilist of Stephen's force. In any event, he deserves better than simply to be remembered for having been Virginia Woolf's uncle.
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Not a Tough Crowd
Christian Lorentzen at the DNC

4271 wordsAfter two hours  on the tarmac at LaGuardia Airport, the flight was cancelled and we were deplaned. I had been seated next to a former congresswoman who lost to another incumbent in 2022 as a result of redistricting, after decades in the House of Representatives. Like me, she was on her way to Chicago to attend the Democratic National Convention. The next morning she was due to have breakfast with Nancy Pelosi, the former speaker of the House, and in the afternoon there was a tea for the Equal Rights Amendment prohibiting discrimination 'on account of sex', first proposed in 1922 and ratified by the required 38 states as of 2020, but still not officially part of the constitution because of legal and procedural obstacles relating to a time limit set by Congress in the 1970s for the amendment's ratification. With the Supreme Court now tilting right and reproductive rights being curtailed in many states, getting the amendment in the constitution was more important than ever, she told me. Most other liberal democracies had constitutional provisions of this sort, 'even Japan'. She didn't mention it, but it was the 104th anniversary of the day American women won the right to vote, with the ratification of the 19th Amendment in Tennessee. I was planning to attend a party that evening thrown by the Nation for Jesse Jackson. It was not to be. We waited on standby at the airport late into the evening. The former congresswoman chastised me for being insufficiently read in the works of Robert Caro. We watched each other's bags in the line to be re-ticketed and I tried to help her with the airline app on her phone. 'I used to chair committees and have an entire staff to do these things for me,' she said. The last flight to Chicago left without us and we went our separate ways. I caught an afternoon flight the next day.
With an extra night to myself before the convention, I returned to the literature of Kamala Harris. Her memoir, The Truths We Hold (2019) - an awkward title, the salience of the line from the Declaration of Independence being that the truths are self-evident, not the holding of them - is a campaign book, written in collaboration with a pair of Washington speechwriters, Vinca LaFleur and Dylan Loewe ('You made this process a joy,' Harris tells them in the acknowledgments). It makes for dreary reading ('This is where I learned that "faith" is a verb,' Harris writes about attending church as a child and hearing Christ's injunctions to help the poor. 'I believe we must live our faith and show faith in action,' and so on) but it served as the blueprint for the biographical elements of the convention programme. There is the journey of Shyamala Gopalan from New Delhi to Berkeley in 1958, aged nineteen, 'to pursue a doctorate in nutrition and endocrinology, on her way to becoming a breast cancer researcher'; the love story of Shyamala and Donald Harris, a graduate student in economics, 'while participating in the civil rights movement' and despite her family's expectations that she return to India and an arranged marriage; the birth of Kamala and her sister, Maya; the marches they went on with their parents, where Kamala first spoke her favourite word, 'fweedom'; Shyamala and Donald's divorce after the family spent a few years in the Midwest; the move back to Berkeley, and riding the bus to school as 'part of a national experiment in desegregation, with working-class black children from the flatlands being bused in one direction and wealthier white children from the Berkeley hills bused in the other'; the move to Montreal in middle school when her mother was hired at McGill; her decision to return to the US to attend Howard University and become a lawyer ('I cared a lot about fairness and I saw the law as a tool that can help make things fair'); and, of course, Aretha, Miles and Coltrane on the stereo.
The convention leaned heavily on biography and family, a mix of relatability, struggle and aspiration. It had the feeling of a party thrown for the departing grandparents by the aunts and uncles, with an audience of cheering grandchildren. The Democrats have learned the lessons of 2016: no more will Donald Trump's supporters be tarred as racist, sexist, homophobic or otherwise 'deplorable'. Instead, the opponents were Trump 'and his allies' or Trump and his 'billionaire allies', who are 'weird', selfish, narcissistic, tortured by their own inadequacies, 'lapdogs for the billionaire class who only serve themselves'. For the most part Trump wasn't framed as an existential threat to democracy, as he was in the campaign playbook Biden was following until he exited the race. Instead, he was belittled as a 'small man', 'not a serious man', a 'two-bit union buster', a 'scab', a 'bad ex-boyfriend'. Trump's ideological destruction of the bond between the conservative movement and the Republican Party - previously united under the tripartite imperatives of free enterprise, Christianity and a strong military - and his transformation of the GOP into a personality cult with an atmosphere of white grievance and nativism have allowed the Democrats to open their tent to all-comers, from neocons to the self-proclaimed socialist left. It is now the party of labour and of capital; the party of debtors and of bankers; the party that mocks the Ivy League but is largely run by Ivy Leaguers; the party of anti-monopolists and of Silicon Valley; the party for immigrants and for border security; the party of insiders and of the marginalised; the party of the football team and of the sorority; the party of family and of freedom; the party of ceasefires and of the war machine; the party that opposes fascism but abets a genocide. In Chicago, we were constantly reminded that it was the party of joy, whatever that means.
And the convention was definitely a party. The lines to get in were long and slow, and the enthusiasm inside was very real. I have attended four previous political conventions and I have never witnessed a crowd so much in love with politicians or so ecstatic about expressing it. All such gatherings have a showbiz element, but the Democrats seemed to have borrowed from Trump and had amped up the musical numbers, bringing in fairly decent if not uncorny talent, from Stevie Wonder on down. I finally arrived at the United Center on Monday evening, too late to see the pro-Palestinian march that breached ramparts and led to thirteen arrests, but in time to hear Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez recounting her journey from taking omelette orders in Manhattan six years ago, with her family facing the loss of their home after her father's death from cancer, to political stardom. She had been preceded by Shawn Fain, president of United Auto Workers, and between them the interchangeability of 'working class', 'middle class' and 'everyday Americans' in current Democratic vocabulary was made clear. That Ocasio-Cortez was granted a primetime slot signalled the alliance forged under Joe Biden between the party's centrist establishment and its formerly insurgent left wing.
The uneasiness of that alliance became clear the next night when Bernie Sanders asserted that 'billionaires in both parties should not be able to buy elections, including primary elections.' It was a reference to his thwarted 2016 challenge to Hillary Clinton, but also to the recent defeat of two left-leaning congressional incumbents, Jamaal Bowman and Cori Bush, who had spoken out against Israel's war in Gaza, to candidates funded by AIPAC (the American Israel Public Affairs Committee). Sanders was followed by J.B. Pritzker, governor of Illinois and son of the president of Hyatt Hotels. 'Donald Trump thinks that we should trust him on the economy,' Pritzker said, 'because he claims to be very rich. But take it from an actual billionaire, Trump is rich in only one thing: stupidity!' The applause from the hometown audience was overwhelming - it wasn't a tough crowd - and the woman to my right, who had spent Sanders's speech discussing Taylor Swift with the woman on her other side, gushed: 'He's such a badass!' The juxtaposition showed that the Democratic tent is big enough for firebrands who denounce billionaires as well as the right sort of billionaire. Ocasio-Cortez and Sanders delivered two of the strongest calls for ceasefire in Gaza, with Sanders describing the war as 'horrific'. He repeated his call for the US to 'guarantee healthcare to all people as a human right, not a privilege', a stance Harris held while campaigning for the presidential nomination in 2019, but which is no longer part of her programme.
The first night of the convention culminated with the fond exorcism of the party's defeated or potentially defeated old guard. Hillary Clinton gave a speech about mothers. She recalled her own mother, Dorothy, who was born in Chicago before women had the right to vote. She referred to the anniversary of the previous day: the mother of a Tennessee lawmaker, 'a widow who read three newspapers a day', had, she said, swung the decision by telling her son, 'No more delays. Give us the vote.' She recalled Shirley Chisholm's 1972 candidacy for president, Geraldine Ferraro's selection as Walter Mondale's running mate in 1984 and her own nomination in 2016. The 2016 convention in Philadelphia ended with images of a shattered glass ceiling, a victory declared too soon. Jubilant as the convention in Chicago was, the party is more circumspect now. The emphasis was less on historic firsts and more on the need to secure reproductive rights in the face of a Republican Party that would seek to ban abortion nationwide (as it has been banned in fourteen states since the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade) and curtail access to fertility treatment. Clinton pointed out that both she and Harris had started their careers as lawyers representing children and young women who were victims of sexual abuse. The point was driven home by the stories of Hadley Duvall, a Kentucky woman who testified to being raped by her stepfather, and Wanda Kagan, a high-school friend of Harris's who was taken in by Harris's family after they found out that Kagan's stepfather was abusing her. The paranoid fantasists of the right like to frame the Democrats as child traffickers (see Pizzagate), but the Democrats convincingly portrayed the Republicans as enablers of actual child rape. The Democrats are now trying to enshrine abortion rights, especially at state level, through legislation, but restoring Roe or something like it will depend on future appointments to the Supreme Court. Three right-leaning justices are 69 years old or older (Clarence Thomas is 76) and left-leaning Sonia Sotomayor is 70.
For a former secretary of state, Clinton's remarks were light on foreign policy. The convention as a whole was light on foreign policy, which was generally alluded to in terms of 'strengthening our alliances' or 'advancing our security and values abroad' and, of course, 'honouring our troops'. Actual US policies and interventions weren't much mentioned, nor were Benjamin Netanyahu, Xi Jinping or Vladimir Putin. 'I can tell you,' Clinton said, 'as commander-in-chief Kamala won't disrespect our military and our veterans. She reveres our Medal of Honor recipients. She won't be sending love letters to dictators.' She smiled and basked in the irony of chants of 'Lock him up!' as she taunted Trump for falling 'asleep at his own trial' - an instance of the new politics of joy converging with the opposition's politics of revenge. Before exiting to her 2016 campaign theme, 'Fight Song', Clinton declared: 'We have him on the run now.'
That might not have been the case had Biden elected to continue his campaign for re-election, a sacrifice Bill Clinton two nights later compared to George Washington choosing not to stand for a third term (it was the baby boomers who provided the week's historical trivia). To cries of 'We love Joe!' and 'Thank you, Joe!', Biden talked about his motivations for running in 2020: in Charlottesville in 2017 'Neo-Nazis, white supremacists and the Ku Klux Klan' were 'so emboldened by a president they saw as an ally, they didn't even bother to wear their hoods. Hate was on the march in America.' It was a return to the playbook of his abandoned campaign: democracy under threat, the US as 'Germany in the early 1930s'. He had built up a foe too big and awful for him to beat in his old age, and now he was ready to joke about it. 'I know more foreign leaders by their first names and know them as well as anybody alive, just because I'm so damn old,' he said. 'I've either been too young to be in the Senate because I wasn't thirty yet or too old to stay as president.' The list of his achievements in office was lengthy: insulin prices capped at $35 a month; 'Covid no longer controls our lives'; record highs for the stock market and 401(k)s (a kind of savings plan); roads and bridges modernised; lead pipes removed from schools; a modicum of student debt relieved; 800,000 new manufacturing jobs; the first black woman on the Supreme Court.
As for Gaza, Biden said:
We're working around the clock ... to prevent a wider war and reunite hostages with their families and surge humanitarian health and food assistance into Gaza now to prevent the civilian suffering of the Palestinian people and finally, finally, finally deliver a ceasefire and end this war. Those protesters out in the street, they have a point. A lot of innocent people are being killed on both sides.

The protesters were also in the building. Outside my sightline and probably outside his, a group of delegates unfurled a banner reading 'STOP ARMING ISRAEL' in red, green and black. They were quickly blocked by fellow delegates holding 'WE ? JOE' signs. On the way out of the United Center I heard a pair of Democrats lamenting that this had happened. 'Well, at least they stopped it quickly,' one said. 'Doesn't matter,' the other said. 'It's the pictures that matter.'
The convention  was an exercise in celebrity creation. Harris has been on the national stage for years but in a subordinate role, dispatched most often to speak to the liberal choir on friendly talk shows and at rallies for reproductive rights. She hasn't figured as an object of hate for the right-wing media on the scale of Ocasio-Cortez, let alone Hillary Clinton. Dan Morain's 2021 biography, Kamala's Way, reissued in 2022 with a new epilogue, charts Harris's rise in San Francisco politics. Morain is a veteran reporter for the Los Angeles Times and the Sacramento Bee. He recalls a conversation with the San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen:
Caen told me one of the secrets of his success: San Francisco was a town without celebrities, so he had to create them. It's one way his three-dot column became a must-read for San Franciscans for fifty years. He defined the city, was its champion, its scold, its arbiter of class and the classless. And no one played a bigger part in the world he chronicled than his good friend Willie Brown.

Brown was the speaker at the California State Assembly for decades, until term limits were imposed in the early 1990s. Near the end of his tenure, he started dating a young prosecutor in the Alameda County district attorney's office. She made her first appearance in Caen's Chronicle column in an account of Brown's birthday in 1994. 'Caen reported,' Morain writes, 'that Barbra Streisand was at Brown's sixtieth and that Clint Eastwood "spilled champagne on the speaker's new steady, Kamala Harris".'
According to Morain, 'Brown gave Harris a BMW ... she travelled with him to Paris, attended the Academy Awards with him and was part of the entourage' that went with him to the East Coast, where among other business, he met with Donald Trump, who wanted to discuss a potential hotel project in Los Angeles. Harris rode with Brown on Trump's private jet from Boston to New York but 'likely' didn't meet him. Morain's point is that Harris had an early introduction to down-and-dirty transactional politics. She split up with Brown when he was elected mayor of San Francisco in 1995. He was married, and though he had long been separated from his wife, divorce wasn't on the cards. In 2003, when Harris ran for San Francisco district attorney and her rivals raised the issue of her relationship with the now retired Brown, whose administration had come under investigation by the FBI for corruption, as well as appointments he gave her during their relationship, she responded:
I refuse to design my campaign around criticising Willie Brown for the sake of appearing to be independent when I have no doubt that I am independent of him - and that he would probably right now express some fright about the fact that he cannot control me. His career is over; I will be alive and kicking for the next forty years. I do not owe him a thing.

After winning that election, Harris ran afoul of the police when she announced that, in keeping with one of her campaign pledges, she would not seek the death penalty in the case of a suspect accused of killing a police officer in 2004. Even Senator Dianne Feinstein turned on her, announcing at the officer's funeral that the crime 'is not only the definition of tragedy, it's the special circumstance called for by the death penalty law'. The remark was directed at Harris, who was sitting in the front row. She lost the support of the police union, though this didn't stop her being elected as attorney general in 2010 or as senator in 2016. Morain points to a broader pattern in her political style. She tends to defer taking stands on issues for as long as possible. While she was in office in California, she couched this approach as being in deference to existing laws, but it has made her a logical standard-bearer for a Democratic Party that seeks to be all things to all voters in the face of Trump. Some claims made by Harris and others on her behalf at the convention have since been revealed to be inflated: it was repeatedly said that she 'took on the big banks' and won, but the $20 billion settlement she gained from lenders as California attorney general did little for those who faced foreclosure. Some received compensation amounting to a month's rent, while others were forced to sell their homes at a loss; most of the money went back into the state budget. Overall, Morain's book portrays a canny political fighter against a fascinating backdrop of ruthless, money-soaked California politics. He traces her on-and-off alliance with Gavin Newsom, now governor of California and previously Brown's successor as mayor of San Francisco, who with Harris administered the country's first gay marriages; her rivalry with his ex-wife, Kimberly Guilfoyle, now the fiancee of Donald Trump Jr, who rose to prominence in the right-wing mediasphere after prosecuting the case of a pair of defence attorneys accused of manslaughter, after one of a pair of vicious dogs that they were minding for a client, an Aryan Brotherhood gang leader called Cornfed, mauled to death a university lacrosse coach who lived in their apartment building; and her long-standing alliance with Barack Obama.
Obama's speech on the second night was a medley of his greatest hits, with passages recalling his national debut at the DNC in 2004 and his ecumenical message against the notion of red states and blue states:
All across America, in big cities and small towns, away from all the noise, the ties that bind us together are still there. We still coach Little League and look out for our elderly neighbours. We still feed the hungry, in churches and mosques and synagogues and temples. We still share the same pride when our Olympic athletes compete for the gold.

His list of the malignant forces dividing the nation now includes 'algorithms'. Obama also, with a hand gesture, made a joke about Trump's anxieties about the size of his penis.
Michelle Obama was the convention's most effective anti-Trump speaker:
See, his limited, narrow view of the world made him feel threatened by the existence of two hard-working, highly educated, successful people who happen to be black. I want to know - I want to know - who's going to tell him, who's going to tell him, that the job he is currently seeking might just be one of those black jobs?

Trump's supreme agon is with the meritocratic professional class the Obamas personify. Michelle surprised some in the audience by referring to her own fertility struggles, which had over the first two nights become a leitmotif of the proceedings, an unambiguously pro-family counterpoint to the message against abortion bans. She also reframed the campaign as the return of 'the contagious power of hope', casting Harris as a challenger to a failed president rather than a principal in the incumbent administration.
The next evening, I passed through Union Park on the way to meet a few journalists. A few hundred people were gathered to protest the war in Gaza. Jill Stein, the Green Party candidate, was calling for a weapons embargo: 'Free Palestine! Not another nickel, not another dime, for Harris's genocide!' went the refrain. A vote for the Democrats was 'consent for genocide' and there should be no more 'nonsense about the lesser evil'. 'We have two greater evils being rammed down our throat,' Stein said. The next speaker, from Students 4 Gaza, drew a parallel between Israel's war and the 'scholasticide' being committed by the local government, which was 'systematically closing schools in Chicago'. The Democrats were 'a party that does nothing for us'. 'A new face for the Democrats will not stop us.' The goal of the movement was, he said, 'a sea change in mass consciousness'.
Though the crowd was small, it was a bracing departure from the euphemisms on offer in the hall, where 'uncommitted' delegates representing the pro-Palestinian protest votes (the only votes not cast for Biden and transferred to Harris) had their requests to speak turned down. One of them, Georgia state representative Ruwa Romman, a Palestinian American, delivered her refused speech outside the arena. Around seventy arrests were made over the course of the week, and phalanxes of police were arrayed around the arena on the last night for a confrontation that didn't erupt into violence. The protests didn't match the historic confrontation in 1968 between Vietnam War protesters and the Chicago police and National Guard, but no one could enter by the main gate to the arena without hearing the names and ages of Gazan children killed since October being read out over a megaphone.
The final two nights brought few surprises. Bill Clinton, meandering and digressive but not uncharming, seemed out to prove he could execute Trump's improvisational self-referential style in a manner slicker than Trump's. Oprah Winfrey took to the stage as though to remind the crowd of a time when everybody watched the same things on television, though she now looks younger than she did back then. Tim Walz, the high school football coach turned Minnesota governor, brought onto the ticket for his earnest populist touch and his potential to reach white guys who like sports, told the story of his own family's experience of the 'hell of infertility'. I was disappointed he didn't cast it as a football metaphor, something about the Republicans declaring a touchdown gained by IVF in the fourth quarter a penalty and sending families back twenty yards to kick the field goal of adoption. (He did use some of those metaphors in a closing exhortation to the crowd to donate to the campaign and get out the vote.)
Harris herself reprised all the convention's themes with poise and confidence, if not quite joy: her family story; coming to the aid of victims of sexual assault such as her friend Wanda; her fights for veterans, homeowners, defrauded and abused elders; her campaigns against drug cartels and for a secure border; her championing of reproductive rights; her loyalty to the middle class. She settled into one of the convention's slogans as a refrain: 'We are not going back.' Not going back to a Trump presidency and not going back to the retrograde vision of America on offer from him and 'his billionaire friends'. Of late, American elections are decided by a few thousand votes in a handful of states, even when the margins of the national popular vote are in the millions. As I write, the week after the convention, Trump was last seen hawking 'digital trading cards' of himself for $99 each, with the promise of a 'physical trading card' and a swatch of the suit he wore during the debate with Biden ('people are calling it the knockout suit') if you buy a complete set of fifteen. I will be surprised if Trump and Vance defeat Harris and Walz in November. The Democratic Party is the most powerful force in American society. It has won the popular vote in seven out of the last eight presidential elections, and the nation's organised money and institutions are behind it. A real sea-change will occur when it faces significant resistance from someone other than a gang of rich scumbags and the folks they manage to con.
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Poem
Long Slide (Gnomic Stanzas)
Maureen N. McLane

259 wordsLong slide, are you coming
many a man never learns
how to do it

Long slide, many years
inside and outside
the same long slide

Long slide, fair warning
the children who died
need not have died

Long slide, amusement park
here you can buy what's on offer
let's put a fence around pleasure

Long slide, new bed
some things never get old
however often they're done

Long slide, playground
dogs are not nannies
sex? the secret? most people don't like it

Long slide, Holocene
the mind is not infinite
that glacier disappeared

Long slide, new water
some gnats will fly a clean mile
libraries close before midnight

Long slide, who shall abide
the day of his coming
incredulity governs our days

Long slide, taut bow
one more second you will hit it
a target is in time not space

Long slide, cleft air
a cry can mean pain or joy
the ice skater checks her laces

Long slide, sudden plunge
too much on the edge
leads to disaster

Long slide, many eyes
the hero requires a crowd
cats make more choices than dogs

Long slide, serotonin
some women do not want children
snow on the mountain melts in the sun

Long slide, question mark
even if you know you're made of cells
you can't quite feel it

Long slide, loose tether
who dreams of becoming an astronaut
some want cryogenic sleep

Long slide, downhill all the way
Leonard Woolf wrote an autobiography
La vida es un sueno de un sueno
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Use your human mind!
Brandon Taylor

3545 wordsRachel Kushner 
's fourth novel, Creation Lake, shuttles between the story of Sadie Smith, a spy-for-hire tasked with observing Le Moulin, a radical environmentalist commune in rural southwest France, and the intercepted emails of Bruno Lacombe, a cave-dwelling local eccentric who serves as the Moulinards' mentor and spiritual icon. You might expect this marriage between cool intrigue and the ramblings of a man deeply interested in early hominids to produce one of those shaggy-dog contemporary novels that are praised on social media as 'discursive' and 'weird' (e.g. the work of Benjamin Labatut or Jenny Erpenbeck). Unfortunately, Creation Lake is a sloppy book whose careless construction and totalising cynicism come to feel downright hostile. As I read, I kept wondering, why did you even write this?
Sadie Smith (the name did make me laugh because, seriously, come on) makes her living by embedding with radical organisations and snitching to the authorities. A job for the FBI went pear-shaped when Sadie was accused of entrapment - she perhaps did entrap a young man by making him believe that she loved him and that they had to save the world by doing some light domestic terrorism - but as she tells us when recollecting the events leading up to the trial, she doesn't blame herself. The Feds do, however, and since then she's been taking on less savoury work in the private sector.
At the start of the novel, she's been sent by an unknown party to spy on the Moulinards, who are suspected of torching several excavators, worth hundreds of thousands of euros, as a protest against a government scheme to construct several 'megabasins': enormous reservoirs meant to mitigate the effects of drought. These artificial reservoirs are a controversial issue in drought-plagued regions of France because they involve pumping groundwater into privately owned, man-made structures, depleting the water table. Without snow, rainfall or other natural forms of precipitation to replenish the reserves, megabasins can actually intensify the impact of drought. The Moulinards would also like to rewild the region, remove non-native species and return to more traditional forms of land management - the kind of project that's difficult to take seriously, though it probably makes a great deal of sense.
The Moulinards are led by Pascal Balmy, often accused of being a bourgeois from Paris (he is in fact a bourgeois from Paris) in the style of Guy Debord. Sadie has secured an introduction by way of Balmy's childhood friend Lucien, to whom Sadie has got herself engaged following a rapid courtship. Sadie tells us how she 'cold-bumped' Lucien - that is, pretended to meet him by chance - and played him into a relationship in order to get to Pascal. Kushner shows the ease with which a biography can be formed if its subject hides in shadows and silences, allowing other people's projections and assumptions to fill in the gaps between a few direct lies. The most persuasive fake identities, as Sadie demonstrates, come not from what you say but from the inferences that you allow - or encourage - others to draw.
Lucien's family house - the 'Dubois place' - is near Le Moulin's headquarters, and Sadie perches there with all her espionage equipment. It is also here that the carelessness of Kushner's construction first becomes evident. On the third page of the novel, we learn that Sadie is meeting Pascal the following day. This meeting occurs 141 pages later. The intervening 140 pages describe, in this order: Sadie in the Dubois house reporting on its crumbling structure, a flashback to Sadie approaching the house along its winding driveway, a flashback to Sadie's drive from Marseille (where she had been staying with Lucien) and a description of the shops she stopped at to buy cheap wine, further progress on her trip from Marseille, Sadie driving in the woods near Vantome to get a glimpse of Le Moulin, a flashback to her 'cold bump' with Lucien, further flashbacks of her relationship with Lucien and her working him over, a flashback to her trial for entrapment, more time with Lucien and a flashback to their trip to Marseille, even more of their stay in Marseille, a description of her first night in the Dubois house and a return of sorts to the day before the meeting with Pascal, when she encountered Lucien's uncle Robert, who may be planning something sexual for her, then a brief shower, and at last she's off to her meeting, back in the narrative present. I wish I could say there is a reason for any of this, but I was left with the impression that Kushner had groped her way backwards through the novel and then decided to leave it this way. I understand that some people think chronology is passe or redolent of tedious realism, but I longed for a justification, no matter how small, for the scrambling of the timeline through the first third of the novel. Instead, it just felt like contempt.
Sadie has her meeting and we learn her cover story: she will help the Moulinards translate some of their writings into English. We know of course that she's there as a rat and a snitch, and perhaps to instigate behaviour that will make them easier to arrest. Once begun, the espionage proves far more interesting than the deadened narration and 'clever' observations that comprise much of the Sadie sections. Describing a view: 'The hills above Vantome were scattered with bald areas, like the scalp of someone with an autoimmune condition.' Another bit of landscape painting: 'The woods gave way to a plateau with farmland on either side, fields of yellow grass and large rolls of hay wrapped in white plastic like giant pills.' Here is Sadie on first meeting Lucien:
I knew plenty about him, and that he had a kind of mannered affection for old Paris, that he conceived of reality as stage-directed in black and white. The truth is that even when Jean-Luc Godard and people like that were making those movies in black and white, with actors in fedoras who talk like gangsters, they were already an affectation.

Sadie tells us about her breasts:
I laughed, my own implants barely contained in the triangles of my white bikini. Mine were expensively done. But it could be on account of something more subtle - an assumption Amelie made about me, and about herself, that we were both too clever and naturally pretty to stoop to paying for shortcuts - that she would not suspect my breasts aren't real.

Later, she tells us about someone else's breasts: 'She wore the timeless hippie look of an old random faded men's T-shirt of no particular size over an ankle-length skirt and no bra, her breasts stretched tragically low for someone her age, so young - and pretty too - but with these long breasts swinging around under her shirt.'
I mentioned to a friend that I was having a hard time with Sadie as a narrator because she seemed stupid and unaware that she was stupid, and my friend suggested that perhaps Kushner had done this on purpose, as a commentary on the 'sharp woman' archetype that has predominated in the fiction of the last decade. Perhaps. I replied that I couldn't decide if the book was a smart person's idea of a stupid book or a stupid person's idea of a smart book. But I've come to think that the larger problem with Sadie is the difficulty presented by a character who reminds you on every page that nothing matters and nothing is real, and that the people she is scamming are phonies too, that everything is empty and hollow and that she's smarter than everyone else because she knows the game is a game and is playing to win, but only for mercenary reasons. It brings me back to the question, why did you write this? What are you exploring here?
The other parts of the novel are given over to Bruno Lacombe's (very long) emails from his cave lair. The emails are sent to the Moulinards, and Sadie reads them in secret. Bruno opens the novel with a discussion of Neanderthals and evolutionary biology, and draws from Sadie some of her most pleasing observations, for example, imagining all Neanderthals as having the face of Joan Crawford. The best section of the book is the fifth, when Bruno writes about his life in a mini memoir, chronicling his childhood outside Paris during the Second World War. In a particularly vivid scene, Bruno gets lice from the helmet of a dead German and the old woman who is looking after him douses his head in kerosene at the block where they decapitate chickens:
Bruno put his head on the stump. The old woman treated his scalp with kerosene, which she glugged from a metal can that had lost its nozzle and splashed unevenly. The kerosene was for refilling a lantern that the Germans had smashed.
The vapours from the kerosene made young Bruno ill. Its noxious effects did not kill his lice.
The lice ranged over his head as the Germans had ranged over the Correze. They did eventually leave, having explored, as he now put it, the limits of possibility on his scalp. In this way, he tangented, lice have yet a second metaphorical meaning: the bromides marketed to us to fix our problems, like kerosene was once believed a remedy for lice, these posited solutions tend to give us hope more than material benefit. In reality, problems leave when they are ready to go, when they have exhausted their stay, just as these lice did.

The kerosene leaves Bruno with what Sadie suspects are visual migraines:
The effects of the kerosene, he said, remained. Thereafter his vision sometimes had a tremble at its edge like a ruffle or pleat that crimped his field of sight. The crimp came and went. It was happening now, he wrote to them, as he was composing this very email, and it was this visual phenomenon that had precipitated his boyhood memory of the soldier and the helmet and the lice, his foolish joy at the death of the enemy, a joy that displaced the memory of learning his family had been murdered.

Here at least we glimpse a logic to Bruno's thoughts, which elsewhere in his emails leap about seemingly at random. A friend once described the Lehman Trilogy as 'Wikipedia in play form'. I've thought of this description often, when reading recent novels which seem to confuse looking things up for erudition. I thought of it again, keenly, reading Creation Lake. The effect of ploughing through paragraph after paragraph of factoids about Neanderthals and geography and economics and evolutionary psychology was not that of encountering a great mind at work. Rather, it was as though someone had assembled some facts, given their sheaf of papers a shuffle and put them all into a novel so that some unsuspecting critic would hail it as 'discursive'. This shoddy pseudo-thought is a blight. Shallow, rapidly swirling narrative consciousness has come to define the refugees of the Attention Span Wars, those writers whose capacity for concentration has been so compromised by the internet that they leave us not with a fragmented form - which might still have something to offer readers - but with the fragmentation of concentration itself.
The Moulinards  are often described in the novel, both by Sadie and by the locals, as 'activists from Paris' or 'people from Paris'. Why deal with the content of someone's politics and activism when you can accuse them of being middle class? They're just some nerds from Paris who have decamped to a rural region whose own young people are fleeing:
I took a road that bordered Le Moulin and saw the commune's sun-singed squashes, their scraggly lettuces. Their land did not border a creek or river tributary and would be difficult to irrigate. The soil here was rocky. Only activists from Paris would take up subsistence farming in a place like this.
Much of the population had fled this region for its lack of jobs, its stagnancy, its disconnection from modern life. There was no future here, and so young people had moved to cities, to Toulouse or Bordeaux or further, to seek jobs in factories or in the service sector, to get an education, try to find a pathway into middle-class life.

The passage sums up Sadie's - and the novel's - estimation of the politics and project of the Moulinards while simultaneously vilifying and reifying the middle class. The radicals cannot have sincere politics because they are middle class, and the evidence for this is that they want to come to a region in the process of being abandoned by its working-class inhabitants, who are moving elsewhere in order to become middle class.
It's not easy to write a realist novel about a revolutionary. I don't mean a novel about a person with revolutionary ideas, or a person who sometimes goes to protests and posts on social media about climate change. There are plenty of novels about that sort of thing. I mean a novel about a world-historical individual, someone who actively and violently changes the world in pursuit of revolutionary principles. The world of the revolutionary is both dream and nightmare, filled with shadows, feints and dodges. Doublespeak and betrayals. Authorities evaded in the nick of time. Orders given through trusted comrades. Encoded maps and plans for blowing up the bridge. Setting the police car on fire. Filling the square. Demanding change. Halting the engines of state power. The eyes of the revolutionary reflect the glow of the funeral pyre of the old world, over whose ashes the new world will be built. The parallels between the life of the revolutionary and that of the spy only emphasise the distinctions: the spy, agent of power, views the revolutionary with the cold cynicism that stems from conceiving of the world as a totalised, finished product.
While trudging through Creation Lake, I thought often of Zola's Germinal, another novel about an operative who goes to a hardscrabble region of France in order to infiltrate and observe (I wrote about Zola in the LRB of 4 April 2024). Sadie Smith isn't Etienne Lantier, but there are some useful parallels between them. Sadie has come to spy and to steer her targets to a particular end, to crush their revolutionary or insurrectionary aims. Etienne goes to work in a mining village and becomes a strike leader, as the miners join a worldwide coalition of workers in an attempt to achieve better conditions for all. One feels that Etienne doesn't just want this particular village to join the cause, but is fighting to save the world. For him, the material and the spiritual are connected. Germinal shows how he arrives at this belief, by means of a series of dialogues, arguments and hardships. His politics come to be inseparable from his life, for good and bad. He isn't play-acting. He's at the coalface every day. When the villages starve, he starves.
Sadie doesn't need to go down a mine, of course. But I find it remarkable that Kushner sends a woman posing as a translator to join Le Moulin when what these people probably need is an agriculturalist or a paediatrician or just an extra pair of hands. Kushner is interested in the petty neoliberal social mores of the radical commune - see how they reconstitute gendered divisions of labour, see how the men spit and the women fume etc. Not so radical now, are they? Which is fine! But it feels silly to me, next to Germinal, in which work is the site of collision, drawing in workers, management and intellectuals. The main idea of Creation Lake is that the work the Moulinards are doing - trying to grow their own food, trying to build homes and barns and live on their own terms - is not really work because they can leave it at any point and do something else, meaning, probably, an email job in Paris. Maybe. Maybe there are email jobs waiting for these anarchists in Paris. But they have chosen this life. Farming the land. Swimming at the quarry. Arguing with the old man who lives in the cave. That's the life they've chosen, and the novel's unwillingness to make this the site of collision feels, again, like contempt.
I kept remembering the care with which Zola describes every part of the winches and levers that lower the miners into the shaft and bring them back again, and the way he unfolds the internal landscape of the coalface itself, allowing his readers to see the veins glinting in the dark. I thought of Zola and wanted to weep as I read Kushner struggling to describe a car going up a hill, or to advance her book beyond the momentary delights of Neanderthals having faces like Joan Crawford. It's like, stand up, sister! Use your human mind!
At one point Sadie tells us that in her 'life before this life', she was a graduate student surrounded by
know-it-all women in my department who held their hands up and curved their pointer and middle fingers to frame a word or phrase they were voicing with irony, as a critique. They were fake tough girls who were not tough at all, with their fashion choices veering to chunky shoes and a leather jacket from a department store. They were getting PhDs in rhetoric at Berkeley, as I had planned to, before I abandoned the plan (and spared myself their fate, which was to subject themselves to academic job interviews in DoubleTree hotel rooms at a Modern Language Association conference). Listening to them prattle on and bend their fingers to air quote, a craven substitution of cynicism for knowledge, I sometimes used to imagine a sharp blade cutting across the room at a certain height, lopping off the fingers of these scare-quoting women.

The passage follows from the observation that 'the not-so-literate and the hyper-literate both love quotation marks.' This is the most specific and trenchant piece of analysis in the whole novel. Perhaps it is there to make us wonder why a PhD dropout saved herself from the fate of being a 'scare-quoting woman' by becoming a spy who makes a living by thwarting the plans of genuine radicals. But the passage seems to have wandered in from an entirely different novel.
Another flash of interest derives from a documentary Sadie watches about a sexually precocious young Italian boy called Franc. The story of Franc haunts Sadie, particularly after she finds out that one of the young boys at Le Moulin impregnated a woman who left the camp almost immediately after giving birth. The two boys begin to blur as Sadie works through the idea of innocence and what makes someone an innocent and whether sexual intelligence can be a kind of genius. As with Bruno's mini memoir, there is a looseness and a natural discursiveness to these sections, a fluidity that is otherwise absent. If you combine this with the passage about the scare-quoting women, you can almost imagine the shape of the book that Kushner might have set out to write. One about a stranger who comes to town looking for something and finds something else. You could almost start to trace in Bruno's emails a coherent story about shame, stigma, the tension between the civilised and the 'natural', the brutality of society and the force of law. One can imagine the way this might intersect with a story about a young boy in a remote village and an academic coming in search of a story about sexual power but finding only the murky reality of what goes down in the countryside.
Instead, we get a 'spy novel'. This makes sense, I guess. It's difficult to forge a novel out of the moral nuances of everyday life, to spend hour after hour labouring in the dark like Zola's miners. There's a moment in Germinal when they lower a fresh horse into the mine and the old horse, which has spent most of its life in darkness, becomes almost delirious with joy at encountering another animal, one that has so recently stood in the sun. For the new horse, there is only the terror of the endless dark. The spy novel could seem a comforting prospect by comparison: it's just a game, after all, played to its foregone conclusion, a cheat code for those anxious about writing another bourgeois novel. The contemporary novel no longer has any saviours or knights or true prophets. We have only the exhausted media worker rolling onto their side just before their iPhone alarm blares in their face, scrolling memes for a little hit of dopamine. The spy novel is the cynical counterpart to the revolutionary novel. You could read Creation Lake as a brilliant commentary on the concept of the 'spy' in contemporary life - if a spy is a person who creates a false self in order to achieve material comfort. Still, I would have preferred a novel.
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This Singing Thing
Malin Hay

6198 wordsThere's  an old joke. 'A man was choking to death in a restaurant and Barbra Streisand was sitting at the next table. She rushed over and did the Heimlich manoeuvre and saved his life. Next day the headline read: Barbra Streisand Takes the Food Right Out of a Person's Mouth.' Streisand repeats the joke in her autobiography, My Name Is Barbra, to explain why she felt a 'certain kinship' with Bill Clinton during his presidency. 'People can take an ounce of truth and turn it into a gallon of lies,' she says. 'I'm a truth-teller, and I've been crucified for it many times.' Like Jesus, Streisand exists mostly as the subject of other people's stories; she has refused to be interviewed for any of the biographies written about her. In this book, which she claims she has been meaning to write ever since Jackie Onassis suggested it in 1984, she wants to set the record straight about 'the diva myth that has followed me all my life'.
She was born Barbara Joan Streisand in 1942 in Brooklyn. Her mother, Diana Rosen, was a gifted singer; Streisand never shook the feeling that her mother was jealous of her. When she was fifteen months old her father, Emanuel, died of a seizure at a summer camp in the Catskills, and Streisand, her mother and nine-year-old brother moved first to her maternal grandparents' house in Bed-Stuy and later to a housing project in Flatbush with Diana's second husband, Lou Kind.
The loss of her father and the experience of living with Kind (who was 'anything but') taught Streisand independence. No one was going to tell her what to do; her family called her 'fabrent, which means "on fire" in Yiddish'. She liked sitting under the table and listening to the adults' conversations. She developed an unexplainable clicking in her ear and refused to eat. Eventually the clicks developed into tinnitus, which went unacknowledged until Streisand was an adult. 'The ear noises were this terrible secret that I held inside and tried to manage on my own. I didn't expect any help from my mother anymore.'
In her early teens, Streisand decided she had to become an actress. She felt she would be good at it. She began travelling into Manhattan to see plays in the $1.89 seats on Broadway, starting with The Diary of Anne Frank in 1956. 'I remember thinking ... Why couldn't I play the part? I felt I could do it just as well as Susan Strasberg.' Her talent, especially at the beginning, was a product of her ambition rather than the other way around; when she played a Roman slave pining after a centurion, 'I wasn't particularly attracted to the actor. So ... I put a piece of chocolate cake in the wings. I could look over his shoulder ... and at least be attracted to that!' She was so set on her career that when an orthodontist told her at fourteen that she had to have braces, she refused unless he could hide the wires behind her teeth. 'How could I go onstage with braces and two large gaps in my mouth?'
There may also have been a desire to adopt a different persona: confident, sexy, untroubled by mysterious ailments or an overbearing mother. She 'didn't like reality'; acting 'was a way to escape myself and live in someone else's world'. At fifteen, she went upstate to join a summer repertory company ('The competition wasn't stiff, because if you had $150, you got in'). Her greatest enthusiasm was reserved for the 'delicious Campbell's tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches' they got while pulling the sets down. (Almost every page of My Name Is Barbra contains a detailed description of a meal.) In the fifth play of the season, she got a bit part as a flirtatious office worker. She was surprised to see the following day that she was the subject of a horny review in the local paper. '"Down boys!" Was he kidding? Did this reviewer really think I was sexy? I was amazed ... and proud.' For Streisand, who had always thought that theatre would be more her thing than film because 'the audience can't get so close,' it was a revelation.
By the time she returned home her 'path was set', and she arranged to graduate early from Erasmus Hall High School (where her classmates included Neil Diamond and the chess champion Bobby Fischer, who dressed 'like some sort of deranged pilot'). She worked backstage at a theatre in Greenwich Village, and through one of the actresses there met and began taking classes with Allan Miller, a disciple of Lee Strasberg. She auditioned for Strasberg's Actors Studio aged sixteen, and though she didn't get in they encouraged her to try again later; piqued, she never did. When she left school in January 1960, she had her first role 'off-off-off-Broadway'.
The work was slow at first; she had boring office jobs and went on the dole. She tried doing the rounds of casting agents, but 'lasted two days' because she couldn't understand why she had to jump through hoops to do what she was born to do. 'How can you see my work if I can't get work because people like you won't hire me until they see my work?' You can hear the volley of Brooklyn backchat that became her trademark in Hollywood, just as you can imagine the shock of the casting agents who looked at her 'as if I had just poured a glass of water on the floor'.
Streisand barely mentions her prodigious singing voice until fifty pages in, when she decides to audition for a talent contest at a nearby gay bar. She sang Harold Arlen's 'A Sleepin' Bee'; when she had finished, 'for a minute the whole room was silent. Then everyone burst into applause.' She won the competition. Soon she was taken to the Bon Soir nightclub on Eighth Street for an audition. 'It was the first time I felt a spotlight on my face, and it was warm and comforting.' When she stepped off the stage the club manager 'grabbed me by the arm and said: "Kid, you're gonna be a star!" Like in the movies!'
There's something exciting about the carelessness with which she describes 'this singing thing': the tears 'running down the cheeks' of her astonished friends, the vocal coach she abandoned after one lesson ('I knew I had to do it my way'), the opportunities that crowded in every time she opened her mouth and let a Broadway standard fall out. Acting always came first; she could only get interested in singing if she thought of each song as a 'miniature three-act play with a beginning, a middle and an end'. But everyone else just wanted the voice. After the Bon Soir there were gigs in nightclubs in Detroit, St Louis and New York, as well as her first television appearance. She dropped the middle 'a' from 'Barbara'.
The praise was endless. Marty Erlichman, who would become her agent, saw her perform at the Bon Soir and came to see her backstage. 'I have the feeling you're going to win every award in this business, first time out of the box,' he said, 'the Grammy, the Emmy, the Tony, the Oscar.' Tennessee Williams wrote that 'a giddy God ... endowed her with an instrument that even she does not fully understand,' and Pauline Kael took every opportunity to lionise her 'protean, volatile talent'. At the end of her first gig in Los Angeles, at the Cocoanut Grove nightclub, Tony Curtis shouted out: 'Just start at the top and do it all over again!' Henry Fonda, Kirk Douglas, Jack Benny, Jack Lemmon, James Mason and Steve McQueen all came to congratulate her after the show. When Judy Garland first heard her sing, she said: 'I'm never going to open my mouth again.' Frank Sinatra offered to set his goons on anyone who 'ever bothers you'. JFK told her she had a beautiful voice. Glenn Gould was a self-proclaimed 'Streisand freak'. Streisand shrugged off the accolades: 'I just thought it was bashert, as they say in Yiddish, which means "meant to be". It felt as if I were simply fulfilling the vision that I had as a child.'
In 1962, Barbra the actress got her break - a scene-stealing role as a 'lovelorn secretary' in the Broadway musical I Can Get It for You Wholesale. It was there that she met her first husband, Elliott Gould. They married in 1963. Gould had been raised in vaudeville, performing in the Catskills from the age of ten, and would go on to star in M*A*S*H and The Long Goodbye. But in the early 1960s, he was a Broadway actor trying to break into Hollywood, and Streisand soon overtook him. After surprise rave reviews for I Can Get It for You Wholesale, she was offered the part that would shoot her to fame: portraying the comedian Fanny Brice - a celebrity of the 1920s - in the new Broadway show Funny Girl.
On I Can Get It for You Wholesale, Streisand had rubbed the director up the wrong way by arguing about the staging of her big number. During rehearsals for Funny Girl things were no different. She had already decided that she needed 'a certain amount of freedom to create', and was unhappy with the director, Garson Kanin. 'He was ... rigid and contained,' Streisand remembers. 'Wasn't a director supposed to talk to his leading lady?' The main bone of contention - from this point until the end of Streisand's acting career - was her feeling that true performance was improvisation. She couldn't stand it when anyone suggested that she move to the same spot on the stage or make the same face every time she said a certain line. Later, she had no patience for the multiple takes required in filmmaking. 'To freeze something is to kill it, in my opinion,' she says, and she never understood why the director got the final say. She got round her problems with Kanin by bringing her acting coach to rehearsals, saying he was her cousin from Philadelphia. Kanin left the production. On 26 March 1964, Funny Girl opened on Broadway, to 23 curtain calls. (In a flourish that becomes familiar after the first eight hundred or so pages, Streisand claims not to remember this and calls it 'an exaggeration', but mentions it anyway.)
Streisand became synonymous with Fanny Brice, which was a blessing and a curse. 'I was playing a woman who was awkward and unattractive at the beginning of her career ... And evidently it was such a successful portrayal that people confused the character with me.' After the runaway success of the show, she began to feature on magazine covers and in the celebrity press. Journalists found a lot of inventive ways to make insinuations about her 'pharaonic profile': she was Nefertiti, or a Babylonian, or an 'amiable anteater'. One cover story called her expression 'the essence of hound'. No one had encountered anyone quite like her before: a proudly Jewish New Yorker, refusing plastic surgery ('I've kept my nose to spite my face,' she would sing in 1993), telling the press she was 'born in Madagascar and reared in Rangoon'. At the beginning of 1963 she was making $125 a week at the Bon Soir; by the end of it she was making $2500, and earning tens of thousands for every live singing engagement. 'It was all like play money to me.' Streisand has plenty of misty-eyed musings on the torments of fame: 'you become public property. You're an object to be examined, photographed, analysed, dissected'; 'the reporters twisted my words or misinterpreted them'; 'people didn't see us any more. They just saw the myths.' She assures us that she hated the limelight. But as the press cuttings that frequently interrupt the narrative show, she had far more admirers than detractors.
She had a worse problem than press attention. Carried away by the intensity of the rehearsals for Funny Girl, she had begun an affair (emotional or sexual, it isn't clear) with her co-star, Sydney Chaplin, who played Brice's feckless husband, Nicky Arnstein. After she told him that she loved Gould and couldn't continue, he made each performance hell, whispering obscenities under his breath when he was supposed to be romancing her. She became so distressed that she regularly threw up before performances; it was the beginning of a lifelong struggle with stage fright.
Streisand played Fanny on Broadway for two and a half years. By the time she was 24 she had made seven albums, two of which won at least one Grammy. She was nominated for her second Tony in 1964, and took Funny Girl to the West End in the spring of 1966 while pregnant with her son. In 1967 she performed live in Central Park in front of 150,000 people. But her experience with Chaplin, as well as the horror of forgetting her words at the Central Park concert, put her off the stage for the next 27 years. It was time for Hollywood.
Ray Stark 
, the producer of Funny Girl, formed a production company to make it into a movie. After some wrangling, he signed Streisand on a non-exclusive four-picture deal, agreeing to pay her $200,000 per film. She arrived in Hollywood having never done a screen test, ready to step onto a film set for the first time as the star. Shortly after the Six-Day War, the press got wind of the fact that Omar Sharif would be her co-star; when a story about them ran in an Egyptian paper a group of protesters tried to get his citizenship revoked. Streisand wasn't fazed: 'My response was: "Egypt angry! You should hear what my aunt Anna said!"' Working with the director William Wyler was right up her street; he was 'totally open to my ideas ... He understood the way I worked, and my need to feel free enough to invent something new on the spur of the moment.' Wyler, another famous perfectionist, said that Streisand 'trusted me, and I trusted her'. Stark, the son-in-law of the real Fanny Brice, wasn't so smitten. At the end of the shoot he wrote her a note: 'OK, Barbra - fix your own make-up - do your own hair - check the lighting - rewrite the screenplay - design the clothes - select the furniture - check the publicity - but, just keep singing!'
Funny Girl came out in 1968. It's long and sentimental, but Streisand is mesmerising from the first moments, when we see her from behind as an older Fanny Brice, entering the stage door of the Ziegfeld Follies with her hips swinging beneath her leopard-print coat and cloche. Wyler withholds the first glimpse of her face for more than a minute, and when she first confronts the camera it is through a mirror. Archly, to herself but also to the audience, she speaks the line that became her catchphrase: 'Hello, gorgeous.' (When she won the Best Actress Oscar she said it to the statuette.) Then the smile disappears and the tears shine in her eyes as the weight of her memories descends. In the silence of the dressing room or in the midst of a huge ensemble number, Streisand has complete control; she is the focal point of every shot, whether or not she's supposed to be; the eye can't help but be drawn back to her. The rapidness of her delivery and the dynamism of her expression sweep us along. Is she an artist or a technician? Who cares when the technique is this good?
Streisand starred in three pictures released in consecutive years: Funny Girl, Hello, Dolly! and On a Clear Day You Can See Forever. All three were lavish period musicals, but Hello, Dolly! was a box-office flop and On a Clear Day a failure with the critics. Streisand hated Walter Matthau, her co-star in Hello, Dolly!, and was disappointed by the director, Gene Kelly, who had no interest in her many ideas. She went around him and asked the producer to shoot her first-act closing song the way she wanted. 'Gene admitted that my way was better when he saw the dailies. So that's what's in the film.' He said later that he regretted not working more closely with Streisand. One day, Matthau exploded at her on set: 'Who the hell does she think she is? I've been in this business thirty years ... and now she's directing? Why don't you shut up and let the director direct!' Streisand found out the reason for his animus: he played poker with Sydney Chaplin. My Name Is Barbra is full of these little vindications. Every time someone crossed her, there was an explanation - alcoholism, misogyny, sublimated attraction - even if it only came to light decades after the fact.
There was another reason Streisand wasn't enjoying her first years in LA: her marriage was falling apart. Gould was jealous of her success and addicted to gambling. Both had affairs. 'The parallels to Fanny Brice and Nicky Arnstein were not lost on me,' Streisand says. 'I didn't know how to deal with it any more than she did.' They divorced in 1971; she was already heading in a new direction. Away with the crinolines and hairpieces, the creaky numbers with hundreds of extras; in The Owl and the Pussycat (1970), What's Up, Doc? (1972) and Up the Sandbox (1972), Streisand embodied the sexually liberated 1970s woman - and she didn't sing.
Surprisingly, her left turn paid off. The Owl and the Pussycat, a 'hip' sex comedy, is notable mainly for making Streisand the first female star to say 'fuck' on screen, but What's Up, Doc? may be her best work. Streisand plays a kooky tearaway from a stuffy family in the vein of Katharine Hepburn's character in Bringing Up Baby; the picture wears its screwball influences heavily, but is no less inventive than its predecessors. Ryan O'Neal, the wooden straight man to Streisand's agent of chaos, lets her drag him all over San Francisco, shedding clothes as he goes. The baroque plot involves a hotel, diamonds and four identical tartan suitcases - Streisand confessed she 'couldn't follow' it - but it is the perfect peg on which to hang her one-liners and pratfalls. I would exchange the whole of Funny Girl for Streisand's wordless entrance into the film, pursuing a pizza nose-first like a cartoon wolf while motorbikes crash in her wake.
What's Up, Doc? was directed by Peter Bogdanovich, fresh from the success of The Last Picture Show. For the first time Streisand was in the hands of a director her own age and a denizen of New Hollywood. Bogdanovich, ever the auteur, had worked out every beat to his own exact specifications. In fact he 'was aching to play my part ... not to mention all the other parts as well!' He would respond to all of Streisand's suggestions with a laconic 'Nope'. For once she decided to take nope for an answer. Perhaps her lack of affinity for the material worked in her favour: her comic timing is at its best, and she seems looser and more relaxed. It was the third-highest grossing film of 1972. 'If you stood on the street outside the theatre, the laughter inside was so loud that you could hear it through the walls.'
Meanwhile, Streisand was rich, single and living it up. She dated O'Neal before What's Up, Doc?, introducing him to Bogdanovich, and made friends with Marlon Brando (he asked to fuck her; she asked if he had got his teeth capped). She may have slept with Warren Beatty - 'I guess I did. Probably once.' She met the Canadian prime minister Pierre Trudeau at a London premiere and nearly married him after a whirlwind romance, though she says less about him than about his preferred midnight snack, 'a glass of milk and a few Mallomars. He offered the cookies to me, and I took one, but I pulled off the chocolate-covered marshmallow top because I only wanted the graham cracker bottom.' She had a dalliance with Kris Kristofferson: 'He gave me hickeys on my neck. Thank God I had a two-piece bathing suit by Rudi Gernreich with a turtleneck top to hide them!'
The chapter where Streisand meets Jon Peters, who would become her partner and wannabe Svengali, is called 'What Was I Thinking?' Peters was a half-Italian, half-Cherokee professional pubic hair dyer who had moved to LA and rebranded as a celebrity hairdresser, marrying the actress Lesley Ann Warren and sleeping his way around Beverly Hills. He had been telling people for years that he cut Streisand's hair, but they met for the first time when she wanted a short wig in For Pete's Sake (1974). Streisand, forever running late, kept him waiting at her house for 45 minutes.
Finally my assistant rang up and told me: 'He's leaving.'
'Don't let him leave,' I said. 'I'll be right down.'
Jon was already revving up his red Ferrari when my assistant led him back into the house. And when I came over to greet him, he was clearly pissed. I was in the midst of apologising when he said: 'Don't ever do that to me again.' That got my attention.

Following Streisand up the stairs, Peters said: 'You've got a great ass.' He told her off for dressing 'like someone twice your age' and began to pursue her. When she said he wasn't her type - 'I see myself with a doctor or a lawyer' - he ditched the Ferrari and showed up at her house in a velvet smoking jacket with a pipe and horn-rimmed glasses. Streisand, adrift and lonely with a young son, was won over despite her misgivings about his temper and his flakiness. 'I think the main reason I stayed with Jon,' she reflects, 'was that he knew what to do on Sundays.' Soon they were living together in a 24-acre Malibu 'ranch' (paid for by Streisand) and he was producing her album Butterfly, encouraging her to ditch the showtunes for covers of Bill Withers and David Bowie. He wanted to bring out Streisand's 'sexy side': he told a journalist she had been playing 'Ray Stark's mother-in-law' for too long.
Streisand and Peters stayed together for eight years. He sold his salon and made a move on Hollywood, using Streisand for access. He freely admitted that she did most of the work producing Butterfly 'because, like, at two in the morning I was tired and I would go to sleep'. Streisand's last hit had been The Way We Were (1973), a dragging piece of sentiment set during the Red Scare that earned her a second Best Actress Oscar nomination. Now she wanted to get behind the camera herself; the trouble was that Peters did too.
In the autumn of 1973, Joan Didion and her husband, John Gregory Dunne, had approached Warner Bros offering to write a new version of A Star Is Born. The original film from 1937 and its 1954 remake with Judy Garland had been set in Hollywood, but Didion and Dunne wanted to explore the music industry. Several directors were hired and fired and several stars considered - including Diana Ross and Carly Simon - before the script landed on Streisand's desk. In 1969, she, Paul Newman and Sidney Poitier had formed the production company First Artists, exchanging lower pay for more creative control. Streisand had final cut approval for the films she produced with First Artists. Peters was enthusiastic about A Star Is Born and offered to direct it. Streisand, who had been hoping to direct it herself, vetoed this plan - 'My first reaction was: are you kidding?' - but settled for giving Peters sole producer credit and calling herself executive producer.
It was a nightmare from beginning to end. Frank Pierson, the screenwriter for Dog Day Afternoon and Cool Hand Luke, was brought in to rewrite Didion and Dunne's script seven months before shooting began, but agreed only on condition that he could direct. Streisand was unhappy, but accepted because time was getting short. Pierson, Peters and Streisand's old hickey-donor Kris Kristofferson, who had been cast as the male lead, constantly threatened to derail the production with their fighting - and Streisand's backseat driving didn't help. In November 1976, shortly before the film opened, Pierson wrote a tell-all article entitled 'My Battles with Barbra and Jon'. It was clear to him from the beginning, he says, that the movie was a vanity project: Streisand and Peters saw it as 'their own story gloriously told in song and dance and colour, a $6 million home movie'. (Since Kristofferson's character ends the film dead in a car crash, this seems like a bad omen.) Streisand provided her own costumes and much of the set dressing for the desert retreat that she and Kristofferson build halfway through the movie; Peters's 'great ass' pickup line was inserted into the script. She wouldn't stop haranguing Pierson about her lighting, which had to be from the back, with plentiful close-ups. Peters argued with Kristofferson about his 'shit' music, with Pierson about his creative choices, and with Streisand about anything he could think of. She was having lunch in her trailer one day when he burst in and threw a glass of water at her, hitting a plate of spaghetti and ruining the clothes and make-up for the afternoon's shooting. Kristofferson took to drinking 'tequila washed down with cold beer' every day in his trailer. One night, after a row with Peters, Streisand ran out from behind a bush in front of Pierson's car, and begged him to take her home. 'He gets so furious. I don't know what to do.' The climax was a massive outdoor concert in Arizona which would provide footage for two scenes in the movie. Peters and Streisand decided to turn it into a real event, with a $3.50 entry fee, and a promoter brought in Peter Frampton as the headliner. The audience got restless and began heckling around the one-hour mark. Streisand and Kristofferson had a shouting match backstage while miked up; it was all over the news.
Luckily for her, the studio didn't like Pierson's cut of the movie, so she was allowed to edit it herself. A team of editors worked round the clock while Streisand spent seventeen weeks mixing the sound. The result is a bloated mess of a movie which tries to be cool and manages only to be vapid. Streisand's powers are on full beam, but even she is diluted by her lack of chemistry with Kristofferson and the interminable soft-focus montages of them nuzzling each other in front of their adobe hideaway. Although it was Streisand's biggest film at the box office, it was the worst reviewed of her career. Streisand, furious, blamed Pierson. She would never let an unvetted director manipulate her again.
In 1978, she returned to a project that she had been interested in for ten years: Isaac Bashevis Singer's short story 'Yentl the Yeshiva Boy'. After the success of Funny Girl, Streisand had told her agent she was interested in playing Singer's Polish girl who disguises herself as a man in order to study the Talmud. He was unimpressed: 'You've just played a Jewish girl and now you tell me that you want to play a Jewish boy?' When Streisand, now in possession of the movie rights, returned to the story with an eye to screenwriting and directing, studio executives' eyes glazed over. Peters said the idea was 'ridiculous' until she came into the house one night in drag and he almost pulled a gun on her. Streisand's resolve was strengthened when she visited a Jewish medium who passed on a message from her dead father. The parallels between her and Yentl, whose father's death leaves her alone in the world, were obvious. When she visited Emanuel Streisand's grave in New York, she noticed that the plot next to his belonged to a man called Anshel: the male name Yentl adopts. 'This was the sign I was looking for, telling me that I was meant to make this movie.'
Streisand managed to sell Yentl by promising that she would sing in it. She didn't want to look like she was trying to emulate the success of 1971's Fiddler on the Roof, another musical about European Jewish life at the turn of the century, so decided against pastiching traditional Jewish music and hired Michel Legrand, who had shot to international fame in the 1960s after scoring the Jacques Demy musicals The Umbrellas of Cherbourg and The Young Girls of Rochefort. It was decided that all the songs would be sung by Streisand, either onscreen or in voiceovers representing Yentl's internal monologue. 'I didn't want to be accused of being on some ego trip,' she notes wisely, but her lyricists, Marilyn and Alan Bergman, persuaded her that it was the most organic way to make the film a musical. It was easier on the purse-strings too: no 'happy villagers burst[ing] into song'.
Yentl was shot in England and Czechoslovakia in the spring and summer of 1982. Streisand chose the Jewish Broadway star Mandy Patinkin to play her love interest, Avigdor, and Amy Irving as Hadass, Avigdor's fiancee, who ends up married to Yentl. The trouble with Patinkin began less than two weeks into filming. He lost his temper and refused to look her in the eye. She took him aside.
'Why are you so angry?'
His face crumpled and he said: 'I thought we were going to have a more personal relationship.'
'What?' I had no idea what he was talking about.
'I thought we were going to have an affair.'
I couldn't tell him he was not exactly fascinating to me. I didn't want to hurt his feelings, so I simply said: 'I don't operate that way.'
Tears rolled down his cheeks.

Nor was Amy Irving immune to her charms:
As the shoot progressed ... I noticed that Amy began relating to me as if I were a guy. She'd take my hand as we were walking together or talking about a scene and my first reaction was: why is she holding my hand? But then I thought: better let her. If it helps her to be in character, why not? ... But when she wanted to rehearse the kissing scene, I basically said: no way. See you on the set.

It is fitting that Streisand, a gay icon ever since her talent contest days, chose a gender-bending story for her first directorial outing, and she has fun with the reversal of roles created by Yentl's deception. Following the demure Hadass around the room with her eyes, Yentl bursts into song in her head: 'No wonder he loves her/What else could he do?/If I were a man, I would too.' The camera rests lovingly on Hadass's halo of red hair; meanwhile Avigdor horses around with the boy-Barbra, pushing her to the ground and straddling her, and she spies on him swimming naked in a river. But given all this, it's surprising how straight the film feels. Yentl's reaction to seeing the naked Avigdor is to rush home and get naked herself, as if to remind us that she still has breasts. Her discomfort with her new wife's advances seems unfeigned, and when Avigdor finds out Anshel's identity at the film's climax, he murmurs into her neck: 'I thought there was something wrong with me.'
In  the 1980s Streisand became a donor to LGBTQ causes, and her production company, Barwood Films, made TV movies about the treatment of gays in the military and the 'unfair laws concerning gay adoption'. She became good friends with the Clintons during the 1992 election campaign, calling up Bill after his Monica Lewinsky press conference to give him notes on acting contrite. She is keen to impress her political engagement on us. Every issue and current event in My Name Is Barbra elicits a Streisandism. Barbra on satellite: 'If only our hearts could expand as much as technology, we'd be in a very good place.' Barbra on the nuclear arms race: 'We should be filling grain silos, not missile silos.' Barbra on communism: 'It was not a great time in the history of Czechoslovakia ... I was shocked to see how little there was to buy in the stores.' Barbra on Aids: 'I said, "Homophobia is another disease that has to be cured."' Barbra on visiting the White House: 'I was so proud to be an American, and so inspired, that I began to collect 18th-century American furniture, and ended up redoing my New York apartment.' Barbra on Shimon Peres: 'I'll never forget his response when I asked, "How can you help the Palestinian situation?" He said, "By making their lives better."'
Streisand directed two films in the 1990s: The Prince of Tides (1991) and The Mirror Has Two Faces (1996). If Yentl was her film about the obstacles ambitious women face, The Prince of Tides, a tearjerker starring Nick Nolte as a traumatised redneck, is about the burdens of masculinity. The Mirror Has Two Faces is a different beast: a strange combination of romantic comedy, critique of the beauty industry and a working-through of Streisand's own relationship with her mother. The plot is preposterous (hunky but clueless maths professor lovelessly marries dowdy English professor for reasons not elucidated; English prof has a full body makeover and they fall into each other's arms to swelling Puccini); the relationship at the film's emotional centre is between Streisand's character, the awkward Rose, and her dazzling, unsupportive mother. To play the mother she chose Lauren Bacall, the anti-Streisand: a Jewish star from a generation earlier who had left Brooklyn behind and changed her voice on her first day in Hollywood. Streisand's mother told an interviewer that her daughter 'wasn't good-looking enough' to be an actor. When Jeff Bridges's Greg proposes to Rose, her mother scoffs: 'I don't trust him. I mean, where's the attraction?' In a chapter of reflections on her mother, Streisand describes the jealous rages Diana would fly into when Streisand won an award or got too much attention. 'Why can't you be happy for me?' Rose asks. In one scene she looks at a photograph of her parents: Bacall is in her own mother's place next to Emanuel Streisand.
The 'turning point of the movie', Streisand says, is when she and Bacall have it out at the breakfast table. 'I guess I am jealous,' the on-screen mother says. She hands Rose an angelic baby photo. 'I was pretty?' Barbra says. 'You were very pretty,' Bacall affirms. Freed from her mother's disdain, Rose can hit the gym and get a perm - transforming from a mousy nobody into the Streisand the world recognises.
Diana died in 2002, and Streisand has only appeared in three films since then, each time playing mothers - in Meet the Fockers (2004); its sequel, Little Fockers (2010); and the Seth Rogen comedy The Guilt Trip (2012). Apart from touring, which she picked up again in the 1990s after a three-decade hiatus, she seems to spend most of her time on philanthropy and re-editing her old films. (A Star Is Born and The Way We Were have both received this treatment for digital re-releases.) There was also the autobiography project, of course. She had turned down Jackie Onassis's suggestion in 1984 - 'I was way too busy' - but began to jot down notes. In the 1990s she looked at the project more seriously, writing a chapter with an erasable pen before losing it and having to start again. She wrote it herself, without a ghostwriter, and you can tell: her lengthy tangents on diner food and haute couture, peppered with ellipses, don't preserve her mystique very well. Having revelled in every minute detail - do we need to know the contents of the snack table she lays out in the studio for the musicians? - she sits back, sated. 'At this point in my life,' she says towards the end of the book, 'I want to step out of the spotlight.'
It is ironic that her moment of greatest notoriety this century came from the attempt to do just that. A photographer set up a website in 2002 documenting coastal erosion in southern California. Streisand was named as the owner of a Malibu clifftop 'barn'; in attempting to suppress the photograph, her lawyers inadvertently drew attention to it, prompting almost half a million visits to the webpage in the next month. But the record-straightener in her can't be stifled: she recently attempted to 'correct' the Wikipedia page for the 'Streisand effect' (the phenomenon where the effort to 'hide, remove or censor information' increases its exposure), believing it showed her in a bad light, but was blocked from editing it. 'Why?' she wonders. 'Isn't the truth enough?'
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Old Furniture
Nicholas Penny

1986 wordsThe triumphalism  of the great auction houses tends to conceal the fact that certain categories of chattel have crashed in value over the last quarter of a century, and none more so than 'brown furniture'. Changes in lifestyle have played a part. An indoor pool or family cinema is now a higher priority than a library among those who can afford such things; dining is less formal and a tea table not required for mugs. But you might suppose that objects made of old oak, a native as well as a natural material, would be in special demand now, and that a prestige would attach to the patina which demonstrated durability and sustainability.
'It had a soft and assuaged appearance, as though it had never been new and could never have been new. All its corners and edges had long lost the asperities of manufacture, and its smooth surfaces were marked by slight hollows similar in spirit to those worn by the naked feet of pilgrims into the marble steps of a shrine.' Thus Arnold Bennett described the dresser in the kitchen presided over by the heroine of Anna of the Five Towns. For Anna herself, this is merely 'the dresser'. She has no consciousness of its 'simple and dignified' design, nor of its 'ripe tone', and she even regrets its limited practicality. Her suitor, a man of some education, is doubtless gratified by the evidence of the conscientious and continuous domestic servitude to which its high polish testifies. But he would not have sublimated this gratification into an aesthetic preference and, although he likens Anna in her kitchen to 'a picture', he has not yet graduated to an awareness of the picturesque.
By 1902, when the novel was published, dressers of this kind, accurately assessed by the author as seventy years old, were being eagerly collected by many of Bennett's readers, and his lavish but gently ironic rhapsody was intended for them - a public seldom explicitly addressed in the novel. The year before, Edward Hudson, the founder of Country Life, had purchased Lindisfarne Castle and commissioned his close friend Edwin Lutyens to adapt it as a retreat. The building was studiously modest, shorn of any obvious grandeur or pretensions to historical glamour, even austere in that it included few modern conveniences.
As preserved by the National Trust today, and as recorded in the photographs by Charles Latham (which are among the finest tributes to the increasing popularity of Vermeer's paintings), we find 'Windsor chairs' and 'Lancashire chairs' as well as a Dutch 17th-century chest of drawers and an old refectory table placed on worn carpets and patterned brick paving and set against bare stone or whitewashed plaster walls. It is a manifestation of the slightly puritanical pastoral dream long fostered by the British professional classes, characteristic of much of the work of the Arts and Crafts movement, and the castle foreshadows thousands of rugged cottages previously occupied by labourers being adopted as holiday homes throughout the wilder parts of Great Britain in the century that followed. And to furnish these cottages honest, sturdy vernacular furniture was favoured - above all, an old dresser.
The pursuit of 'old oak' was also part of a passionate attachment to old tables, chairs and chests, of higher and usually earlier origin than the dresser in question, including the spiralling walnut of 1700, the robust mahogany ball and claw feet of 1750, the more fragile members of delicately decorated satinwood which found favour later in the 18th century, and the massive scrolling rosewood of the Regency. This taste for antiques endured for a century, concurrent with the idioms and accents of the King's English and the smell of Mansion house polish. The value of all but the most exceptional examples of such furniture has now sunk and antique shops are going out of business.
'Antique' was a word which had referred to the plaster casts that students were obliged to study in art school and to standards of classic beauty commanding common assent. But soon after 1900 it began to be applied to the oak dresser, the old brass candlesticks (also to be found in Anna's kitchen) and 17th-century needlepoint samplers retailed in the Cotswolds. The ideal of the more ardent hunters for such works seems to have been to inhabit a home in which there was little on view belonging to the 20th century, except perhaps the telephone in the hall and Country Life on the side table.
Until about 1970 such a taste was also defined by its aversion to anything Victorian. Despite this, the ambition among collectors to surround themselves so completely with creations of past ages had begun in the homes of rich collectors in the previous century. In 1896 Henry James described the way Mrs Gereth had furnished her house at Poynton, 'written in great syllables of colour and form, the tongues of other countries and the hands of rare artists. It was all France and Italy, with their ages composed to rest.' This grand but cryptic passage hints at the concentration of successive generations of a cosmopolitan princely family in a mausoleum, as well as suggesting the profuse and wide-ranging magnificence of the Wallace Collection (then about to open). Some of the objects at Poynton may have been treasured for three or four centuries, but the old Venetian velvets, the chests with ormolu mounts ('brasses that Louis Quinze may have thumbed'), many of the old chairs and cabinets, the 'panels and the stuffs' had been rediscovered or rescued.
What was remarkable about such a collection was not only the avoidance of modern vulgarities - among which James lists antimacassars, souvenirs, varnish, pink vases and family photographs - but also the absence of anything whatever of recent manufacture. In that purism it differed from most notable collections at that date, which typically included modern imitations as well as ancient specimens. Farnborough Hill, for example, adapted for the widowed and exiled Empress Eugenie by Hippolyte Destailleur in 1880, and the subject of Anthony Geraghty's recent study (Paul Holberton, PS40), is a case in point. Unlike the remarkable mausoleum, built by the same architect nearby for her husband, Napoleon III, and their ill-fated son, the Prince Imperial (killed in the Zulu war), which is perfectly preserved by the monks of St Michael's Abbey, the interiors of the house are now largely denuded, but Geraghty has reconstructed the contents, noting the way they combined dynastic and personal commemoration - a setting which would recall for the empress the numerous splendid rooms, in both private and state residences, over which she had presided, and where memories of her husband and son would be cherished and the First and Second Empire honoured.
When the works of art appear in earlier watercolour views of the settings created for them in the 1860s - the full-length portraits by Gerard in the Tuileries Palace and the oval flower pieces at Saint-Cloud, for example - they look far happier than they do in the old photographs of the congested rooms at Farnborough, but the empress clearly had a talent for interior decoration and was even credited with a new approach to planning rooms which owed more to landscape gardening than to architecture and was best exemplified by the Salon de The at Compiegne, where the furniture filled the centre of the room and was traversed by 'winding lanes' and punctuated by a variety of secluded clearings.
The sources of Destailleur's architecture, which are so skilfully explicated by Geraghty, may also be intended, at least for the erudite, as part of the meaning of the building, but it seems unlikely that the decor at Farnborough Hill was quite as programmatic as is here proposed. Certainly it is surprising that, on entering the house, the visitor encountered not only Winterhalter's group portrait of the empress surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting but ambitious works of art by contemporary Italian woodcarvers: canopied settees of the 'cinquecento' style by Carlo Cambri of Siena (still in place) together with a life-size pageboy by Valentino Besarel of Venice. The most highly prized furniture in the house, as would probably have been the case also at Poynton, belonged to the French 18th century, and indeed the empress keenly admired the style associated with Louis XVI, owing to her 'intense identification with Marie Antoinette', which supplemented her veneration for the family into which she had married. 'Empire furniture appealed to her less', which isn't surprising: readers of Proust find the Duchesse de Guermantes ridiculing such furniture early in A la recherche, although she develops a taste for it several volumes and a number of years later.
Geraghty frequently cites Lucien Daudet, son of the novelist and a friend of Proust, who fell under the spell of Farnborough Hill and its relics and 'silent portraits' which surrounded the dignified elderly empress in her exile and recalled the 'glories and sorrows' of the two empires. Even outmoded modern furniture fascinated him - 'vieux Chislehurst', he baptised some modest pieces which recalled the imperial family's earlier years of exile. There is a sort of compassion as well as a hint of camp whimsy in this cherishing of things 'pre-loved' (as the charity shops put it), and the conservationist and the snob are allied in reverence for survival.
At Ricks, the former home of Mrs Gereth's late husband's maiden aunt, there were more modest and less cosmopolitan 'relics and rarities' than those at Poynton, and these the heroine, Fleda, finds touching - 'the little worn, bleached stuffs and the sweet spindle legs ... the little melancholy, tender, tell-tale things'. She considers the absence of such 'ghosts' to be the 'only fault' of Poynton: by 'ghosts' she means the shades of previous generations, the traces of former owners, as distinct from the trophies of former ages and royal owners.
This might remind us of Chapter 9 of Middlemarch, in which George Eliot describes the visit Dorothea makes 'on a grey but dry day' to Lowick, where she inspects her future home. It was of an 'old English style' and had an 'air of autumnal decline'. Its 'carpets and curtains with colours subdued by time, the curious old maps and bird's eye views on the walls of the corridor ... had no oppression for her'. And she was pleased by the boudoir with its bow window where the
furniture was all of a faded blue, and there were miniatures of ladies and gentlemen with powdered hair hanging in a group. A piece of tapestry over a door also showed a blue-green world with a pale stag in it. The chairs and tables were thin-legged and easy to upset ... A light bookcase contained duodecimo volumes of polite literature in calf, completing the furniture.

Dorothea's uncle, like a crass estate agent, proposes a brash modernisation with 'new hangings, sofas and that sort of thing'. Dorothea understands that it was the room of her future husband's mother when she was young. She is not a woman of educated taste in the visual arts and any relish for the fragile furniture and delicate shades of wall colour fashionable in 1780 belongs more to the author writing a century later than to the mind of Dorothea a little before 1830. But Dorothea has responded to the appeal of preserving something venerable and vulnerable, and many consciously aesthetic responses must surely be entangled with such sentiments.
It is easy to dismiss the collectors of 'antiques' as whispering the boast, essential to gentility, that they had not sprung from 'a rude unreckonable race'. At some level, old furniture may have served as pseudo-heirlooms. No doubt it was also often associated with a sentimental regard for the traditional. The hard-hearted may be inclined to welcome the dissipation of such pretensions and falsifications, but something of value has been lost: contact with previous generations and their values, knowledge of alternative models and manners, even resistance to the novelties of fashion and commerce.
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Egg-Lemon Soup
Edmund Gordon

2580 wordsFiction  about creative writing programmes is always vulnerable to accusations of navel-gazing. Camille Bordas has, however, provided her new novel with an alibi. The Material follows the staff and students on the 'MFA in stand-up' at an unnamed Chicago university over the last day of the autumn term. It's a clever conceit, giving the eternal question about writing programmes an unusual twist. Can you really teach someone how to be funny?
 Bordas published her first novel, Les Treize Desserts (2009), when she was 22, between completing a degree in archaeology and art history at the Sorbonne and beginning one in ethnology and social anthropology at the Ecole des hautes etudes en sciences sociales. Three years later she moved to Chicago with her partner, the American novelist Adam Levin, and began writing in English. Her stories have been appearing in the New Yorker since 2016, and the first novel she composed in English (her third overall), How to Behave in a Crowd, a comedy about a group of precocious teenage siblings, was published the following year. Bordas was puzzled by creative writing programmes when she first arrived in the United States ('we didn't have MFAs in France'). '"Creative writing" as an academic discipline,' she recently told an interviewer, 'meant absolutely nothing to me.' But she soon began teaching on the fiction programme at the University of Florida, and the experience left its mark. Her story 'Colorin Colorado' is narrated by a professor of writing who describes herself as 'mostly a writer', although she isn't sure on what grounds: 'I spent more time teaching than writing. I made more money teaching than writing.' She drums into her class the importance of 'causes and consequences', until a student points out that 'in your stories the consequences of language and thoughts are always just more language and more thoughts.' The narrator ends up plagiarising the student's work.
 None of the professors in The Material suffers such a dramatic loss of pedagogical faith, but then none of them has much pedagogical conviction in the first place. 'The job of teaching comedy ... consisted almost exclusively in sitting there, not laughing, while your students tried something,' one of them reflects. 'It could be painful, for all parties involved, but that was how they learned.' Nor are the students confident enough in their own ideas to question their teachers' methods. 'They were halfway through their degree and hated everything they'd ever written.'
 The plot revolves around the 'traditional end-of-year battle', an event which promises to be enlivened by the arrival in Chicago of the middle-aged enfant terrible Manny Reinhardt ('if he didn't say things that shocked even himself, then he was failing'), who's due to take up the role of visiting professor of comedy in the spring. A student association has 'raised concerns' about his appointment. The first red flag was an incident in which he punched a younger male comedian at a club; since then, allegations of 'borderline behaviour with women' have emerged. We are presumably meant to think of real-life American stand-ups who've spectacularly scuttled their own careers (Louis C.K., Michael Richards), but the veniality of Manny's 'emotional misconduct' (he slept with each of his accusers once, proposed marriage, then never called) suggests we're not to dwell too much on them. Bordas wants to give him the trappings of disgrace without forfeiting his claims on our sympathy.
 If it would be hard to imagine someone like Manny teaching on a fiction programme, that's partly because it's hard to think of a contemporary American novelist so disagreeable - in either their work or their conduct - to institutional mores. James Ellroy perhaps? The Material suggests that the professionalisation of writing via graduate programmes is directly related to this shortage of renegades and heretics (which Bordas clearly sees as a bad thing), and it's true that there are more of them in countries that don't have an established MFA culture. Consider Michel Houellebecq, who last year attempted to block the release of an experimental porn film in which he'd starred. (His defence was that he'd been drunk when he signed the contract.)
 Manny's new colleagues on the stand-up MFA aren't inclined to blame him for the trouble he's in, although that doesn't mean they share a view on his appointment. Ashbee, the head of the programme, a listless figure who neither writes nor performs any longer, looks forward to riffing with a bona fide star. Dorothy, a cult comedian whose air of imperturbable cynicism is all part of the act, slept with Manny a handful of times when they were both starting out in the 1990s (when he proposed marriage, 'she'd known to laugh in his face') and finds the prospect of seeing him again bittersweet. For Kruger, his ego bloated following the release of his Hollywood debut, Manny's fall from grace is a rich source of schadenfreude. ('He was pretty sure Manny disliked him. Years ago, when asked in an interview who the most interesting young comedians were, Manny hadn't named Kruger, an omission Kruger had interpreted as intentional.')
 Bordas provides the A-listers among her characters with motives - not altogether convincing ones - for subjecting themselves to the indignity of a teaching job. Manny wants to reconnect with his son, who works for a Chicago law firm; Kruger's father has been moved to a nearby nursing home. No such explanations are needed for their colleagues on the fiction programme. One of the novel's best running jokes is about the transfer of cultural capital between the two lines of work:
 Everyone on the fiction faculty was trying a little too hard to befriend them, probably hoping for some TV connections. Vivian Reeve had cornered Kruger at his first department party back in September, to flatter him, to share with him her idea that comedians were to the 21st century what novelists had been to the 2oth, the artists that the public turned to for enlightenment, for comfort and understanding. They were the new social critics. More Americans had streamed Kruger's special the week it had come out on Netflix than would read a novel that year, she'd told him, numbers that Kruger had been flattered by, but unable to verify. 

 American universities now run MFAs in everything from game design to musical theatre - but there aren't, just yet, any degrees in stand-up. It must be one of the largest areas of anglophone cultural production to remain wholly independent of the academy. Putting it at the heart of a campus novel allows Bordas to highlight the awkward fit between the modern university, with its risk-averse corporate structures, and creative work. Professor Sword, the head of the English department, is struck by the comedy students' lack of interest in reporting his missteps to the management hierarchy. 'It was like they didn't know deans existed.' The main objection faculty members have to Manny's appointment is that it's a 'PR nightmare'. The teachers on the stand-up MFA have to weather the animosity of their colleagues in the wider English department ('comedians belonged in performing arts, if they belonged anywhere at all in academia, was the thought'), although since it won't amount to anything beyond 'whispers in the hallways, or petitions no one read', they aren't overly concerned.
The Material is thoughtful about the specific demands of stand-up. 'Questions were right at the root of comedy, as they were in many other disciplines,' Dorothy reflects, 'except that in comedy you were never looking for the real answer, but for the funniest answer, and in order to find the funniest answer, you had to first go through all possible answers.' But there's no getting away from the sense that everything it has to say about teaching stand-up is really about teaching fiction. There are moments when the tone becomes almost arch:
 As the founder of stand-up as an academic discipline (the Chicago MFA had been the first of its kind), Ashbee could've been first on many jokes to be made about the job, but he'd refrained. Now that comedy programmes had opened all over the country, teaching comedians went for it, used their students as material, and used their colleagues, too - the campus setting in general. They made fun of the concept onstage, the concept of teaching comedy, teaching people how to be funny. They all presented it as an impossible task and threw their own students under the bus as proof, quoting their worst jokes, all the while cashing the university's biweekly cheques. Ashbee believed that using your students as comedy fodder was an abuse of power, but he'd come to understand that the kids actually sought it, the onstage nod. Better to be made fun of by a famous comedian than never mentioned at all. 

 This passage, which occurs early in the novel, comes to mind later when Bordas is having fun at the expense of one of the comedy students. Phil is the least convincing member of the novel's varied cast, more a vehicle for sending up liberal pieties than an actual character: 'In order to repair centuries of injustice toward women, he'd pretty much decided to never contradict one again, even though it seemed to make every girl he knew uninterested in having any kind of conversation with him.' Some people - Phil would presumably be one of them - might describe this as punching down. Bordas isn't wholly unsympathetic towards their perspective. She permits Phil some reasonable questions about the sardonic humour that's her prevailing mode: 'Wasn't there a way to incorporate the new without the latency period of calling it stupid? His fellow students all blamed the times for declaring certain topics off-limits, but wasn't that exactly the kind of challenge a great comedian should want to tackle?' But he can't escape the ground rules of the novel that contains him. 'As interested as he was in thoughts of fairness and equality ... he still found them hard to make funny.'
 It helps that Bordas is so funny herself. Her observations about the narcissism and insularity of creative types are very good ('you were supposed to say you didn't want your kid to follow in your footsteps,' Manny reflects at one point, 'but then when your son became a lawyer, you had to wonder where you fucked up') and her deadpan delivery means they tend to land. She proceeds with a spry, associative logic and takes impulsive detours when she senses that a joke can bear being dragged out, as when Manny spends ten pages having his ear chewed off by the checkout guy at an airport newsagent. ('He would never scan the Red Bull, Manny realised, that second beep would never come and put an end to this.') Even so, The Material doesn't feel formless. Each of its three parts is loosely constructed around a set piece. Two of these concern gun violence, which Dorothy calls 'the white noise of American life'. In the first part, Dorothy and Sword take shelter in a classroom after an active shooter alert pops up on their phones. They agree that it's probably just a drill, but they can't help being scared, and to distract themselves they maintain a whispered conversation. Unfortunately, in spite of their best attempts to keep it light, they circle back repeatedly to violence and death. Sword tries to steer them onto the subject of movies, mentioning Brad Pitt's 'interesting trajectory', but 'of all of Brad Pitt's career, the scene that came to Dorothy's mind in that moment was the one where he gets shot in a closet in Burn after Reading.' Another part of her mind is already weighing the experience as possible material. 'If she survived today, she'd have to write about it. The thought made her a little sad.'
 In the second part, Kruger visits his father in the nursing home. The old man - a flagging tyrant, openly derisive of his son's lifestyle and career - becomes suddenly fixated on Kruger's inability to shoot. He reveals that another resident, Tony, has a gun and proposes that the three of them go into the woods for a lesson. When Tony produces a second gun, which it seems he's amenable to selling, Kruger's father instructs Kruger to make an offer on his behalf. 'At his age you had to have one, he said, which Kruger decided to take the less depressing of the two ways he could think of to take it.' As they trudge back to the home for a dinner of egg-lemon soup, Kruger has also begun to view the experience as material:
 They hadn't laughed today, he knew that much. Yet he also knew that the shooting lesson would become a bit. He knew it in his heart. It had made him too sad not to rewrite and try laughing about. He was already thinking about how he could frame it. It could be presented as quirky, 'the day I learned to shoot at a nursing home and then ate egg-lemon soup with everyone', or go dark, 'the day I bought my sick father a gun'. Dark was funnier, especially if his father did end up killing himself with that gun down the line. 

 The final set piece is the comedy battle, which results in a series of narrative crescendos. One student slips out of the venue to make a conciliatory phone call to his brother, a heroin addict; another confides to a classmate that she was sexually abused by her stepfather. After Phil collapses (it turns out he's epileptic), Manny goes on stage in his place, and launches into a long, rambling speech about his son's harrowing childhood illness before surrendering to tears 'for a solid thirty seconds'.
 It isn't news that being funny is often a strategy for fending off gloom, but Bordas is interested in how well it actually works. The comedy students think that if they can make lots of people laugh, they'll feel good about themselves. Their teachers have been around long enough to know better. 'Void was at the centre of any comedian's career,' Kruger tells his class. 'The blank page, the doubt once it was filled, the silence when a joke crashed, the abyss you faced onstage, the emptiness you felt afterward'. It seems like Bordas is teeing up another analogy for writing fiction. For Manny, though, the problem is endemic to the situation of the stand-up comic:
 He hadn't expected much from his fans, historically (when hoping for success, no one ever spent time imagining the audience that would come with it), and yet they'd still managed to disappoint - to sadden him, more exactly. He did all this so these guys would laugh? He'd turned the question over in his head for decades now, how it could be that nothing felt better than a crowd laughing, and little worse, an hour later, than individuals from that very group telling him what it was he'd said that made them laugh. It always sounded so small, what he'd written, when a fan repeated it. That's why he'd wanted for his son to be a novelist. Novelists could go their whole career without meeting a reader. 
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Diary
Lucian Freud's Sitters
Celia Paul

3019 wordsLucian Freud  resembled certain film directors - Ingmar Bergman, for example - in that the lead characters in his works influenced the way the creation took shape, often guiding it into entirely new territory. There is an unspoken understanding between the film director and the actor that their involvement isn't permanent: the actor may be offered a more desirable part, or the director may feel the need to make a different kind of film. The separation is often painful because the collaboration can be intense, especially so if they had loved each other. In the same way, Freud was always moving on, though the ending could be frayed. When the break-up was especially traumatic, it effected a drastic change in Freud's painting style, as in the case of the end of his marriage to Caroline Blackwood, when a Durer-like precision was replaced by a Bacon-inspired freedom.
Freud's first wife was Kitty Garman, the daughter of Jacob Epstein. In Girl with Roses (1947-48), Kitty is shown sitting on an elegant wicker chair with a curved dark frame. The wood looks newly polished, though its perfection is broken by a few tufts of wicker poking through where the armrest meets the seat. She is wearing a black wool jumper decorated with horizontal green stripes, and a black velvet skirt. The textures of the materials are astonishingly conveyed. The thorns on the stem of the rose that Kitty is holding up to her alarmed face are needle-sharp - you can sense their sharpness, and how risky it was to hold the stem. There is a large brown birthmark on the hand holding the rose. The texture of the birthmark is rougher than the porcelain-smooth white of her upheld hand. The flower is a pale pink bud just beginning to open. This discreet opening is a contrast to the cleft that slashes apart the bright red tulip - echoing her lipsticked mouth - in the portrait of Kitty's aunt Lorna Wishart, with whom Lucian had previously been in love. Lorna was nearly twelve years older than him, and married.
Kitty is wearing no make-up. Her pink mouth has a full underlip and you can see the glint of small white teeth. Her brown eyes are wide open. She is looking towards the light source and her pupils are so precisely defined that they reflect the window divided by the horizontal bar of the window frame she is looking at. The mirror of her eyes reminds me of the mirror in Jan van Eyck's Marriage of Arnolfini, which similarly reflects the part of the room unseen by the viewer, and the colouring in Freud's painting, with its ochres and greens, is just as reminiscent of van Eyck.
When Lucian painted his portrait of Kitty, their marriage was nearing its end. Domesticity made him claustrophobic and he was searching for a change. Four years later, Caroline Blackwood looks as if she is dreaming of a voyage in the luminous portrait of her called Girl in Bed (1952), painted near the start of their marriage. There is the suggestion of a misty sea under a pearly grey sky in the background; her beautiful head is supported by her viridian-veined wrist; her hand cups the side of her brow to keep back the waves of golden hair so that her pensive face is revealed in its entirety. Her blue eyes are enormous. She is looking away, into the distance. The line separating the lips of her mouth is as delicate as the central vein of a rose petal. Each hair - on her eyebrows and head - is recorded with a fine sable brush. The only other painter who achieved this perfection of detail without pedantry is Durer.
The portrait of Blackwood painted in 1956 and titled Girl by the Sea has a very different mood. The sea that had been hinted at in the 1952 portrait has now become much more definite. Blackwood's profile is framed by turquoise water and a brooding sky. Her sad eyes are lowered and her mouth turned down. Her hair looks thick with sea salt and rope-like curls hang around her face and neck. She has endured an arduous journey and is worn out. Lucian had been compulsively unfaithful throughout the years of their relationship. He had felt, as with Kitty, imprisoned by marriage, though the status of marriage was important to him. Caroline, in her sea-lit portrait, is longing to leave. She needs to be back on land.
When she did leave, Lucian's world fell apart. He needed to find a new way of painting so that he could control his inner turbulence and panic. He no longer had the equilibrium to keep a steady hand and paint with the precision of Durer. He had been abandoned, so his painting style needed to be abandoned too. The change in technique coincided with the start of his friendship with Bacon. Bacon suggested that his work verged on illustration and advised him to give up drawing so the paint could take over. The subsequent loosening up of Freud's painting occurred while his marriage was breaking up. He would never marry again. He needed to free himself from emotional ties and, at the same time, he wanted to be liberated from painterly constraints. He gave up the sable brush for a hog-hair one. The new gestural acrobatics are exciting but something has been lost: the paintings are less charged with romantic tenderness. Disillusionment and sadness - nearly despair - haunted his paintings from now on. The female nude became his main subject matter, and the vehicle for his distress.
Naked Girl, from 1966, is a portrait of Penelope Cuthbertson. It is a powerful representation of vulnerability. Penelope lies on her back on a white sheet, her claw-like hands clutched above her nipples, as if she's warding off an attack. The red wound of her vagina is like a blister caused by her chafing thighs, which are clenched together. Her ribcage is erupting from her skin like an alien life form. Freud had turned away from realism: his 1960s technique is closer to expressionism.
Frank Auerbach described Cuthbertson as 'a sweet girl' who 'worked with the kindergarten in Brunswick Square'. Freud met her at a party hosted by Blackwood's brother. 'Lucian thought there were lots of girls like her, very, very nice.' The last painting of Cuthbertson is one of my favourite paintings by Freud. It is titled Night Interior and dated 1968-69. Penelope is a small figure in a large, desolate room. You can sense the silence. The big, dark, uncurtained window behind her is lit with mysterious reflections, though the bright light bulb in the ceiling under which Freud must be standing glares. He is quietly watching her. She looks alone, even so, and unobserved. She is sitting sideways on an armchair, her legs thrown over it. An old water tank, plus stained bath and sink, stand on the right of the picture. The bare floorboards rise steeply towards the left, brought to a sudden stop by a tall cupboard in the corner. The door of the cupboard is ajar, and you can see Freud's grey overcoat inside, suspended on a hanger: a signal that it was time to leave. Freud was in love with someone else.
Jacquetta Eliot was Freud's next great love. She was an heiress, renowned for her beauty. The paintings Lucian made of her are full of intensity; the specificity tells you how much she mattered to him. They represent a homecoming. He wanted to return to his earlier meticulousness, though he didn't replace the coarse hog-hair brushes he was now using with his old sable brushes. 'Concentration is everything,' he used to say. He shifted away from Bacon's influence. It became important to record every detail, as he had done in the portraits of Kitty and Caroline. The precision of his early work returns, now with a freer rendering. Nothing is fixed. Jacquetta seems always to be in movement.
In 1972, as he was falling in love with Eliot, Freud started to paint his mother. He had never been able to paint her before. He had always found her concern for him intrusive. He interpreted her loving focus as curiosity he didn't welcome. He became secretive. But after her husband's death two years earlier Lucie Freud had tried to kill herself. She lost interest in the world and stopped worrying about her son. Her new lack of concern liberated him. His paintings of her are some of the most memorable he ever made. Each is distinct and urgent.
Freud brought his two loves together in Large Interior W9 (1973). His mother sits in a black armchair, her hands resting on the arm. Her wedding ring is plainly visible. She is warmly dressed in a grey wool suit and bolero. By contrast, Eliot, behind her, is lying naked to the waist on a narrow bed. A brown blanket covers the lower part of her body. Her arms are raised and crossed behind her head. She is looking upwards with a rapt expression. A pestle and mortar under Lucie's chair are surreal additions to the painting, and lead one to question the symbolism of the connection between the two women - to each other, and to Freud himself. They were both mothers with three sons, and neither had left their husband.
In 1975, Freud and Eliot split up. Their relationship had been too tempestuous to last. They both had affairs. They made each other jealous. This was sexually stimulating but unsustainable. The painting of her known as Last Portrait is unfinished. It is a painful image of loss and grief. Lucian took a long time to get over her.
Head of a Girl (1975-76) shows Katie McEwen. Katie was sixteen when Lucian started sleeping with her. She was a talented artist, the daughter of friends. In Lucian's portrait she looks tragic. Her eyes show absolute despair. For me, this is the saddest and most haunting of all his portraits. When Katie and Lucian separated, she went on to enrol at the Slade School of Art, where I was also a student.
Lucian's first portrait of me is titled Naked Girl with Egg and dated 1980. I had been going out with him for two years. I had met him when he was a visiting tutor at the Slade when I was 18 and he was 55. I was twenty when I started sitting for him. I was a very romantic, self-conscious young woman. My voluptuousness (as Lucian described my curves) gave me a maternal air. I offered the notion of comfort to Lucian, which he felt badly in need of. But the intimacy that evolved between us was a challenge for him. He was threatened by it. He told me that he preferred to have sex with strangers and that he abhorred the constraints of monogamy (for himself, though it was a quality he particularly respected in couples he knew). He needed to turn me into a stranger so that he could paint me.
Naked Girl with Egg is a cruel objectification. I am shown lying on a black bedsheet; one hand cups my full breast, the other is raised to my excruciated face. A halved boiled egg sits in a white dish on a marble-topped table. The brown swirling veins of the marble echo my pubic hair and the egg resembles my breasts. The painting was bought by the British Council and widely exhibited. It has been included in most of the important Freud shows. Sarah Lucas's self-portrait Two Fried Eggs and a Kebab, a powerful feminist statement, had no impact on the art world's conscience.
Between 1980 and 1985, Lucian worked on a small portrait of me, the mood of which is the complete opposite to Naked Girl. It is titled Girl in a Striped Nightshirt. Lucian had bought me a blue and white nightshirt made of brushed cotton to wear for the portrait. It was very soft and comfortable. My head is resting on the curve of the sofa's arm and one hand lies close to my face. I radiate peace. Over the years, Lucian and I had grown close. He had lost his fear of intimacy with me. The painting, I think, is an image of love. It took two years to finish. During that time, I got pregnant and gave birth to our son, Frank Paul. After the birth, a distance started to impose itself between Lucian and me.
I am and always have been dedicated to my own painting, and ambitious for it. I had managed to organise my time so that I could paint and sit for Lucian with equal commitment. But after I had Frank, I became less available as a sitter. I was also gaining recognition as an artist and had my first solo show in 1986. It was a success. Lucian started to look for someone to replace me. I noticed that there were often muddy paw prints left on the smooth white floor of Lucian's kitchen. And I found a hair slide with a dark strand of hair clinging to it on the bed.
Triple Portrait (1986-87) is a portrait of Susanna Chancellor, Lucian's new lover. Susanna is seen in profile sitting on the studio bed in front of a pile of paint rags. Two whippets are lying at her feet and she is resting her hand on the one turned towards the viewer. The dog is more acutely observed than Susanna, whose face is in shadow and half-hidden by her hair. She was to remain Lucian's companion for the rest of his life and he painted her often, yet somehow none of the portraits of her has the same stamp of urgency - an unforgettable urgency - as the paintings of Kitty, Caroline, Jacquetta or Lucie, or perhaps of me.
Lucian's involvement with Susanna occasioned another change in technique. He started to apply paint more thickly. Auerbach now supplanted Bacon as the painter Freud was most affected by. In Triple Portrait, the three figures seem suffocated by the impacted paint.
Lucian had a big retrospective at the Hayward Gallery in 1988. Bacon wrote a letter to his friend Eddy Batache to say what he thought about it. (A bitter rivalry now existed between them. Bacon had rivalrous feelings towards Auerbach, too, thanks to Auerbach's close friendship with Freud.) 'Lucian Freud's exhibition', Bacon wrote, 'is here now to great acclaim - I was myself very disappointed in his new style it is a mixture of Frank Auerbach and a painter who used to show at Helen Lessore [Gallery] called John Bratby - Lucian's work seems to be just a display of technique.' I can't help thinking he was referring particularly to the portrait of Susanna with two whippets.
Susanna lived with her husband, Alexander Chancellor, and their two daughters. She and Lucian had known each other for many years, during which they had conducted an on-off affair. Now it turned into a more serious relationship. Susanna didn't want to be painted nude. She was hard to pin down. Lucian was tantalised by her but never captured her, though he kept trying. His most successful paintings from this period were of men. The paint remained thickly applied, but acquired more and more energy and freedom.
Naked Man on a Bed (1989-90) is a portrait of the artist and writer Angus Cook. It is compassionate, softly lit with a pearly pink glow. Angus is shown lying on a grey blanket with one arm raised above his head and the other laid on his heart. The loving detail of the furry line of hair leading to his navel and surrounding it like a nest indicates some reciprocity between artist and sitter. There appears to be mutual trust and understanding. For this moment, at least.
Angus became my closest friend. I met him when I was at the Slade and he was studying English at University College London, to which the Slade is attached. Soon after I got to know him, he started sitting for me. Lucian saw a charcoal drawing I'd done of Angus and said he needed to paint him.
[image: ] 'Leigh Bowery (Seated)' (1990)




All Lucian's portraits of Angus have a special tenderness, and a knowledge of the way Angus's body looked in movement. The portraits of him are never static. In this way, they remind me of the confident fluidity of the portraits of Eliot. Angus introduced Lucian to his friend Leigh Bowery, who soon started sitting. Bowery knew intuitively what Lucian required. As a performance artist, he understood the theatricality of the situation. He was committed to sitting but was never enslaved by it. The portraits of Leigh are admiring. They are not called 'Naked Man' but 'Leigh Bowery'. Artist and sitter share the power equally. Leigh became the lead actor Lucian had been looking for his whole life.
Leigh Bowery (Seated), from 1990, is Freud's last masterpiece. Bowery sits naked on a red velvet chair. One leg is draped over the side of the chair; the foot of the other leg rests on the bare floorboards. He is looking straight at the viewer. One eye is lit up, one eye in shadow. He had been diagnosed with Aids. His expression shows that he is facing death. There is nothing he can do to survive. His acceptance gives the painting its spiritual force.
The painting left unfinished on the easel at Lucian's death in 2011 was of his assistant David Dawson. David's dog, Eli, is sleeping faithfully at his side. During the last months of his life, Freud didn't have the stamina he once did. He would work on the painting of David every day, adding small dabs of pigment, and then he would need to rest. I find its incompleteness inexpressibly poignant, indicative of a lifetime of unwavering commitment to the process of painting and a testament to the enduring love and trust that Lucian could feel for men. He never trusted his female lovers to the same extent.
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